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CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Deep breath. Patience. There was no reason to lose her head over someone else's stubborn stupidity. For one thing, it'd undo all the progress she'd made on her reputation. Worse, it wouldn't reflect well on Night, her companion for this little excursion and the entire reason they were here. 
 
    Tate tapped her foot while chanting to herself. I am nice. I am kind. I don't want to throw this woman out of a perfectly good window to see if she can fly. 
 
    Tate had done that once and it had been impressed upon her by several individuals that tossing people off high objects wasn't an appropriate reaction to any circumstance. She disagreed. She could think of at least three situations off the top of her head necessitating such drastic measures.  
 
    Tate gave the woman in front of her a stiff smile, quelling the frustration, anxiety and touch of fear knotting up her insides. 
 
    A deep breath later and she felt no more relaxed, just slightly lightheaded. She pressed her back harder into the chair behind her as she tried to project confidence and control.   
 
    Night was more successful than Tate, the epitome of regal remoteness as he stared unblinkingly at the person across from them. The only hint at his inner turmoil was the barbed tail flicking back and forth behind him in agitation. 
 
    For a being whose body looked like a cross between a barbed-tail cat and a sunbear, a creature designed for war and destruction, he appeared deceptively cuddly. 
 
    Only, Tate had seen him crush a person's skull in his jaws after ripping out another's throat. Any thoughts of how adorable he was, had died after that. 
 
    A golden ring of fur surrounded amber eyes perched above a broad, flat nose. His front legs were covered in cream fur and black rosettes. Brown, black and gold stripes ran along his back.   
 
    His ears flicked, the tufts of fur sticking out of them inviting Tate to touch. A mistake she'd only made once. Night might allow children to paw and tug, but adults were a different story. They knew better and touching without permission was a good way to have your hand taken off. 
 
    He yawned, displaying the incredibly sharp teeth of a carnivore. 
 
    “Night,” Tate warned. If she had to behave, so did he. 
 
    Those who didn't know him wouldn't have guessed his yawn was anything but a sign of tiredness. Tate knew better. Night didn't show his teeth unless he was serious. 
 
    The last thing she needed was for her friend to attack the magister who'd been appointed by Emperor Thaddeus to help Night with his application for sentient rights. 
 
    The woman across from them flicked a glance at her friend before focusing on Tate. She was tall and projected a no-nonsense attitude. Her hair was pulled back into a chignon. Her clothing was expensive and well-tailored, draping over her figure perfectly; it cost a lot of money to get that kind of quality. Tate had begun to understand such things since she'd formed a friendship with a women's clothes designer.  
 
    "We're at an impasse if he can't speak," Lisa, the magister, said crisply. 
 
    Tate shifted in her seat, uncomfortable at the way Lisa had ignored her friend since they'd stepped into the room, addressing all questions and comments to her instead of talking directly to Night. 
 
    She glanced at the bearcat out of the corner of her eye, noting the way his mouth was partially open as he stared at Lisa with half-lidded eyes. 
 
    "You should really be talking to him," Tate started. It was the third time she'd had to direct the woman's attention back to Night. Frustration at having to repeat herself was beginning to make her snappish.  
 
    The sound Lisa made was half-scorn, half-frustration. "You do realize the opposing side will want to question him." 
 
    "I told you I could act as interpreter." 
 
    "Not good enough," Lisa returned. "They'll claim you're faking the answers to help the creature. Your friendship with the Emperor won't help you in this situation. We have these laws for a reason and not even he can circumvent them—not without losing considerable support in his own government and angering a lot of powerful people." 
 
    Tate didn't know where Lisa had gotten her information, but she wasn't friends with the Emperor. She'd only met him twice and both times had left her deeply unsettled and slightly confused. 
 
    Night rumbled as his attention left the magister for the first time since they'd entered the room. He looked up at Tate, his mouth parted as his whiskers twitched forward in his version of a laugh. 
 
    "Oh, shut up," Tate said waspishly. She focused back on Lisa. "I'm not sure what you think you know, but I barely know the Emperor." 
 
    Lisa folded her arms and sat back in her chair, lifting an eyebrow. "I suppose you're going to claim you have no connection with Lord Ryuji either?" 
 
    "No, he's definitely an acquaintance," Tate admitted. It was actually a little more complicated than that. Ryu was dragon-ridden like her, capable of taking on the form of the dragon residing in his soul. He'd also made it quite clear he wanted something more from her. 
 
    "You realize the Emperor considers him family," Lisa asked, her tone arch. 
 
    Tate pulled a face. Yes, she was aware. It was a recent discovery she still hadn’t quite processed. 
 
    Lisa lost patience. "The Emperor asked me as a personal favor to take on this case, Lady Fisher. I don't appreciate having my time wasted on your whims." 
 
    "You think I'm lying," Tate stated, the situation and Lisa's brusque manner finally making sense. "You don't think Night is sentient or can communicate." 
 
    "That is an animal, Lady Fisher," Lisa said, stabbing her finger at the animal in question. "They might communicate but they're incapable of higher thought." 
 
    "You may not eat her," Tate said calmly as the muscles in Night's shoulders bunched. As an afterthought, Tate tacked on, "Don't scare her either." 
 
    He settled back down with a grumble. 
 
    Assured Night wasn't going to start trouble, Tate fixed Lisa with a hard stare, some of her previous anxiety falling away. This was a problem she could solve; something she could fix. That steadied her in a way her previous feeling of helplessness hadn't. 
 
    Lisa rolled her eyes, unimpressed with Tate's posturing. 
 
    It made Tate revise her previous assumption of the rationale behind the Emperor’s recommending Lisa take their case. She was getting the feeling he hadn't bothered to give Lisa many details, or shared much of Night's situation at all.  
 
    She wondered if the other woman even knew Tate was dragon-ridden. Her lack of fear would certainly support that theory. Most tended to treat Tate with extreme caution once they learned about the dragon she shared her body with. 
 
    Ilith inspired many reactions in people, fear being primary among them. 
 
    No, not a favor, she decided. More likely a punishment, but for whom? Tate or Lisa? 
 
    Tate sighed. There was an easy solution to all this. But one glance at Night told her he was unlikely to cooperate. His entire tail was now whacking the carpet, shouting his mood for anyone paying attention. Unlike dogs, an active tail wasn't necessarily a good sign in felines. While he might have bear in him somewhere, Night definitely favored the feline half of his ancestors.  
 
    While Night could communicate mentally, it often took time for the connection to develop. The first time he'd started talking in her mind, his voice had been broken and disjointed, only every other word making it through. Couple that with the fact some people were naturally resistant to mindspeak, and her makeshift family had decided it would be best for him to take an interpreter just in case. 
 
    Now he’d decided to be difficult because the magister was being deliberately rude and insulting. This entire situation had “disaster in the making” written all over it. 
 
    At least she was here and not Dewdrop, their other friend. Dewdrop and Night together would have probably alienated the poor woman so badly she would not only have refused to help them, but would have made it her mission to have them blacklisted among her peers. 
 
    "There are many different levels of communication beyond verbal," Tate tried, still trying to salvage the meeting. Night's appointment for his hearing was coming up and it had been impressed upon her by several individuals how important it was to have someone who knew the intricacies of the empire's law on their side.  
 
    "Would you call a child incapable of speech an animal?" she asked. 
 
    "No, I wouldn't, but humans have long been accepted as part of the accords," Lisa returned. "One or two exceptions will not affect their status. Your friend is different. He has a much more challenging road ahead of him. It's harder to prove sentience, than it is to disprove it once it has already been established." 
 
    Tate sat back. Much as she hated to admit it, Lisa had a point. Perception was everything, and most people upon seeing Night for the first time, automatically assumed he had no more intelligence than an average animal. To them he was simply a beast the Creators had designed for one of their endless wars, a rarity, sure, but no more than that. 
 
    "If we're done, I have important matters in need of my attention." Lisa's smile was wintry, the dismissal clear. 
 
    Tate leaned forward and slapped her hand on the desk over the papers Lisa had been reaching for. "I'm sorry my friend’s situation isn't important to you, but it's pretty damn life-threatening for him. I'd appreciate you giving it your full attention." 
 
    There. Diplomacy. Dewdrop would be so proud. She hadn't threatened the woman or done anything else that could be considered unfit for polite society.  
 
    Lisa's expression didn't shift from her cool look of dismissal as she continued to tug on the pages.  
 
    Tate didn't make it easy for her, keeping up the pressure as they slid ever so slowly from under Tate's hand. She was left with the choice of pressing harder and watching the sheets rip or letting Lisa have them. 
 
    She lifted her hand, keeping her smug delight to herself when Lisa nearly hit herself in the face with the suddenly free papers. 
 
    "You can show yourself out," Lisa said, already focusing her attention on her next task. 
 
    "Come on, Night. We'll find someone else to help us," Tate said. "I guess the Emperor was wrong. She's not as skilled as he said." 
 
    There was the faintest stiffening in Lisa's shoulders as Tate's jab landed. Good. The woman was as closed-minded as some of those in the Black Order.  
 
    Night stood, his shoulders as tall as Lisa's desk. The other woman stilled, caution tightening her lips as Night stared at her for several long seconds before padding after Tate. 
 
    She held the door for him before following.  
 
    That could have gone better, Night told her once they were out. 
 
    Tate sighed. "You think I handled it wrong?" 
 
    He shook himself all over, his coat ruffling before settling. Tate took that as a no. 
 
    "We still have choices. I'll talk to Ryu, see if he knows any other magisters who can help us," Tate said, trying to inject a little optimism in her voice. It was hard. Lisa was the third they'd tried. 
 
    Maybe we should just give up, Night said, his mental voice crisp and deep. Nobody will hunt us while we're part of your household. Our situation is stable right now. There's no need to upset the balance. 
 
    "No, we're not giving up. This is just a setback." Tate automatically rejected his suggestion as she had several times before. Letting the rest of the world reduce Night to the status of an animal was wrong. He deserved the same rights and privileges as any of the three main sentient species of the empire. She'd settle for nothing less. "Remember, we're not just doing this for you. Willa and Pax may wish to explore the world when they're grown. They may want to own land or have a family. They'll have more opportunities as fully recognized citizens of the empire." 
 
    Not to mention, as the most recent member of the dragon corps and the only female member, Tate's position in society wasn't as stable as she would like. Recent events had shown her how politics might serve to take everything from her. If the worst should happen, she wanted Night and the others protected outside of herself. 
 
    He made a small sound, whether of agreement or boredom, she couldn't tell. 
 
    Their footsteps echoed against the marble floor of the vast hallway as they made their way through the palace. 
 
    Tate's hopes for this meeting had been high, due to its location in the Emperor's home. The fact Lisa had an office in the palace and hadn't been relegated to the basement with the rest of the clerks indicated she was good at her job. This fact, coupled with the Emperor's recommendation, had given Tate hope. It should have made this a done deal. 
 
    Instead, they were leaving defeated. 
 
    Frustration and failure left a bitter taste in her mouth, but Tate refused to give up. 
 
    The murmur of conversation grew to a dull roar as they approached the rotunda where several vaulted corridors joined. It was the central hub for this section of the palace, set aside primarily for government officials and their staff. If you wanted to leave the palace, you'd eventually have to walk under the rotunda dome.   
 
    As a result, the palace impressed an emphatic statement on all those who passed through. This was the seat of Aurelian power. Behold its grandeur. It was meant to humble and compel admiration, both of which it did successfully.  
 
    Everything in the palace was beautiful, even something as simple as a hallway with its vaulted ceiling and floors made of pale marble. Each piece of its architecture was crafted by master artisans, priceless art overlooking everything. It held a timeless elegance. No matter how much time passed, this palace would stand testament to the ingenuity and expertise of those who built her.  
 
    Tate and Night traveled under one last arch, exiting the hall and stepping into the wide-open area of the rotunda. To their left, stone stairs wound up the side of the curved walls to the three floors above, all of which had balconies overlooking the ground floor. The stairs framed the dome high overhead, the green stained glass creating slight patterns on the walls and stairs as the sun shone through it. 
 
    Clusters of people were interspersed throughout, some in the distinctive uniform of government officials. Others were dressed simply but with dignified precision. Not nobles, but not common folk either. 
 
    A trio of lifelike statues in the midst of it all caught Tate's attention. She was positive they hadn’t been there when she and Night walked through the area on their way to meet the Magister. They held themselves with eerie stillness, their predatory focus locked on the hallway Tate and Night were exiting. No expressions moved across their faces; their gazes dark and blank.  
 
    The trio was dressed all in black and looked like triplets, their coloring and features identical. They stood so close to each other their shoulders touched. With their long, black cloaks, it gave the illusion they shared a body.  
 
    "Tate Fisher," they said in unison. 
 
    Tate didn't pause. "You've got the wrong person." 
 
    Night prowled to her left, putting space between them. It was a move designed to force the group in front of them to split their focus. If they attacked, they'd have to separate to go after both of them. 
 
    The faintest sign of confusion touched their faces. Her denial had thrown them off-balance. Good. 
 
    Tate kept moving, keeping one eye on them to see how they'd react. They had become the focus of the atrium, conversations sliding into silence as those present began to take notice. 
 
    "You are Tatum Allegra Winters," the one in the middle stated. 
 
    Alertness jolted through Tate. There were only a few people who knew her real name. These three weren't among them. None of her friends would have told them either. Which meant they were sent by an enemy. 
 
    She paid a little closer attention to the three. They were dressed so people would assume they were from the Black Order, a guild of thugs ostensibly meant to protect the populace from threats, but only if someone had the money to pay them for their work. 
 
    While the all-black outfit was right, it lacked the military precision the Black Order was known for. The cloaks also lacked the bright silver buttons or the crest the Order normally wore. The trio’s unnaturally flat expressions and uncanny stillness made her think perhaps their appearance was meant to deceive not just her but their audience as well.  
 
    "I think you may be confused," Tate said, still trying to find a way to de-escalate the situation. She didn't want violence if she could help it. There were too many civilians around to risk a confrontation.  
 
    She scanned the space for the Emperor's guards. A few of them would come in handy if her suspicions about these three proved correct. 
 
    "It doesn't matter," the one on the right intoned. "She is the one. Her companion confirms it." 
 
    The click of high heels against marble alerted Tate to someone approaching from the rear. 
 
    "What is going on here?" Lisa demanded. 
 
    There was no time to answer. The trio moved, their cloaks rustling. Several small dark objects flew toward Tate’s face. She dodged, her heart in her throat. 
 
    Lisa shrieked as several oblong thorns hit the stone next to her.  
 
    Careful, Tate. There is something wrong with their smell, Night cautioned. 
 
    "Protect her," Tate said, staying focused on the three in front of her.  
 
    Ilith shook awake inside her, Tate's adrenaline alerting her to danger. She crouched in the back of Tate's mind, silently watching. 
 
    "You will die here," the one on the left said. For the first time, some hint of emotion touched the three's faces. They yearned for her death, the more painful and bloody, the more exciting.  
 
    "Someone needs to get the palace guards," Tate said, raising her voice so those in the room could hear. No one moved, remaining motionless as they gawked at the spectacle taking place. 
 
    She didn't take her gaze from the trio, knowing their attack had been just an opening salvo—a test to draw her out. 
 
    Cloaks ripped as the creature they'd been hiding came out to play. A large, hulking body rose in front of her, its muscled torso attached to powerful legs. A spiky tail uncurled from around its waist, lowering until it swept the ground. 
 
    The most disturbing thing about it was the heads. What Tate had taken as three people was in fact one monster with three heads perched atop its massive shoulders. 
 
    Tate couldn't tell if the monster was one being or if three people had been given one body. 
 
    "You don't want to do this," Tate cautioned as the creature unfolded itself and rose. It was at least nine feet tall. 
 
    In response its three mouths gaped wide, a piercing scream echoing off all the marble. Tate's stomach dipped. 
 
    "I've heard better," she told it. 
 
    "You will hear nothing soon," the creature promised, its heads speaking in tandem. 
 
    "Prove it," Tate challenged. 
 
    Is antagonizing it really your best move right now? Night asked. 
 
    Yes, it was. She needed to keep—whatever this thing was—focused on her and ignoring the bystanders who appeared frozen in fear with horrorstruck expressions.  
 
    The idiots needed to run, Tate thought sourly. They were just going to get in the way once the monster started its attack. 
 
    Its tail whipped, spikes flying toward her. Tate grabbed Lisa’s arm and dragged her out of the way. She wasn't quite fast enough. Two spikes embedded in her shoulder and chest, a few inches under her collarbone. Numbness spread from the wounds, followed by the feeling of burning, before shifting to a cold so bitter it felt like it dove straight into her very bones. 
 
    Tate fell to her knees, her head suddenly heavy. 
 
    Poison. The spikes had poison. 
 
    "Night," she tried to say. Her effort was weak, the words barely audible. 
 
    There were screams from all around her as Tate collapsed to her side.  
 
    Night roared, the sound a challenge answered by the horrendous shriek of the creature. 
 
    Coldness invaded. She was dying, Tate realized. So careless. 
 
    A woman sobbed in the distance. 
 
    Tate blinked once, the sun against the windows in the dome distractingly blinding as the color danced in it. So pretty. 
 
    Pain bloomed along her shoulder and chest, chasing the cold away. Tate screamed as the thorns sank deeper into her skin, sending out little veins of wrongness. Black lines spread across her skin. 
 
    A presence rustled inside her. Ilith's mind brushed against her, the dragon hissing as it sensed Tate's pain.  
 
    Stupid mistake, Ilith said. 
 
    Tate couldn't respond, paralysis locking her in place. Even her thoughts felt weak and sluggish. She could feel herself slipping away and no matter how she fought or struggled to stay, she was losing the battle. 
 
    Sorry, my friend, Tate thought at her other half. The dragon whose soul resided in hers. Her mistake came at the cost of two lives instead of one. 
 
    She sank into the deep black of night. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Ilith surged to ascendancy, muscling through the pain as her skin split and reshaped until a dragon crouched where Tate had once lain. 
 
    The shift was a blaze of agony, the wrongness from the poison blunting her thoughts while stripping her of reason and intellect, leaving behind nothing but rage. 
 
    She became a creature of instinct, driven by the need to survive.  
 
    Her gem-like eyes fixed on the creature who'd come close to ending them. She sprang forward, the motion one of endless grace. 
 
    Her jaws closed on one head. She ripped it from the monster's shoulders in the next moment. It lashed her with its tail, its needles striking her hide. She ignored it all, raking her claws along the monster's side. Blood hit her mouth and then the one known as Ilith was gone. 
 
    She became fire and death, ripping the creature apart as she gobbled down bits of its meat. Only when it lay in pieces around her did she lift her blood-stained snout and show her teeth. 
 
    The prey had mostly flown while she was occupied with her meal.  
 
    Her head swung around until she spotted one last prey still panting with fear in the corner. 
 
    Ilith pawed silently over the bloody marble, her scales rasping against stone. 
 
    She darted forward, her gaze fastened on the wounded prey. 
 
    A small furry creature landed between her and it. 
 
    The creature roared at her. It stood on its hind legs and swiped at her nose. Pain blossomed and Ilith reared back momentarily before roaring at the impudent creature. 
 
    She liked the sound so much she did it again. 
 
    The creature behind the smaller one bleated, distracting her from the beautiful sounds she was making. 
 
    She growled and snorted at it. 
 
    The small furry creature swiped at her again, making a pissed-off sound, different from a roar. It was an angry yowl. 
 
    Ilith cocked her head. She hesitated as the smell of family wafted up to her. Some of her rage receded—just a little.  
 
    Drawing her lips back, she exposed her fangs as her head lowered in threat. The small creature didn't back down, showing her his fangs as well.  
 
    Intelligent eyes gazed back at her as a slight pressure brushed her mind.  
 
    She hissed in displeasure as the pressure became more insistent. She shook her head fiercely.  
 
    The bright light from above distracted her again and she forgot the furry creature protecting the hairless one. She craned her head back, noting the endless patterns above as they framed the sky.  
 
    She snorted and stretched her wings. Flying would feel good after that meal.  
 
    She leapt, scrabbling for purchase on one landing before leaping for the next. Stone crunched under her weight and more than once something clattered as she knocked it over. She paid none of it any mind, focused on that dome high above and the sky beyond it.  
 
    Running footsteps and shouted words pulled her attention momentarily to below. Men poured into the room, stopping short at the sight of the slain creature on the marble. It didn't take them long to find Ilith where she clung high above, her tail dangling off her current precarious perch as she wedged herself against the wall.  
 
    She stared disdainfully down at them. They wore clothes with an image emblazoned on the front, that of a dragon wrapped around a sapphire-blue jewel.  
 
    Jealousy and covetousness tempted Ilith to descend, to rip that stone off their chests and keep it for her own.  
 
    She ignored the urge, a single scrap of reason whispering that the stone on their chests was a lie. It wasn't real. 
 
    She turned from the deceivers, waddling up the stairs, around and around, as she ignored the shouts and angry chatter below. She had sky to reach. 
 
    A force hit her side, ripping a roar out of her. She looked down just in time to see another rock levitate and zip toward her. She dodged out of the way, now bounding up the stairs several at a time. 
 
    Violent food. She should rip them apart. 
 
    Energy bolts zipped toward her, changing her mind. She wasn't in the mood for a hunt after just eating. This meat was too difficult. She'd wait.  
 
    The bolts hit her hide, causing little more than irritation. She wanted out and away from the violent creatures, to stretch her wings and leave the things threatening her behind. 
 
    Reason had begun to beat back some of the blinding rage, but the renewed attack was making the ability to reason gossamer thin as she descended into primal fury. 
 
    She reached the top of the stairs and launched herself at the wall, sinking her claws in for purchase. 
 
    She climbed toward the dome high above, moving faster as the sound of those below pursued her.  
 
    Her hind quarters bunched and her wings spread as she leapt, bursting through the window and onto the roof as glass shattered around her.  
 
    Once on the roof, she hesitated. The sky called to her, whispering of freedom.  
 
    A glint in a tower next to the roof she perched on distracted her, quieting all thoughts about the power and freedom in the sky.  
 
    Light bounced off something shiny. It was like the stone on the men's chest, only real.  
 
    Mine. 
 
    Ilith bounded across the rooftop toward the jewel, easily scaling the tower and wrapping herself around the stone perched in its casing. 
 
    She purred as she warmed it with her body.  
 
    She sat with her jewel for a long time until she became aware of the creatures massing on the rooftop below. She growled at them, warning them away from her prize. She'd found it. It was hers. 
 
    She tried to lift it from its setting, chattering at it when it refused to move. She dipped her head closer to peer at it. Small metal claws like dragon paws held it in place. 
 
    She snorted fire on them, softening the metal before inserting one claw between it and the stone. She carefully bent the prongs away. 
 
    She gently plucked the stone from its setting, almost dropping it when an alarm screeched through the air.  
 
    Fire flared, encircling the tower. Ilith fled down its side, attempting to duck into the nearest window, tearing a hole in the stone framing when it wasn't wide enough to accommodate her body.  
 
    Once inside, she found herself in a narrow room with stairs leading down. Within the room, gems rested on the shelves along with gold and other shiny things.  
 
    Her eyes widened in glee. Mine.  
 
    She carefully set down her gem in the center of the room, then moved through the room pulling treasures off their shelves and storing them next to her gem. She lifted a necklace from its bed of silk and set it over her head, preening at the sight of the large center jewel shining lusciously against her scales. 
 
    Once the shelves were stripped of their shinies—all of them placed in a pile in the center of the room—Ilith wrapped herself around them, purring, as her tail curled around her to complete the circle. 
 
    A short time later, there was a whisper of movement from the stairwell.  
 
    Ilith remained still, her head down, only the tip of her tail flicking as a man stepped into view, his attire as shiny and beautiful as the treasure she protected. 
 
    "Well, now. This is a surprising turn of events." He held out a hand as another man stepped up to join him. This one was as dark and forbidding as the shiny man was bright.  
 
    Ilith lifted her head, her gaze suddenly fastened on the crown on the first man's head. That would look very fine on her horns. She wanted it. 
 
    She forgot the other man, as her world spun down to that crown and all the jewels encrusting it. 
 
    She wanted it. It was hers. 
 
    She moved, snaking through the room. Power gathered at the shiny man's hands as the other man stepped forward to intercept her, a roar swelling from his chest. 
 
    Ilith was faster, leaping into the air and twisting at the last minute to avoid their attacks. One claw lashed out, snagging the crown and knocking it from the shiny man's head. 
 
    She caught it in the next second, retreating up the wall. She clung to the ceiling, her tail and wings drooping down to brush the floor before she scuttled back to her pile.  
 
    She dropped from the ceiling and lay down, flaring her wings to protect her treasure, before raising the crown to her head. 
 
    The two men regarded her with nonplussed expressions as she again wrapped herself around the treasure. 
 
    Another man pounded into the room, sliding to an abrupt stop. "Is that dragon wearing your crown?" 
 
    "Yes, she is," the shiny man said.  
 
    Ilith ignored her admirers, warming the jewels by blowing a small lick of fire over them. The third man made a strangled sound. 
 
    "This is going to be difficult to explain to the council," the shiny man said. 
 
    "Yes, the dragon making herself at home in the treasury is not going to go over well," the third man said, not taking his eyes off Ilith.  
 
    "Careful, Ryu, she doesn't seem to be in her right mind," the shiny man said as the dark man moved closer. 
 
    Ilith didn't do more than flick her tail at him. He was different than the other two. Dangerous. A threat.  
 
    If he tried to take her treasure, she'd have to hurt him. She couldn't let anyone take what was hers.  
 
    A small furry form dropped into the room between the two of them. The creature from before landed silently. He observed the room for several moments before padding toward Ilith. She tensed, then relaxed when he curled up by her side and put his head down. 
 
    The one called Ryu relaxed slightly, moving in a circle around her, careful not to get too close. 
 
    "I'll watch over her while you deal with the rest," he told the shiny one. 
 
    The shiny one sighed and shook his head. "This is going to be a headache from start to finish." 
 
    "You're the one who wanted to rule. Deal with it," Ryu said, with not an ounce of sympathy. 
 
    "Make sure she doesn't go anywhere," the shiny one said, pointing at Ilith. "And for Saviors’ sake make sure she doesn't add any more of my treasury to her horde." 
 
    Ilith lifted her head at that. More treasure? Where? 
 
    "No," Ryu told her in a firm voice. 
 
    She blew a cloud of smoke at him before putting her head back down. She didn't have plans to go anywhere anyway. She was entirely too comfortable right where she was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Tate looked steadily at the two men glaring at her. Well, one was glaring, the other seemed entirely too amused for her liking.  
 
    "What could have possessed you to such a foolish action?" Thora thundered. It was the third time he'd asked the question, varying the wording slightly each time. 
 
    Tate waited. She had a feeling he wasn't done. 
 
    "You stole the Emperor's crown. You're sitting on the Jewel of Aurius, which you took from its setting on top of this very tower," Thora continued, each word getting deeper until they rumbled menacingly through the room. 
 
    Tate pressed her lips together. Mentally she prodded Ilith, her dragon sleeping the sleep of one who'd gotten everything she wanted. The dragon didn't seem inclined to wake up and answer for her actions. 
 
    Convenient for Ilith, but it left Tate in the hot seat with few clues as to what had happened in the time spanning her near death and now. 
 
    Tate huddled into the oversized jacket Ryu had draped over her naked body, drawing it tighter around her. The transition from dragon to human was often unpredictable. Sometimes clothes came with you; sometimes they didn’t. With practice it got easier to take them with you through the shift; however, in times of stress or desperation, as was the case with this shift, they were the first to get left behind.  
 
    "Do you have any idea what you've done?" Thora shouted. Seconds later, he muttered, "The Emperor's crown, of all things." 
 
    Tate looked down at the two items that seemed to have caused the majority of his ire. A jewel the size of her head sparkled back at her while the crown mocked her. 
 
    She didn't know exactly what had been going through Ilith's head, but if the dragon had had a physical form, Tate would have taken great pleasure in strangling her.  
 
    Stealing the jewel off the top of the tower was bad enough—breaking into the treasury room, which now had a gaping hole where her dragon had decided to widen the window, was worse. Snatching the crown off the Emperor's head, while he was still wearing it—well, she was kind of surprised she was still among the living. 
 
    She glanced between the two men, both dragon-ridden like her. Thora was supposedly one of the oldest dragons still alive and not crazy—if you didn't count Ilith and Tate’s odd circumstances—and she didn't.  
 
    Tate and Ilith had spent more time sleeping the centuries away than they had experiencing life, so her status as the first dragon-ridden didn’t really count. She was both ancient and brand-new at the same time.  
 
    It was a confusing situation at best. 
 
    The commander of the Emperor's dragon corps didn't look as old as he should, appearing not more than midway through his third decade. The only clue to his actual age were his eyes. They held an intangible weight that spoke of an old soul, one who'd seen more tragedies come to pass than any individual should have to bear. Despite his youthful appearance, he still managed to project the personality of a grumpy old man, his mouth constantly turned down in a frown of displeasure.  
 
    Ryu's lips quirked as he met her eyes. So glad someone was enjoying her predicament.  
 
    He was an inch or two shorter than Thora, his hair just brushing his shoulders. 
 
    Rugged where Thora was patrician, he still managed to wear a subtle aura of authority as easily as other men wore coats. 
 
    Ryu folded his muscular forearms over his chest and grinned at her, tilting his head slightly.  
 
    Tate focused back on Thora, putting Ryu out of her mind. She didn't need the distraction he caused right now. 
 
    "I can't tell you what I was thinking, because I don't know," she said flatly. 
 
    "That’s what makes this worse." Thora took several steps toward her. "You weren't in control of the dragon. There are those who will try to use that fact to hang you." 
 
    Night let out a low growl, lifting his head and pinning the dragon-ridden with a hard look. Thora flapped his hand at the bearcat, unphased by the warning.  
 
    He wouldn't be. Tate had seen his dragon form once. It dwarfed Ilith's. She imagined there weren't many things in this world that caused fear in Thora. A small bearcat wouldn't make the list. 
 
    "Tell us what happened, Tate," Ryu said. 
 
    Tate nodded, taking the opening Ryu had given her before the dragon commander could go off on another tangent. "We were leaving the meeting with the magister. They asked if I was me." 
 
    "They asked if you were Tatum Allegra Winters," Thora said waspishly.  
 
    Tate's mouth clicked shut. 
 
    "Yes, I've already interviewed many of those who were present," he said with a dark smile. "I'll add that isn't a name you've made us aware of before now." 
 
    Tate's gaze shifted to Ryu. Maybe not Thora, but Ryu had certainly known it. She was a little surprised he hadn’t shared it with the commander of the dragon-ridden.  
 
    "I didn't know until recently," she lied. 
 
    Thora made a hmm sound, his expression impenetrable. 
 
    "If you know what happened, why am I repeating it?"  
 
    "Because I told you to," Thora snapped. 
 
    She sighed but didn't argue. "I denied being Tate. They attacked anyways. I was dying, and then somehow I was here." 
 
    "No memory of what happened in between?" Ryu asked. 
 
    Tate shook her head. None.  
 
    "Did I/we hurt anyone?" she asked, her stomach clenching. That might explain their anger.  
 
    Ryu shook his head. "Just the creature who attacked you." 
 
    "Which the dragon partially ate," Thora interjected. 
 
    Tate's face went pale and she touched her stomach as it suddenly roiled. "I think I'm going to be sick." 
 
    Night chuffed in amusement as Tate bent at the waist. 
 
    "Not funny, Night." 
 
    I disagree. Your expression right now is hilarious. He dodged her swipe.  
 
    She straightened when it became clear the contents of her stomach weren't going anywhere. "She really ate that thing?" 
 
    Ryu nodded. 
 
    "There is sentient creature in my stomach," Tate said, feeling close to tears. She needed a scalding hot bath and then a steel wire brush for her insides. 
 
    "Stop being so dramatic," Thora said on a sigh. 
 
    "Easy for you to say. Your dragon didn't eat something that could talk." 
 
    He fixed her with a dour gaze. "My dear, I've lived through my dragon eating humans, Silva, and Kairi. There are much worse things than gobbling down one of the Creators' pet monsters." His gaze met Night's. "No offense meant, Sir Night." 
 
    None taken. I am what I am, Night said. 
 
    Thora's revelation was enough to shake Tate out of her own misery. She glanced at Ryu in question. He inclined his head.  
 
    "There is a reason Thora no longer gives his dragon the freedom of form," Ryu said gravely. 
 
    That was terrible. She knew his dragon had issues—but this? What must it be like to share your body, mind and soul with a being like that? How had he handled knowing he could never fully trust himself or the creature inside? 
 
    "You don't remember anything after shifting into the dragon?" Thora asked, bringing them back to the matter at hand. 
 
    "I don't remember transforming," Tate corrected. "All I remember is—" Dying. "Thinking I was dying." 
 
    She couldn't very well tell them she thought she was dead or inches from it when Ilith seized control. 
 
    "The trauma of the shift might have caused her to black out," Ryu said. "There is documentation to support that. The dragon may have reacted as if its life was in danger." 
 
    "That doesn't explain why it stole the Jewel of Aurius, or the Emperor's crown," Thora said. 
 
    "Ilith likes pretty things." The more sparkly the better. 
 
    Both men gave her identical looks of disbelief. She shrugged her shoulders at them. It was true.  
 
    Thora sighed and rubbed his forehead. "That's all we need. The dragon adding the treasury of the Aurelian empire to her horde." 
 
    Ryu's lips twitched. "It would make for a good security measure against thieves." 
 
    Tate raised her head and gave him a questioning look. 
 
    "Dragons are a touch possessive of their hordes," he explained. "Few are willing to mess with something once it’s been claimed by a dragon. There are many stories detailing the lengths a dragon will go to take back its treasure, whatever its form." 
 
    Tate studied him for a long moment. Someone had once told her Ryu considered his human informants part of his horde. She had to wonder if he was speaking from personal experience and if so, what exactly he'd done when his horde was threatened. Judging by the carefully blank expressions on his and Thora's faces, there was story there somewhere, one she probably didn't have time to pry out of them.  
 
    "How bad is the trouble I'm in?" Tate asked, feeling resigned. 
 
    Thora pinched the bridge of his nose. "It helps that a dozen witnesses saw the creature attack you. Certain allowances will be made for your dragon and the fact no one beyond the creature was hurt." 
 
    A cautious hope she might survive this debacle took hold. 
 
    There was a slight knock at the door and then a man wearing the livery of the Emperor entered, his face grave. "His Imperial Majesty." 
 
    Thora and Ryu shared a long look before facing the doorway. Tate stayed where she was, not sure quite what to do with herself. No one had gotten around to instructing her in how to greet an Emperor while dressed only in a thin jacket to preserve her modesty.  
 
    This wasn’t exactly how she had pictured their next meeting going. Although, she guessed she should have, since her few encounters with the Emperor had been unorthodox in the extreme.  
 
    Both Thora and Ryu began to execute deep bows, stopping when the Emperor waved them away before they could do much more than bend their heads. 
 
    "I think we're a little past such things, don't you?" the Emperor asked dryly. "It's just us anyway, and Lucas's loyalty is unquestionable." 
 
    Thora straightened with a grimace.  
 
    Tate remained where she was, trying not to attract attention, a pointless endeavor, given the claw marks Ilith had left on every inch of the room.   
 
    The Emperor snorted as he took in the damage. "I've managed to calm the council. I told them the dragon sensed a threat to our treasury and acted in protection of it. They bought the story for now, but it might be better to get her out of sight for a while." 
 
    Thora let out a heavy exhale, looking put out. "I agree. Giving things time to die down and be forgotten would be best for everyone." 
 
    "I assume you have something in mind, Thaddeus," Ryu said.  
 
    The Emperor inclined his head. "I do. The Silva have requested Tate's presence for a mediation. It seems their children were amongst those taken for the Order and guardians’ experiments. The Silva are calling in a blood debt unless they receive recompense." 
 
    Thora and Ryu looked grim at the news. It was a bad situation and everyone knew the stakes if Tate failed. The Silva were powerful both politically and physically, and their society was based upon personal pride. If they felt they'd been insulted, they might very well start a war, especially when the people who'd been hurt were the very ones they most wanted to protect. 
 
    "That could have far-reaching consequences," Ryu observed. 
 
    The Emperor nodded. "Yes, cousin. We've rooted out many of the separatists in the Black Order and the guardians, but their movement is still gaining traction. My actions have not endeared me to them. If the Silva go through with their blood debt, it could weaken the empire and leave us vulnerable to both internal and external attacks." 
 
    There was a long moment of silence as they processed the Emperor’s statement.  
 
    "Congratulations, you’re getting your first real mission,” the Emperor said, addressing Tate for the first time. “Both the guardians and the Silva have asked you to mediate. It seems you're the only person either one trusts. I wasn’t going to appoint you, given the high stakes of the situation, but your recent antics have made me revisit that decision." 
 
    She met his eyes as she frowned in thought. The last time she'd been called into a mediation, she’d only been a witness. Given the end result, she wouldn’t call that mediation an unqualified success. 
 
    “What about the Black Order?” Tate asked. 
 
    The Emperor’s glance was wry. “No one is acceptable in their eyes. At least no one I would trust to keep the situation from deteriorating further.” 
 
    "She's not ready to go out on her own," Thora pointed out.  
 
    The Emperor waved his words away. "Send someone you trust with her as witness." He cast a sly look at Ryu. "I'm sure my cousin would be only too happy to provide his expertise." 
 
    Ryu bowed his head, a glint of humor in his eyes. He glanced at Thora. "It would be the easiest solution. Get her out of the city until the furor dies down. It would also give us a chance to work on her control as a dragon, in a place where possible damage would be considerably lessened." 
 
    Tate didn't know much about the Silva's territory but the few things she'd heard led her to believe it was vast and largely unpopulated. If she lost control of Ilith there, she would cause less destruction to people and buildings than if she did the same here. 
 
     Thora still looked dissatisfied at the proposal. Tate wasn't sure how she felt about it either. 
 
    Aurelia had become her home. She knew people here and had started putting down roots. She didn't want to leave on a long journey just as she was starting to get comfortable.  
 
    "Very well," Thora said. "I'm also sending Jacob with you. I think getting out of the city would do him some good." 
 
    No one mentioned how poorly the other dragon-ridden was doing. His captivity and torture at the hands of the Order earlier that year had taken a toll on him. He was adjusting, but slowly. 
 
    I'll go as well. Night blinked at her from his spot on the floor, his paws crossed in front of him. 
 
    "You can't. You still have to prepare for your hearing, and you haven't found a magister yet." Tate wasn't going to let this unfortunate set of circumstances derail his application. Now, more than ever, it was important he be recognized as sentient.  
 
    She didn’t bother using his children as an excuse to leave him behind. Pax and Willa were pretty self-sufficient. They had a woman who looked after them during the day and acted as a tutor. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d watched over them for a few nights.   
 
    "You're in luck. The magister Lisa Spangler decided to take your case after all." The Emperor gave Night a probing glance. "It seems your friend made quite the impression. I'm sure she can get an extension while she prepares her arguments." 
 
    Tate cocked her head and frowned. Lisa had been quite clear about her opinion of Night during their meeting. Tate found it hard to believe she’d had such an abrupt change of heart. 
 
    Her gaze fell to Night. "Did something happen with Ilith?" 
 
    He licked a paw. Nothing comes to mind. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. She couldn't tell if he was lying or not.  
 
    "It's settled then," the Emperor said before she could ask any more questions, effectively closing the subject. When an Emperor decided something, it was generally best to listen. "I'll leave the details to you." 
 
    The Emperor began to take his leave as Ryu and Thora bowed at the waist in acknowledgement. Thaddeus hesitated before giving Tate an expectant look. She blinked back at him.  
 
    "My crown, please," he said patiently. 
 
    Tate startled, before reaching down and snagging it from the pile of treasure she still sat on.  
 
    Her smile was stiff as she held it out to him. "Of course. Sorry about that." 
 
    He took the crown with an amused quirk to his lips. "Try to keep it from happening again." 
 
    Tate flushed.  
 
    He turned and left the room, sucking the tension and energy out with him. His guard followed, but not before shooting an amused look in Tate's direction. 
 
    As soon as they were gone, Tate collapsed back onto the pile of jewels, relief making her slightly lightheaded.  
 
    "That turned out better than I could have possibly expected," Thora stated, voicing Tate's thoughts. 
 
    "We're lucky he finds her dragon and this entire situation amusing," Ryu observed. 
 
    Thora snorted at that understatement. "And that he's been looking for a reason to put the separatists in their place." 
 
    Ryu acknowledged Thora's words with a small nod.  
 
    Tate wiggled further into the jewels. The idea of the Emperor taking an interest in her didn’t sit well. As the most powerful person in the empire, he could be a powerful ally—or a dangerous enemy. Getting on his bad side would make things difficult for Tate down the road. Considering her propensity for trouble, she couldn't rule out that possibility.  
 
    "I'll begin making the arrangements for our trip," Ryu said. 
 
    Thora nodded. "The sooner you leave the better. If possible, I'd like you gone by tonight. I don't want to give any of the bloodthirsty savages on his council time to change their minds." 
 
    "I can be packed by then, but travel arrangements will be much more difficult," Tate said. 
 
    Ryu's smug grin made her want to swallow her words.  
 
    "Don't worry about that. I have some connections who might be willing to help us out," he said. 
 
    She stared at him for a beat. There was only one person she knew who would be available at his beck and call. Jost. 
 
    "You've got to be kidding me," Tate said, rubbing her forehead. 
 
    "I'm not." 
 
    "Jost's crew hate me." 
 
    "Not all of them." 
 
    No, just a good number of them. One of the reasons she ended up in Aurelia was because certain individuals on his crew had decided she was a witch and would bring them bad luck.  
 
    "He's gotten rid of the troublemakers. Only the most loyal to him are still on the crew; the rest are brand new," Ryu said. "Besides, if anyone offends, you can always turn into a dragon and eat them." 
 
    The look she gave him was unamused. "You're not nearly as funny as you think you are." 
 
    This time his smile was real, transforming his rugged features into something warm and approachable.  
 
    "You keep telling yourself all the lies you need," he said. "We both know you want me." 
 
    She snorted but didn't argue. His ego was big enough as it was. 
 
    She sighed. She thought when she'd left the Marauder, she'd never have to set foot on a ship again. Turns out she was wrong. Damn it. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Exhaustion dragged at Tate as she finally approached the Hill, as residents of the city affectionately called the long climb that bridged the Upper and Lower parts of Aurelia. It was the dividing line separating the nobility and those of affluence from the working class. The further up the Hill your residence, the greater your status. 
 
    Of course, Tate had chosen to settle between the two with a foot in each world. It meant an exhausting climb every day no matter which part of the city she visited, but it came with breathtaking views even Ilith agreed were worth it.  
 
    Tate pushed back the oversized sleeves of her shirt and adjusted the too-large pants which were held up by the length of rope tied around her waist. The clothes had come courtesy of Ryu and carried his scent with them. It was pleasant and masculine, wrapping around her to tease and tempt.  
 
    Ilith snoozed at the small of Tate's back. The dragon's dreams tickled Tate's conscious, but never fully materialized. They were a low persistent buzz in the back of her mind, constant and comforting.  
 
    Night padded at her side, the vistas of the Lower and the harbor to their right and charming houses on their left. Every door they passed was a different color, bright and cheery with long sets of stairs leading up to them. Tate loved the personality in each one. The houses were similar yet managed to be unique in their own way. 
 
    Tate and Night's house was midway down the hill, a three-story row house, as expectation defying as its residents. It fit her unique band of misfits. Even though she'd only lived there for a few months, she couldn't imagine herself living anywhere else. 
 
    Her pace slowed as she caught sight of two figures clad in the long robes of the guardians waiting for her on the steps leading up to her home.  
 
    I'll wait inside. Night bounded up their front lawn, abandoning her before she could object.  
 
    A fearful squeak came from one of the men as the bearcat scaled the side of their home, leaving yet more marks in the wood siding to join the many others as proof this was his favored method of entering the house.  
 
    "Traitor," Tate muttered as he disappeared inside a cracked window. 
 
    She focused on the two men standing between her and her sanctuary. "Grand Master Keel, to what do I owe this dubious pleasure?" 
 
    The grand master of the guardians wore the same robes as his companion, with the exception of black ribbon sewn into the cuffs of both sleeves. Unlike the few times Tate had seen him, during this visit Keel lacked the length of gold fabric he usually wore draped around his neck indicating his rank as grand master. 
 
    He was in his middle years, yet had silver strands threading through his hair. The unmasking of a traitorous cult in his own ranks—one intent on wiping clean any who weren't fully human—had aged him, adding years to his features. He wore it well, appearing wise, yet stern. Fair, but strict.  
 
    He seemed like the sort of man meant to lead a religious order, someone you could respect and look up to. 
 
    Too bad it was only a facade. He might be considerably less arrogant and obnoxious than the first time she'd met him, but Tate still wasn't sure she trusted him—or if she ever would. 
 
    "I hear you're going to Silvain to act in the Emperor's stead as mediator and wondered if I could impose on you." 
 
    Tate arched an eyebrow, genuinely surprised. "Word travels fast." 
 
    Especially considering the sensitive nature of her task. As far as she knew, only she, Thora and Ryu were privy to her mission. 
 
    He inclined his head at her unvoiced question. "There are still some who look favorably upon my sect despite our recent blunders. They were so kind as to keep me informed, when they heard of my interest in the matter." 
 
    "Let me guess, you're here to ask me to reconsider," Tate said dryly. 
 
    While she'd managed to forge a tentative truce with Keel based partly on the leverage she had over him and his own guilt regarding his complicity in raising a crazed Savior, she knew the guardians held a marked dislike for the dragon-ridden. They viewed them as a threat against the memory of their precious Saviors.  
 
    Never mind she was one of those Saviors—a fact known only to a very select few. 
 
    She doubted the few opportunities he'd given her to study some of the Saviors’ records were enough to change generations of doctrine.  
 
    "On the contrary, I advocated for the Emperor to send you," Keel responded. 
 
    "Why? What's in this for you?" 
 
    Keel's expression became thoughtful as he considered his words.  
 
    Tate glanced in the direction of his companion. The man wasn't much older than Tate. He was average height and with his loose robes it was difficult to get an idea of his body. They could hide a form softened from a lifetime spent poring over books and relics, or it could be kept in top shape through rigorous exercise.  
 
    His hair was brown, and his face plain. He was the sort to blend in wherever he went, unremarkable except for his eyes. They were sharp and intelligent—and also confused.  
 
    It seemed he couldn't understand why his grand master acted so diffident with Tate. 
 
    That fact tickled her inner humor. What would this guardian say if he knew she was one of the very people he worshiped? He'd probably be horrified. 
 
    "You're one of the few outsiders the Silva respect," Keel said slowly. "Your actions with the tunnels near the swamplands impressed them. They know you'll deal fairly, regardless of what you find." 
 
    "We know why the Silva want me there. That still doesn't explain what you want out of this," Tate said, her tone borderline rude. 
 
    The guardian at Keel's side stiffened. Ah, there he was. He didn't like when the grand master was disrespected. She couldn't tell if that was because he was a true believer or if he was simply loyal. 
 
    If he was a true believer, he'd either try to eradicate Tate if he ever found out the truth or fall at her feet in mindless worship. Both scenarios would cause trouble. 
 
    "You're honorable. I know if they send you, any history between us will not be used as a reason to damage my sect further," Keel said. 
 
    Tate's smile lacked humor. It was grim and self-deprecating. "That's an awful lot of faith you have in me." 
 
    He inclined his head. "Faith you've earned." 
 
    Tate studied him, trying to decide whether to trust him or not. A man in Keel's position didn't get there by being nice. She doubted it had much to do with his faith either. What scheme was he cooking up, and did it have the potential to cause her or those she loved harm? 
 
    "What's this favor?" she asked reluctantly. 
 
    He gestured toward the house. "May we go inside to discuss?" 
 
    Tate pulled the door open then stepped inside. Might as well. She was curious now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Tate led the way into a foyer with dark wood floors and trim. It should have felt oppressive. Instead, the natural light from the tall windows beside the door and the circular one above brightened the space, instilling a feeling of welcome and history. The entire house was designed with views of the lower city and harbor in mind. Most rooms had multiple windows overlooking the vista.  
 
    To one side was a staircase with a dark wooden banister leading to the two floors above. Tate glanced up, conscious of Dewdrop peeking over the side, his expression open and curious.  
 
    His nickname suited his baby face. His skin was smoother and younger than his apparent age would suggest. She'd met his family and knew even when he gained in years, he would still look decades younger than he actually was. His given name was Daniel, but he had adopted the nickname she'd bestowed on him during their first meeting, to the point where he was known to most only as Dewdrop. 
 
    He was the little brother she'd never had, irritating and sarcastic at the worst of times but with a fierce loyalty. He was ready and willing to face any threat at her side.  
 
    Today, his brown hair curled away from his head in odd licks. A crease on his cheek and sleep-heavy eyes revealed he'd just woken up. He must have gotten curious when the bearcat crouched at his side brought news of their guests.  
 
    A frown crossed his face at the sight of the two men beside her. Recognition flashed, followed by dislike and distrust. The grand master's thirst for power and deliberate lack of oversight involving his disciples had nearly caused Tate's death, resulting in a monster being put back into the world. Dewdrop wasn't the most forgiving of individuals and could hold a mean grudge. 
 
    To Tate's relief he held his tongue, moving his hand so his palm was face up, silently asking if she needed his help. 
 
    Tate jerked her head in the slightest negative, flicking her fingers to indicate she was fine and to not interrupt. 
 
    His question and trust filled her with warmth. Her makeshift family might tease and torment, but when outsiders intruded, they closed ranks faster than the fishmongers could shell oysters.  
 
    Dewdrop didn't argue, disappearing back into his section of the house, with Night a reluctant shadow behind him. 
 
    Tate gestured for the other two to step into the sitting room, not even waiting for them to take a seat or make themselves comfortable before she folded her arms across her chest and fixed Keel with a hard stare. "We're inside. Talk." 
 
    Keel showed no sign of intimidation at her abrupt words, moving to one of the tall windows and peering out with curiosity. "Your views are quite impressive." 
 
    "Uh huh." He hadn't come here to talk about her views. 
 
    "You're quite rude," Keel's companion stated. 
 
    She didn't bother acknowledging the guardian. He wasn't the primary threat in the room. 
 
    Keel unfolded one hand from where he'd clasped them in his sleeves and made a calming motion to his companion. "It's fine, Vale."  
 
    Tate struggled for patience. Every moment she spent here was a moment she wasn't preparing for her journey.  
 
    "You could have settled anywhere," Keel said, finally addressing her. "I know the Emperor would have personally assured you a spot in the Upper. Why didn't you take it?" 
 
    "Is that why you're here? To question my housing choice?" Tate asked. 
 
    Keel didn't speak, watching her with an inscrutable expression. 
 
    She sighed. Playing the game seemed like the path of least resistance for now. "I like the views and I have business in both parts of the city. This place gives me easy access to both." 
 
    "A foot in both worlds, yet part of neither," Keel murmured. 
 
    "If that's all, I'm very busy," Tate said, trying to hurry him up. 
 
    "We've been asked to provide a representative for the mediation since some in our sect were among those responsible," Keel said. "Vale was chosen to represent us during the negotiations." 
 
    "He's to be your sacrificial pawn?" Keel should be the one answering for what happened. Not one of his underlings. "What will you do if they decide the blood debt can only be satisfied with his death?" 
 
    "Those of us who remain were not responsible for what happened," Vale stated emphatically. 
 
    Tate stared at the other man, seeing the same ideological arrogance responsible for sacrificing untold numbers of children so they could raise a monster.  
 
    "It won't go over well if you send someone like him." Tate jerked her chin at Vale. 
 
    He stiffened. "What does that mean?" 
 
    Tate didn't bother answering.   
 
    Keel sighed. "Vale, if you could step outside for a moment. I have something to discuss with Lady Fisher." 
 
    Despite his frustration, Vale didn't argue, stepping outside the room without further protest and pulling the door shut behind him. 
 
    Tate waited.  
 
    "I need to ask you a favor," Keel said. 
 
    "So you've said." Tate shifted her weight to one side and folded her arms. 
 
    He nodded. "Please take Vale with you when you leave for Silvain." 
 
    Tate didn't speak for several long moments as she tried to come up with a suitable response. "You seem to be confused. We're not friends. I'm not obligated to do you any favors. You’re partially responsible for fostering the climate of hate which caused this current predicament. You might not have been the leader, but you stood by while those responsible spouted their filth and carried out horrendous acts. From what I've seen, he doesn't seem too different from the guardians who tried to kill me last time." 
 
    "You're right, and I'll have to live with my role in those events for the rest of my life. I've failed the basic tenets of my faith, failed my Saviors. I can only try to make up for my shortcomings as we move forward." 
 
    Tate didn't say anything as he rubbed his hands together. 
 
    "Vale is young, but he's smart. I hope time in your presence can guide him onto a better path," Keel said carefully. 
 
    Tate stiffened.  
 
    "He doesn't know about me." The words were an emphatic statement, as if by saying them with enough conviction it would make them true. 
 
    "He does not." 
 
    "I'm not telling him. You won't either." Tate's voice was firm. This was one thing she wouldn't budge on.  
 
    No one knew she was one of the Saviors. She was very careful about that. There were those who might suspect but without proof they weren't likely to act. Even Ryu and Thora only knew she'd been one of the sleepers. She didn't plan on letting anyone else in on the secret either. There was too much of a chance things would change once it was out. People would look at her differently. Treat her differently. She liked her life. She didn’t want anything to mess it up.   
 
    "That is your choice," Keel agreed. 
 
    Tate relaxed slightly, her guard still up. "What do you hope to get from this?" 
 
    "He will learn a different way, a better way, from watching you and spending time in your presence," Keel said, his words stark.  
 
    Tate gritted her teeth. What he was asking was impossible. He was placing faith in her abilities where she didn't necessarily deserve it. Maybe it was because of his regard for the Saviors—but she wasn't them. Not anymore. 
 
    A refusal hovered on her lips. She hesitated as she took in Keel’s state. He looked tired and worn, older, as if now Vale wasn't there he no longer had to pretend. 
 
    She couldn't tell if he was trying to manipulate her in some way or if he truly wanted to atone for his inaction.  
 
    A thought occurred to her. "If the guardians are sending someone, does that mean the Black Order is too?" 
 
    Surprise filled Keel’s expression before he nodded. "Of course." 
 
    Tate groaned.  
 
    Those in the Order made Vale look sympathetic. The guardians at least professed to believe in something higher. The only thing the Order believed in was money and human superiority over all other creatures. They thought it made them above the law and made it their mission to cull all remnants of the creators’ creatures from the population lest they infect everyone else with their abominations. 
 
    Tate grimaced. "Just what I needed." 
 
    Keel reached inside his robes and pulled out a leather-bound journal before holding it out to Tate. She took it, flipping through it briefly. It was old, the paper inside yellowed and brittle. 
 
    "What's this?"  
 
    "One of the many journals Jaxon Kuno kept in the years after the Creators were driven from power," Keel said. "It's a copy, the original doesn't leave our vaults, but I thought it might be helpful considering where you're going." 
 
    Tate looked up, a question on her face. 
 
    "He was known to have a link to the Silva and spent many of his later years out there. Some of his experiences are written here." Keel nodded at the journal in Tate's hands. 
 
    She closed it and considered him. She didn't want the responsibility for Vale, nor did she think he would learn anything from her.  
 
    Still, the chance to learn something about one of the Saviors was too good to pass up. Add in the fact she’d be able to keep an eye on Vale and perhaps mitigate any damage he might inspire, and she was torn.   
 
    "He can come with us," Tate said reluctantly.  
 
    A smile spread across Keel's face. 
 
    "I'm doing this for me, to make my job easier," Tate told him before he could get any ideas. "He gets into trouble or angers the Silva, and he's on his own. I'm not getting between him and their claws." 
 
    "I understand and would never expect you to," Keel said. 
 
    Tate didn't say anything to that. Somehow, she had a feeling she was going to end up regretting this.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The distinctive form of the Marauder loomed out of the water like a great hulking beast, growing closer with every second as the men around her rowed, their oars dipping in and out of the water in steady time.  
 
    The sun was just beginning to set. There would still be a few hours left until the ship cast off. 
 
    The journey ahead brought back memories of the last time she'd seen the Marauder, only then she'd been rowing away from it with no intention of ever returning. What a difference a little time made.  
 
    Tate drew her heavy coat closer, huddling into it for warmth as water slapped against the side of the boat and the chill bite of ocean spray against her face reminded her of one of the many reasons she'd left the pirate life in the first place. 
 
    The city might still be clinging to the last dregs of warmth before winter fully set in, but the ocean had long since given up the battle. Any time spent in its watery embrace would lead to hypothermia very quickly.   
 
    Hate the cold, Ilith griped at her, curling tighter against her back. 
 
    How can you be cold when I'm the one ascendant? Tate asked silently. It wasn't like Ilith had a body to feel. The complaint supported Tate's impression the dragon could still sense and feel the world around her despite being a tattoo.  
 
    Ilith didn't respond, whether because she'd heard or not, was anyone's guess. The dragon had been groggy and grouchy since waking. She'd been especially unhappy to learn Tate had left her horde behind and had no intention of returning to retrieve it. 
 
    "Remind me again how I let myself be talked into this," Tate said, staring up at the Marauder. 
 
    Dewdrop shifted beside her, his expression showing a distinct lack of enthusiasm. "The silver-tongued devil got to you." 
 
    Tate snorted as Dewdrop used her own words against her, having called him that exact thing a time or two in the past. It was a surprisingly apt description. 
 
    "You didn't have to come," she pointed out. 
 
    He was hunched forward, his hands stuffed deep into the pockets of a coat similar to hers. "I wasn't going to let you two leave me behind." 
 
    His head shifted slightly as he eyed the sailors behind them. He leaned closer. "Especially considering your history with these people." 
 
    "Ryu said most of the crew are new. The troublemakers are gone." 
 
    He bent a censorious look on her. "You know that's not what I meant." 
 
    Tate pressed her lips together, choosing not to acknowledge him. Her history with the crew of the Marauder was complicated. The captain, Jost, had been the one to find her where she'd woken up, alone and afraid, with no memory of her past. She'd been little more than a feral animal when he'd forced her onto his ship. 
 
    She might have been more grateful for his actions had she not discovered he'd done it because he knew she was one of the dragon-ridden. The revelation had thrown every conversation she’d ever had with him into question. How could she trust him if their entire relationship was based on the fact he’d been the spy responsible for reporting her actions to Ryu?  
 
    Jost’s betrayal had cut deep because she’d considered the crew her friends and thought they’d felt the same for her. She’d chosen to forgive and forget, knowing in the eyes of Jost and the rest of the senior members of the crew, they'd been doing their duty to their empire. Tate could understand that. 
 
    She'd been an unknown entity, possessing a rare and powerful dragon. It made sense to keep an eye on her to make sure she wasn't a danger to others. 
 
    "Anyway, what's with the robe?" Dewdrop asked, tilting his head at Vale sitting behind them.  
 
    Tate could feel the guardian’s gaze burning into the back of her head.  
 
    "I promised the Grand Master we'd get him to Sylvain safely." 
 
    "Did he forget to ask us to bring him back?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    "I told him that was outside my abilities to guarantee." 
 
    "Finally, a glimmer of sense in that brain of yours," Dewdrop muttered as the ship to shore boat pulled up alongside the Marauder.  
 
    Tate didn't bother dignifying that with a response, standing and grabbing hold of the rope ladder dangling down. 
 
    She was up and over the side of the ship in minutes, Dewdrop and the rest of their party following. There was a cry of upset when Night scaled the side of the boat, leaving gouge marks behind in the wood. 
 
    "Tate, get your people under control," Darren shouted. Jost's first mate was a big man who rarely smiled. Today was no exception. 
 
    Tate voiced an assent before sending a quelling look Night's way. The bearcat was unrepentant as he prowled the length of the deck, dodging busy sailors preparing to get underway. 
 
    "Not even on board five minutes and already causing trouble," Ryu observed from above. 
 
    Tate glanced up at where he perched in the rigging. He swung down, his body graceful as he seemed to fly through the air before landing lightly on the deck. 
 
    "This is nostalgic," Tate said, fingering the casual shirt he was wearing. His outfit blended with those of the crew. Simple pants and a loose, long-sleeved shirt under a sturdy, waterproof jacket, nothing like the more formal city wear she'd grown used to seeing him in. 
 
    "Have to fit the part," Ryu replied with a crooked smile. 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow. "And what part is that? Are you the pirate captain's advisor or the Emperor's advocate?" 
 
    She'd really like to know.   
 
    "Why can't I be both?"  
 
    Hmm. She narrowed her eyes at him. He was playing some type of game. She just didn't know what it was yet. 
 
    Two men caught Tate's attention and she stiffened. "Please tell me those two aren't who I think they are." 
 
    The two men in question were an oasis of calm amidst the bustle of the ship. Their postures were military-straight and the shiny buttons on their coal black coats practically glowed. 
 
    Prefect Ward and Diorite James observed the goings on with impartial gazes, seemingly untouched by the furor.  
 
    Ryu glanced at them and sighed. "I'd like to, but I'm afraid it's exactly what it appears." 
 
    "What are they doing here?"  
 
    Ryu tipped his chin to where Vale had stepped on the ship, looking around, ill at ease. "For the same reason he is, I imagine." 
 
    Tate snagged Ryu's elbow and pulled him further away from the men. "The guardian is here because his grand master is surprisingly capable of calling in favors he hasn't earned." 
 
    "I'm not surprised," Ryu said. "Although I admit to being startled at the amount of interest he's taken in you lately." 
 
    Ryu's gaze was probing as he waited for her to fill in the blanks. Tate pressed her lips together as she held his gaze stubbornly. 
 
    Ryu shook his head, wry frustration in his expression. "You've answered your own question. We couldn’t transport the guardians’ advocate without doing the same for the Order. You're the Emperor's mediator, appointed as a neutral party to act in the empire's best interest. You can't give even the hint of preferential treatment to any of the parties involved." 
 
    Made sense, except Ryu hadn't known Vale was coming.  
 
    "And you somehow magically knew the guardian would be with me?" 
 
    His grin was full of wicked delight.  
 
    "Damn it, you're still having me watched," she said in sudden realization, fury taking root. 
 
    There wasn't an ounce of repentance in his expression. "I'm surprised it's taken you this long to notice." 
 
    Tate fought the urge to stomp her foot like a child, though it was close. Of anyone she'd ever met, Ryu had the ability to drive her up the wall and inspire twin urges of violence and desire. 
 
    "For how long?" she hissed. 
 
    His shrug was nonchalant as he studied her with an enigmatic gaze. "Who said I ever stopped?" 
 
    She made a low, angry sound as she glared at him, trying to sear his flesh from his bones. 
 
    Ilith perked up, winding her way up Tate's body until she encircled Tate's neck like an unwieldy collar. Ilith fluttered her wings before settling, a warm weight against Tate's skin.  
 
    Dragon man, she whispered across Tate's mind. 
 
    Ryu's smile widened and he reached out, touching the Ilith tattoo with a gentle caress. Both Tate and her dragon shivered at the sensation. 
 
    Tate slapped his hand away, ignoring Ilith's mournful cry. He's overstepping. 
 
    Ilith sighed unhappily but settled down, letting Tate handle this. 
 
    "I want the spying to stop," she told Ryu firmly. It was the only way to be with him. Otherwise he'd try to walk right over her. 
 
    "Of course," he murmured with a slight bow of his head. 
 
    Tate didn't move despite having won the round. Her eyes narrowed. That was too easy. What was he up to? 
 
    When he didn't say anything else, Tate moved past him. 
 
    His words stopped her. "But only because I'll be here to keep an eye on you myself." 
 
    She whirled to face him, her teeth bared in an expression reminiscent of Night's. "I'm perfectly capable of protecting myself. I've been doing it longer than you've been alive." 
 
    Ryu reached out and touched a spot between her breasts. The mournful, traumatized look in his eyes froze her in place.  
 
    He unerringly traced the scar hidden beneath her clothes, a reminder of just how close to death she'd come recently. 
 
    "And yet you've come closer to death more times than any other I have in my employ," he said softly, his words harsh with repressed emotion. 
 
    Tate didn't speak as his hand dropped to his side, the expression on his face locking her in place. His eyes were haunted, grief ravaging his features. It was an unfiltered glimpse into the man who had taunted and teased her since almost the first time they'd met. 
 
    It rocked her to her core. She didn't know how or when she had become so important to him, or if it was her status as dragon-ridden that made her so attractive, but she couldn’t find it in her to ignore the depth of fear in his expression or dismiss it with casual words to lighten the mood.  
 
    Tate and Ryu became aware of Jost approaching at the same time. Ryu's face shut down, his guard slamming up as he visibly withdrew, his expression once more arranged in its familiar teasing lines. 
 
    "Everyone is aboard except for two. As soon as they arrive, we'll weigh anchor and set out," Jost informed them. 
 
    "Good, the sooner we're away the better," Ryu said. 
 
    Jost watched Tate carefully as Dewdrop joined them. "Is it true you stole the Emperor's crown?" 
 
    Dewdrop choked on what he was about to say, his head whipping toward Tate. "Is he serious?" 
 
    Tate shifted uncomfortably before glaring at Ryu. "So much for keeping that a secret." 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow at her, the faintest touch of amusement twisting his mouth. "It’s not my fault your antics have already begun making the rounds." 
 
    "Especially when the Emperor is the one to brag about it," Jost observed. 
 
    Tate's lip curled and her left eye developed a twitch. 
 
    Dewdrop let out a low whistle. "You've been holding out on me. If the Luciuses hear about this, they'll be furious they let someone with your potential get away. They've been trying to steal from the Emperor's treasury for years." 
 
    The Luciuses were two Night Lords who shared the same name to fool their enemies. They were part of the criminal underbelly of Aurelia and ruled with iron fists. Dewdrop had once served in their circle before throwing his lot in with Tate. 
 
    "Indeed, little pickpocket," Blade said, appearing behind Dewdrop. "My masters were most put out when they heard this news." 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Tate asked, startled. 
 
    Lithe and tall, Blade moved with the confidence of a master assassin. He could be friend or enemy, depending on the circumstances.   
 
    He was half Kairi and shared many of their characteristics. His eyes were a pure black except for the faintest rim of blue around the edges announcing the presence of noble blood, while his blue-black hair was cut so close to the skull it was a faint shadow. The only thing missing were scales in a distinct pattern common in the Kairi around his hairline.  
 
    "Lyre, thank you for coming," Ryu said, interrupting. "Were you able to retrieve the package?" 
 
    Blade gave a small nod. "The lady wasn't happy, but when I mentioned your name, she at least stopped fighting." 
 
    Tate peered around him to catch a glimpse of the lady in question. Roslyn glared grumpily around the ship, her hair mussed from its usual smooth style, her clothes rumpled as if they'd been hastily donned. 
 
    "Why does Roslyn look like she just got out of bed?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Because she did," Blade said. 
 
    “Who goes to bed this early? The sun’s not even fully set,” Dewdrop murmured in a baffled voice beside her.  
 
    Roslyn, noticing his attention, marched toward them, anger and fury in every line of her body. 
 
    "This is unacceptable," she told Tate, her face displaying more emotion than the normally reserved woman ever allowed to slip. 
 
    "Ah," Tate said, not knowing what to say or what was even going on. 
 
    "You cannot send this criminal to roust me from my home whenever you feel like it." Roslyn pointed a shaking finger at Blade, her eyes flashing dangerously. 
 
    Ryu flicked a glance at Blade. “Was that really necessary? I asked you to get her here; not alienate or kidnap her.” 
 
    “Necessary? No. Fun—yes,” Blade said, his lip curling in lazy amusement. “The lady has been told repeatedly her home security is woefully inadequate. Perhaps this time she will listen.” 
 
    Roslyn pushed forward, thrusting her chin out. “I’ve told you the modifications you want me to make cost more money than I have right now.” 
 
    “Did you not complete several years of study at the Academy? A place renowned for teaching its students the most advanced of magic principles?” Blade returned in a calm voice. “Your professors said you possessed a rare understanding for magic theory. You could easily make the devices I recommended.” 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like that before. It would take a lot of skill, practice and time to get it right,” Roslyn said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “And until you fix the problem, evenings such as this will continue to occur.” Blade’s smile was sharp and lethal. 
 
    Roslyn made a sound very like a growl, her glare hot enough to scald as the two of them engaged in a short stare off. 
 
    "Lady Fisher was not responsible for your summoning, I was," Ryu interrupted with a charming smile. 
 
    Roslyn transferred her glare from Blade to Ryu, her expression unthawed. "Is it your habit to pull people from their homes without even the smallest of courtesies?" 
 
    Ryu's smile grew stiff as Tate pressed her lips together to hide her smile. Wasn't expecting that response, was he? It seemed Roslyn wasn't in the mood to let a pretty face charm her. Good. 
 
    "My apologies, lady. That wasn’t my intent. It seems my messenger was a little more enthusiastic than I anticipated," Ryu said with forced politeness. He inclined his head at Roslyn in apology. "Lady Fisher has been requested specifically by the Silva for her skills as a mediator and the Emperor has asked me to assist." 
 
    Roslyn's expression shifted from ire to careful watchfulness. With head tilted, she considered Ryu, her forehead slightly furrowed.  
 
    Seeing he had her attention, Ryu turned up the charm. "I know your father had many dealings with the Silva and assumed you might have unique skills that could assist us. If I was wrong, I apologize." 
 
    Oh, he was smart. Prick her vanity and pride, making it so she couldn't refuse without losing face.  
 
    Dewdrop leaned close to Tate, his gaze locked in fascination on Ryu as he said in a voice only meant for her ears. "I now have a better understanding of why you call him the silver-tongued devil." 
 
    Tate snorted. This was nothing. She'd seen him conduct much subtler manipulations. He must be pressed for time. 
 
    "I know what you're doing," Roslyn said. 
 
    Ryu gave her questioning look, his expression all innocence. 
 
    Roslyn faced Tate. "You exceeded everyone's expectations with your actions as a witness in the last mediation, but that will be nothing compared to this. You're going into the heart of Silva territory. They'll expect more out of you and the price of failure will be high." 
 
    A snort came from their right. Prefect Ward folded his arms over his chest as he didn't bother hiding his derision. 
 
    Roslyn turned a cool gaze on him, every inch the lady of an ancient house.  
 
    "The Silva are little more than savages. Knowledge of etiquette will do you little good with them. Their idea of diplomacy is ripping out their enemies’ throats." Ward’s attention went to where Night sprawled in the rigging above them, the bearcat's nails massaging the wood beam he draped across.  
 
    Tate blinked. She hadn’t seen the bearcat climb the mast. Dewdrop’s muffled exclamation next to her indicated he hadn’t either. 
 
    Ward's expression turned to one of distaste. "They're little better than animals." 
 
    Diorite James's expression was impenetrable as he listened.  
 
    James was high up in the Black Order. Until recently he had been an observer of the Dragon Corps, determining if they were a danger to society and the empire. Since the Order's complicity in the deaths of hundreds of children and their plot against the empire had been brought to light, they'd lost a lot of standing. Not enough for Tate's taste, but enough that Diorite James no longer held the prestige he once had. 
 
    "Such a view will likely lead to your deaths," Roslyn said simply. "The Silva give the appearance of being unruly and fueled by their wildness, but it is a facade. There are ironclad rules to their society. The leaders of their clans are unquestioned and considered the highest form of law. For that reason, they have to be above reproach." 
 
    Tate finally understood why Ryu had ordered Roslyn’s presence. Her observation was incredibly astute and fit with what Tate knew of the Silva.  
 
    On the surface, Roslyn was the better choice for mediator in almost all ways. She had prior experience with the Silva that outstripped Tate's, as well as an extensive education in their society and social mores. Throw in the fact she had grown up in the current world and was knowledgeable of both small and large political issues, and you had someone who could have been handpicked for this position.  
 
    Except Tate was soulbound to a dragon and Roslyn was not. 
 
    "I'll ask the question Ryu should have asked before he had you dragged here," Tate said, ignoring the two from the Black Order for now. "Will you help us? I'm not sure of my chances of success. Someone with your unique expertise would be a valuable resource." 
 
    Roslyn considered her. 
 
    Tate knew what she would see. Tate was average height, maybe a touch taller than most women.  
 
    Her body was lean, hard muscle corded over her limbs. Her features weren't what she'd describe as beautiful, but they were striking. Bright green eyes contrasted with lightly freckled skin. The strong planes of her bones made her hard to forget. Her coloring was also memorable with copper-colored hair that waved around her face. Wearing garments similar to Ryu’s, she knew she didn’t carry the same presence as Roslyn. 
 
    Roslyn held a more traditional beauty to which Tate knew she couldn’t compare. Here on this ship, appearances didn’t matter. You were judged by what you could do and contribute rather than the looks you were born with.  
 
    Truthfully, their roles should have been reversed. Roslyn, the noble lady on a mission from the Emperor; Tate, the faithful servant. They weren’t, and Roslyn would have to be alright with that. 
 
    Roslyn looked away and pressed her lips together. “I have no clothes suitable for such a trip. You need someone who will make a good impression as your advisor.” 
 
    “I’ve already taken care of that,” Blade said, pointing to where a trunk was being lifted over the side of the ship.  
 
    Roslyn stiffened as her face flushed with outrage. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Dewdrop said, taking a step back. “Mistake. Big mistake.” 
 
    In that moment, Tate wished she could do the same. 
 
    Roslyn advanced several steps on Blade, her hands curling into tiny fists at her side. Tate could sympathize with her, having lived through Ryu’s presumptuous behavior on more than one occasion.  
 
    Even Ryu winced slightly as Roslyn seemed to expand with rage. Only Blade seemed unconcerned.  
 
    They faced each other for several tense seconds before Roslyn’s attention swung to Tate and she snapped. "I would be honored to serve as your advisor." 
 
    Tate didn’t say anything, simply nodded. It seemed like the best course for now.  
 
    She was impressed with Roslyn’s restraint. She wasn’t sure she would have been as composed if Ryu had taken the same liberties with her. 
 
    “Nobles are really different than the rest of us,” Dewdrop observed as Roslyn stalked off.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Tate agreed. 
 
    Tate would have tried to deck him, Night observed with a wide yawn from his place in the rigging. 
 
    Vale watched the proceedings with an expressionless face, his only belongings in a small sack by his feet. He and the others moved away when one of the crew approached them to show them to their bunks. 
 
    “I trust this was enough to guarantee me passage,” Blade said, once Roslyn was far enough away. 
 
    Ryu held out his hand and the two clasped forearms. “Yes, we’ll give you a ride as far as Auburn. You can separate from us there.” 
 
    Blade grunted an agreement before walking away with a loose-limbed gait. 
 
    "You and the lady will bunk together," Jost told Tate before she could ask what that was about. "You'll take over Danny and Ripley's cabin for the time being." 
 
    It was on the tip of Tate's tongue to argue. Danny and Ripley were among the few friends on Jost's crew Tate had. She didn't like the idea of uprooting them.  
 
    She hesitated, glancing at Roslyn’s stiff back where she stood facing Aurelia, pretending not to notice Blade as he neared.  
 
    Tate might be fine sleeping on the deck every night—she'd done it many times before—but Roslyn had not.  
 
    The other woman might not be as picky as some of the noble ladies Tate had known, but that didn't mean she'd be amenable to sleeping so exposed to the elements.  
 
    Tate gave Jost a nod. 
 
    "Your other two companions can either sleep with the boys or out here," Jost said, shooting a look at Night and Dewdrop.  
 
    Neither argued. 
 
    Jost shook his head as he glanced at Ryu. "This is going to be an interesting trip." 
 
    "You were asking for a challenge," Ryu responded. 
 
    Jost's expression turned sour. "A challenge, not a Saviors’ be damned debacle." 
 
    Tate snickered, his words echoing her feelings perfectly. She and Ryu watched as Jost stalked off, his first mate shouting orders as the crew prepared the ship for departure. 
 
    Ryu sighed and shook his head. "I'd like to argue, but I have a feeling he isn't far off." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    The sound of retching next to Tate made her sigh. 
 
    She glanced over from her perch on the ship's railing overlooking the water. She'd swung her feet over it and threaded them through the rungs to keep her balance as the ship sliced through the waves.  
 
    She handed Dewdrop a cup of water when he finally lifted his head. "Is this really your first time on a ship? I thought the Avertine were travelers." 
 
    He rinsed and spit, his face pale and colorless. Seasickness had set in mere hours after they'd left port, and he'd been dealing with it ever since.  
 
    He rested his cheek on the railing, his knuckles white as he fought down another bout of nausea. "My people tend to stick to land. The ocean is for fish and the Kairi. There's plenty of roaming to do on the continent." 
 
    Tate made a noncommittal noise, raising her face to the sun as she basked in its warmth.  
 
    "Why did you come then?"  
 
    "I didn't know it'd be like this." He put his back to the railing before sliding down to sitting. "How much longer before I get my sea legs?" 
 
    She shrugged. "No idea. I was never seasick." 
 
    Nor had she seen anyone struck as severely as Dewdrop. He'd lost weight in the seven days since they'd set sail. Most of his time had been spent leaning over the railing. 
 
    Night had long since abandoned him, stating his sensitive nose couldn't take the smell.  
 
    "Tate, you were a bit of a rarity. Most people have a few days of transition before they develop their sea legs." Trent came up from behind them and set his arms on the railing next to Tate. He glanced sympathetically at Dewdrop. "Most feel better within the first two weeks. Although, I've never seen someone throw up as much as you have either." 
 
    Dewdrop dropped his head into his folded arms and let out a moan. Tate winced. At this rate, she was slightly worried he'd die of malnutrition or starvation before they reached their destination. 
 
    Tate glanced at Trent. The former cabin boy had grown a lot since the last time she'd seen him. He was still a youth, but his sharp edges had smoothed out as he'd grown into his gangly form.  
 
    He was handsome, with the same roguish smile as Jost and Ripley. However, his brown eyes were kind instead of jaded. His face was tanned from the sun and his body lean from a sailor’s work. He seemed happy and at ease out here on the ocean.  
 
    "I'll take you inside and get you some of cook's soup," Trent offered. "It'll help settle your stomach." 
 
    Dewdrop let out another groan but didn't argue as Trent helped him up, supporting him when he staggered, still unused to the rolling movement of the ship.  
 
    Tate shook her head as the two disappeared into the dark belly of the hold. She turned back to the ocean as it danced and glittered in the sunlight.  
 
    She'd forgotten how much she enjoyed being out here, the salty wind blowing in her face, the waves hypnotic. It was peaceful. 
 
    "You're awful quiet up there," Tate said, not turning from the promise of the ocean. 
 
    Ryu appeared, hanging upside down next to her. She looked up to see his legs wrapped around one of the masts. He let go of the beam and flipped in midair, landing agilely next to her.  
 
    He rested muscled forearms on the railing as he gazed out at the sea, both of them silent as they studied the beauty of it all. Right now, it was a quiet beauty, gentle and serene, but it could flip in an instant, turning into a roiling mass of cutting splendor as capable of destruction as life.  
 
    These were the first moments Tate and Ryu had spent alone together since embarking on the journey. The dinners in Jost's cabin didn't count. More often than not, Ryu and Jost's senior crew members spent the time with their heads bent together as they discussed plans and strategy, leaving the rest of them to entertain themselves. 
 
    Neither of the representatives from the Black Order or the guardians were invited to these dinners, leaving Tate, Roslyn and the rest free to relax and plot. 
 
    "Come with me," Ryu said finally. 
 
    Tate faced him. "Why? What are we doing?" 
 
    "It's time to start your training." 
 
    He didn't wait for her, striding away with a confident step. Tate scrambled after him, the promise of learning about her dragon tearing her from her contemplation of the sea. 
 
    Jost's ship was midsize. Still, space was limited; you often had to step to the side to let others pass.  
 
    They waited patiently as two sailors moved past them. Tate was so caught up in the prospect of training she almost didn't recognize the one near the handrail.  
 
    He was an average-looking man, his face friendly and his gait confident.  
 
    She blinked at him, too startled to more than gape as he and the other stranger moved past. 
 
    Tate watched them continue to walk, even when the pathway was clear. 
 
    "Are you coming?" Ryu asked. 
 
    She didn't move for several long minutes and he stopped waiting for her and moved forward. There were only so many places on the ship he could go. She'd find him soon enough. 
 
    She snapped out of her thoughts and hurried after him. "That was Ben." 
 
    He made a noncommittal sound. 
 
    She grabbed his arm and jerked him to a stop. "I know you heard me. Why is the Lord Provost's spy on this ship?" 
 
    She'd been under the impression he worked on behalf of the Emperor. What was his interest in this matter? 
 
    "He's not the only one," Ryu said, seeming unperturbed. 
 
    "What does that mean?" Tate asked as he slid out of her grip and walked away again. 
 
    She followed him as he mounted the steps leading up to the quarterdeck.  
 
    Ryu nodded a greeting at the sailor there. Tate gave the man a suspicious once-over, paying more attention now that she knew Ben was here.  
 
    This man wasn't familiar, his bearing that of a normal crewmember.  
 
    "Are you planning on answering me?" Tate walked across the deck toward where Ryu leaned against the back of the ship. 
 
    "It means Ben isn't the only one here who isn't what he seems," Ryu said quietly. "Every sailor not part of Jost's senior crew is part of the Emperor's navy. That's roughly two-thirds of the crew." 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "This mission is of utmost importance to the Emperor. He can't officially deploy his navy to Silva territory without starting a shitstorm that could split the empire." Ryu nodded at the rest of the ship. "This gives us a last line of defense and might make the difference between success and failure without upsetting the delicate political balance." 
 
    Tate stepped closer. "How dangerous is this mission?" 
 
    Until now, it had seemed important but not life threatening. 
 
    "The last diplomat the Emperor sent to the Silva came back in pieces after offending their Harridan." 
 
    Tate reared back. "I thought the Silva had sworn fealty to the empire." 
 
    How could such behavior be tolerated? The Emperor hadn't exactly struck her as the understanding type. Such an action should have been grounds for severe repercussions—if not war. 
 
    Ryu sighed. "The ties that bind the Silva and Kairi to the empire are delicate. The Silva, especially, are cognizant many humans see them as little more than animals, good enough for the jobs no one wants but not worth inviting to the dinner table. Humans outnumber them ten to one." 
 
    All the more reason to play nice. 
 
    "They vowed loyalty of their own will, and their soldiers serve as the backbone of the Emperor's armies. They might be few, but they are mighty and possess a rigorous code. Violate it or insult them at your peril. A war with them would be costly and not necessarily one we would win." 
 
    "I'm beginning to think the Emperor wasn't as amused by Ilith stealing his crown as he appeared," Tate said slowly. 
 
    Ryu's smile held a flash of humor. "Oh, he was. Otherwise you would have been collared and escorted to Devos. It’s where he sends those dragons who can no longer be trusted in the world—those who are mad or are a threat to the empire." 
 
    Tate kept her shiver of dread hidden. Thora and Ryu had impressed on her how much she did not want to go there. The island situated on a rocky outcropping was isolated and barren. Not the worst of fates, but add in the special properties of the rock which interfered with the bond and she would have been trapped as human as Ilith slowly went mad.  
 
    "That's if he didn't execute you outright. Either fate would be easier and quicker than this," Ryu said. 
 
    Tate held her silence, considering this new information. 
 
    "Ilith impressed him, as did you. This is a test. Fail it, and he won't be so understanding in the future." 
 
    So, as long as Tate was useful, she'd be tolerated. The moment she stopped having a purpose, all benefits and rights would be rescinded.  
 
    It was a silken cage, one built through her ties to Ilith and tightened by the makeshift family she'd created. 
 
    Another person might have rebelled at the restriction. Tate, however, had never intended to go against the Emperor, and she knew herself well enough to know she needed purpose. Serving the empire's needs was as good a purpose as she'd find.  
 
    For now. That view could always be reassessed in the future. 
 
    Ryu waited as Tate worked her way through all the ramifications of this new information, folding his arms over his chest as he fixed her with a long stare. 
 
    "Alright. What's next?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Tell me what you remember about the creature's attack." 
 
    Tate's lips parted before she frowned. "I already told you." 
 
    "I know what you said in front of Thora; now I want the truth." 
 
    Her frown became more pronounced. He didn't budge, his expression calm. He was going to be stubborn about this. She could tell. 
 
    Her shoulders lifted and fell. She toyed with a nick in the railing wood beside him. "I died—or at least came closer than I ever have before." 
 
    He didn't move, his expression a bland mask except for a faint tightening around his eyes.  
 
    "Ilith took control. I don't remember anything after that," Tate confessed. 
 
    "No impressions or feelings?" 
 
    Tate shook her head. "Nothing. It's like I was so deeply asleep, I wasn't even dreaming." 
 
    Ryu grunted, his gaze distant. Tate waited.  
 
    "She seems to respond when you're in danger." 
 
    Tate nodded. "That's my conclusion as well. My first transformation was also because we were dying." 
 
    "How many times have you transformed voluntarily?" he asked. "With no immediate danger?" 
 
    "A handful of times. Maybe five?"  
 
    Part of that was Tate's irrational fear she'd get stuck in the other form. The other part was the earlier ban on shifting Ryu and the others had placed on her.  
 
    "Did you initiate or did she?" 
 
    Tate thought about it. "I always ask her to take ascendancy." 
 
    His gaze sharpened. "Is that what you call it?" 
 
    "It’s her term. It makes sense, so I use it." 
 
    He nodded absently, one hand stroking the dragon tattoo curled around his forearm. "Your connection with the dragon seems to be stable. Most can't handle the pressure of the dragon's mind and go mad." 
 
    Until now, it was thought those who heard their dragon's voice were destined for a slow descent into dragon madness.  
 
    Tate was an example of doing things the opposite way. From what she'd been able to find out, one of the reasons she'd been left to sleep was because of the madness she’d suffered. 
 
    The intervening centuries had healed her mind and body, allowing her brain to bear the brunt of the power transfer. No one could explain how or why, but more than one had offered to study it. Something she resisted. She wasn't an experiment and wouldn't let anyone treat her as such. 
 
    "I'm going to skip some of the exercises we teach those who first take the bond. They're designed to bring you and your dragon into some type of balance. Since you've already achieved that on your own, I'll concentrate more on the dragon itself," Ryu said. 
 
    Ilith became alert inside Tate, her interest pricking. Shift? 
 
    Tate shook off Ilith's voice, knowing she had to focus. 
 
    Before she could ask any questions, Ryu shifted, his form twisting and turning until a large dragon stood in his place. He took up much of the foredeck, his tail curving around the helm.  
 
    The crew member on duty gave them a startled look but didn't react otherwise. 
 
    Tate took a moment to appreciate the beauty of Ryu's dragon. He was bigger than Ilith, his head towering several feet above Tate's. His body was built for speed, sleek and elegant, belying the strength contained in every line.  
 
    He was regal and intimidating, with horns curling back from his head. Each claw tipping his paws was the length of Tate's forearm.  
 
    His scales glimmered in the sun, fire given form. The red-gold and blacks shimmered as if they were alive. 
 
    The dragon lowered his head. Tate held very still, not wanting to tempt him into eating her. He could too. One snap of his teeth and there'd be no more Tate. 
 
    He nudged her instead, snorting his amusement. Warm air blasted her, shaking her out of her trepidation. 
 
    Beautiful, Ilith said, echoing Tate's thoughts. 
 
    Ryu's dragon tapped his claws on the deck, getting her attention. He carved several letters into the wood. 
 
    Tate cringed, already hearing Jost's strident voice in the back of her mind. He was very possessive of his ship. Damage it at your own risk. 
 
    F-O-L-L-O-W. 
 
    Tate didn't have longer than a second to consider before Ryu's dragon pushed off hard from the deck, the ship bobbing disconcertingly under the force of his jump. Several startled cries escaped those on deck. 
 
    Ryu's dragon leapt into the air, his wings snapping out and catching the sun's light as it danced along his scales.  
 
    He skimmed inches above the water before rising high into the sky. Tate shielded her eyes against the harsh glare of the sun as she watched him arrow through the air. 
 
    Ilith's excitement beat at Tate. She wanted out. Her turn was here, and she wasn’t willing to wait a moment longer than she had to.  
 
    For once, Tate agreed, as eager as her dragon to experience the freedom of flying. 
 
    "Are you ready for this?" 
 
    Ilith voiced a wordless assent. 
 
    Tate took a deep breath, mentally taking a step back and allowing room for Ilith to take control.  
 
    Ilith surged forward, eager to gobble down all that life promised. 
 
    Energy crackled along their skin and nerves as Tate shrunk, taking the spot of beta as Ilith became alpha. 
 
    Seconds later a petite dragon stood in Tate's place. She was still big compared to a human, but took up only a fraction of the space Ryu's dragon had.  
 
    Ilith shook herself all over and raised her head to the sun, trumpeting her triumph.  
 
    She spread her claws, enjoying the feel of the wood splintering under them. She stretched, feeling her muscles pull and tighten pleasantly. 
 
    The light of the sun along her scales warmed her despite the chill in the air. In this form, she didn't feel the pinch of its cold as much. This form was the best. Nothing could hurt her when she was dragon. 
 
    Ilith's scales were a blue so deep they were almost black and edged in a lighter silvery color.  
 
    She stretched again before crouching, her entire attention locked on the promise in the sky above her.  
 
    Her wings fluttered and her butt wiggled. She leapt into the air, her powerful muscles bunching to propel her further. Her wings snapped out, the thin membrane catching the whip of the wind for one timeless second. 
 
    Her heart soared, the feeling of flying a barely remembered pleasure.  
 
    Seconds later, she plummeted, the icy embrace of the ocean closing over her head.  
 
    She thrashed as she sank. Her struggles lifted her snout above the water for one desperate breath before a wave swamped her.  
 
    She rolled, wings tangling around her as panic beat through her. The current dragged her further from the ship as she kicked and twisted and turned.  
 
    Swim, Tate shouted. Use your legs. 
 
    Ilith snapped at her even as she tried to do exactly that. It didn't help. She felt as uncoordinated as a newborn, unable to get her limbs to obey her or work together. 
 
    Do something. I don't want to die because you can't be a proper dragon, Tate yelled. 
 
    Insult rose at that jab, distracting Ilith from the gravity of the situation for a brief moment. 
 
    Like Tate could do any better. 
 
    I could. I definitely could! Trade places with me. 
 
    Ilith refused. It was her time. She'd figure this out. 
 
    She tumbled ass over end, trying to orient herself. Here, with water pressing around her, her wings became a hindrance rather than a help. 
 
    Something hit the water next to her with a great force. Clawed paws wrapped around the back of her neck and jerked her up.  
 
    Ilith breached the water. She lifted her head, seeing red-gold scales above her. Ryu. She was clutched to his dragon's chest as the powerful beast flew back to the ship.  
 
    His wings beat hard as he arrowed above the water. He lifted at the last second when they would have hit the side of the ship, dropping her onto the deck before shooting past. 
 
    She landed with an ungraceful thump.  
 
    The humans gaped at her as she righted herself.  
 
    She ignored them all, lifting a paw and licking it clean as Ryu circled the ship again. 
 
    She remained crouched, cold and miserable, as she wrapped her tail fully around her in the hopes it would lend her some warmth.  
 
    Ryu approached, back-winging at the last second to settle softly on the other side of the deck. He shimmered as his dragon folded back, revealing the human. 
 
    Ilith turned her head away, tucking her snout under the tip of her tail as Tate cackled in the back of her mind. 
 
    I can't believe you don't know how to fly, Tate chortled. 
 
    The tip of Ilith's tail flicked. She did know how to fly. She was just out of practice. 
 
    Ryu shook his head when Ilith refused to look at him.  
 
    His hand was gentle as he touched the ridge of spikes running along the back of her neck. Ilith's sigh of pleasure was almost silent. Somehow, he caught it anyway, reaching up to rub the skin directly beneath where her horns started. 
 
    Another spike of pleasure moved through her. The skin there was sensitive, his touch appreciated even in the depths of her embarrassment.  
 
    Still stubborn, she kept facing away from him, unwilling to be lulled out of her snit. 
 
    Another approached. His scent too was familiar. Dragon, but not her dragon. He was the one who’d been kept in the cage and used to open the gate to bring more of their kind forth.  
 
    "That was new," Jacob drawled. "I don't think we've ever had a dragon who couldn't fly." 
 
    Ilith lifted her head, letting out a dangerous snarl before blowing a wave of smoke at him. 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow at her, but didn't move. "Your threats need work. All I need to do to escape is transform and fly away." 
 
    This time she didn't waste time on bluffs. Her head snaked out, her teeth snapping inches from his face. 
 
    He growled and jolted forward, his eyes taking on an alien cast as his dragon peered out. 
 
    "Jacob," Ryu warned. 
 
    Ilith watched with interest as the other man swallowed his dragon back, straightening from his crouch to adjust the sleeves of his jacket. 
 
    "I'll be in the hold. Away from novice dragons," Jacob said evenly, not sparing a glance at Ilith as he turned and disappeared down the steps. 
 
    Ilith let the insult to her exalted self go. She blew a sharp breath over Ryu, chiding him without words. She'd almost gotten the other dragon out of his self-imposed cage.  
 
    He gave her a wry look and patted her neck. "Jacob's been going through a hard time since his captivity. I'd appreciate it if you didn't toy with him." 
 
    Ilith snorted and turned her head away. He needed to be pushed. There was so much fear in both man and dragon, even Ilith could smell it.  
 
    She set her head down and sighed, embarrassment making her want to find the highest point on the ship and roar her challenge. 
 
    She looked with interest at one of the ship's masts. Maybe if she jumped off there, she'd get the hang of flying. 
 
    Don't even think about it. Jost will throw us both off the ship if you damage any piece of it.  
 
    Ilith bared her teeth, the thought of another cold dunking as she ungracefully flailed about in the water was unappealing.  
 
    "Dragons are nearly as good at swimming as they are at flying," he told her. "Next time fold your wings close to your body. It'll be much easier." 
 
    There wasn't going to be a next time, because Ilith wasn't going back into that hell pond.  
 
    Ilith let herself be soothed by the feel of her potential mate's hand along her neck and side as the sun heated her scales. She ignored the stares and hushed voices as she flopped onto her side, stretching out so the sun could warm as much of her as possible.  
 
    Ryu sighed but didn't say anything, keeping the rest of the two-legged creatures away from her as she sulked. Eventually she snoozed, her concern over her failure fading as the rocking of the ship lulled her into sleep. 
 
      
 
    *  
 
      
 
    Tate woke in a nest of blankets, the coiled rope for the masts acting as her bed. Memories of what had happened came rushing back to her.  
 
    She sat up, tugging the blankets around her to protect against the chilly wind blowing off the water. She flicked away a stray piece of fish tail from Ilith's last meal. 
 
    "You're awake." Ryu's voice came from the darkness. 
 
    Tate lifted her head, not spotting him until he moved out of a shadowy spot against the side of the captain's cabin. 
 
    It was nighttime, the moon high above.  
 
    Ilith must have relinquished her hold because the sun was no longer out to warm her. Ilith shared Tate’s extreme dislike of the cold. 
 
    "I'm assuming training didn't go according to plan," Tate said. 
 
    His lips quirked. "Yes, your dragon's inability to fly was most unexpected. It was humorous until she refused to transform back and then started crying for food." 
 
    Tate cringed. Yes, she remembered something to that effect. Her dragon had no shame. 
 
    The crew had taken turns setting their day's catch in front of Ilith before scuttling out of the way and watching with interest as she devoured it. 
 
    "How angry is Jost?" she asked. 
 
    He wasn't one to welcome disturbances in his crew's efficiency and Ilith had gone out of her way to create problems. She'd acted like a truculent toddler denied a treat.  
 
    "He'll get over it," Ryu said, moving silently across the deck to stand at the rail beside her. "Just expect to take some ribbing in the meantime." 
 
    "I guess I deserve it," Tate said. It'd be no different than her last time on the ship. The crew tended to pick and prod, behaving like an overgrown family whose only goal was to nettle you about your greatest weaknesses. 
 
    Ryu's chuckle was warm, the sound of it brushing against Tate's senses like heated velvet. "I've never seen anything quite as funny as your dragon trying to fly. She looked like a newborn." 
 
    Tate sighed in resignation. "She's not exactly the most graceful of beings." 
 
    Ilith's voice was quiet in Tate's head. She was too busy resting from her active day to take umbrage with the insult.   
 
    "It's cute," Ryu said. 
 
    "Not exactly how I would describe it.”  
 
    Cute wasn't a word that should be used in association with a ruthless killing machine, a deadly creature capable of inspiring kingdoms to send out their most lethal warriors in the hopes one of them could defeat the dreaded beast at their doorstep. 
 
    Yeah, cute definitely wouldn't be her first choice of adjectives. 
 
    "I quite like it," Ryu said, propping his chin on his hand. "Too many people associate the dragon with death and destruction. One look at yours makes it hard to hold onto the old fears." 
 
    "Until you get a look at what she did to the monster who attacked us," Tate said wryly. 
 
    Ilith was bumbling and easy to underestimate, but Tate had a feeling that would be a mistake. She'd torn the monster apart in seconds and left it in pieces on the ground. Ilith always held the potential for great destruction, hilarious antics aside. 
 
    Tate couldn't ever forget that. She had a feeling if she did, she'd find herself neck deep in bodies.  
 
    "When you transform, are you in control or is the dragon?" Tate asked a question that had been bothering her for a while. 
 
    She knew for Thora, his dragon had complete control while he was just a bystander. It was the same for her and Ilith. 
 
    "It's a little different for everyone," Ryu said, glancing down at her. "For me, it's more like I become the dragon. My thinking patterns and instincts change, but at our root we're no longer two separate individuals. We're one. Sometimes his desires edge out mine or vice versa, but we're always partners." 
 
    Tate thought she understood, just a little. Ryu had managed to achieve some balance with his dragon, or perhaps because his dragon wasn't as old as Ilith, Ryu was the more dominant of the pair.  
 
    For her, she didn't think it would ever work that way. Ilith was too fully her own individual to ever meld fully with Tate. They might achieve a harmony of purpose but they would always be separate entities. 
 
    "Do you ever regret becoming dragon-ridden?" Tate asked, looking up at him. 
 
    Framed in the moonlight, Ryu looked almost ethereal. He was a handsome man, his profile strong and masculine, but here in the silvery light, the ocean waves a soft song, he was more. He was magic and lightning and everything mysterious. 
 
    He was quiet, his face creased in thought. "That is a difficult question." 
 
    Tate waited, the shadows of the night embracing her.  
 
    "I miss the life I might have had before my family was killed," he said finally, staring out across the water. "Dragons largely walk this world alone. Many fear us. Those who don't and who aren't among the long-lived races pass from this world so quickly." 
 
    Tate held her silence, her stomach dropping as he said everything she'd feared. One of the reasons she had never let herself fall into a relationship with him was the fear he didn't want her for herself. He wanted the potential she held.  
 
    As a female dragon-ridden, she'd never grow old and she'd never fear what he was. He’d always be safe with her. 
 
    But he might not ever love her, and that was something Tate wanted with all her heart. She deserved to be someone's moon and stars, not a partner they had to settle for because it was the only option they had. 
 
    "Still, there's something to be said for this life." Ryu’s lips curved in a small smile that hinted at things Tate could only guess at. "I've seen more wonders and amazing things than I would have if I’d remained as I was. And flying—there's nothing that compares." 
 
    Ryu glanced down at her, his enigmatic gaze pinning her in place. 
 
    "I don’t regret becoming a dragon. The only thing I'd change is the death of my family. Everything else I'd leave the same," he said, his voice a silken caress.  
 
    His gaze burned into Tate's and her lips parted as she fought for something to say. Since waking with no memory, she'd been cautious about getting close to others. Night and Dewdrop had somehow finagled their way into a spot in her heart, but everyone else was held at arm's length. Ryu included. 
 
    She didn't want to chance falling for someone, only to learn she'd left a love behind she simply couldn’t remember. That would lead only to heartache. 
 
    Since discovering everyone she knew and loved was long dead, that reasoning had fallen by the wayside. 
 
    Still, something held her back, kept her from closing the gap between them. 
 
    She wanted him with a ferocity she didn't know was possible. There'd be no way to cross back from that line, if she was wrong.  
 
    So, she remained stuck in place—yearning, wanting, but unable to gather the courage to try. 
 
    The moment stretched out between them. Both of them trembling on the brink.  
 
    A muttered curse escaped him. He reached out and pulled her to him. Her chest brushed his as his lips closed on hers. 
 
    It was like someone had dipped her in pure electricity. The small leash she kept on herself snapped and she pressed closer, meeting his intensity with her own.  
 
    His arms crushed her to him as passion whipped through them. Tate felt filled near to bursting, unable to get close enough no matter how she tried. 
 
    The opening and closing of a door let out a rush of sound. 
 
    She jerked back. This wasn't the time or place for such things, tempting though he may be. 
 
    He read the thoughts in her expression before she could say them. "Next time I'll make sure my timing is better." 
 
    A small chuckle escaped her and she buried her face in his chest. "You assume there will be a next time." 
 
    "I can promise there will be," he said, the words sounding like a vow.  
 
    It was a change from the last time, when he'd promised to wait as long as she needed.  
 
    A shift had occurred between the two of them. He was patient for now, but she sensed it wouldn't be long before that changed, anticipation making the chase all the more interesting.  
 
    Tate stepped reluctantly back, a small smile playing on her lips. It was harder than it should have been, leaving him alone in the moonlight. A huge piece of her wanted to linger and explore, delve deeper into this thing between the two of them. 
 
    Instead, she headed for the door to the lower deck where her quarters were, stepping through and pulling it closed behind her. 
 
    She stopped abruptly, feeling her heart lurch, when she realized Jost was standing there. 
 
    “Captain,” she said, giving him a cordial nod as she stepped past him. She internally cringed as she did so. The last person she wanted to see after Ilith’s antics was, of course, the first one she ran into. 
 
    “You’ve been avoiding me,” Jost said. 
 
    Tate paused and shot him a questioning look, coming to a stop. She’d planned to, but this chance encounter made further avoidance impossible now. 
 
    “Are you really still that angry over what you perceive as my betrayal?” 
 
    Tate hesitated, facing him fully. This wasn’t a conversation she’d ever wanted to have—especially not in the corridor of his ship.  
 
    “I know you didn’t betray me,” she finally said. “You were just doing your job.” 
 
    She turned to go. 
 
    “Yes, I was.” 
 
    “Glad we have that settled.” Tate took a step toward her cabin. 
 
    “But you still don’t trust me,” he stated. 
 
    Tate stopped and sighed. Guess they weren’t done with this topic after all. 
 
    She faced him with forced patience. “What makes you say that? I’m on this ship again. If I really didn’t trust you, would I be here?” 
 
    He clasped his hands behind his back as he met her eyes. “I watched you very closely while you were on the Marauder. I know your tells. You hold your friends from the Marauder at a distance now, and you’ve been avoiding them.” 
 
    “I’m not avoiding anybody,” Tate argued. She didn’t know where he was going with this. 
 
    “It’s not a big ship, Tate. Yet you’ve managed to only say a few words to both Riply and Danny. You’ve been more friendly with Trent, but admittedly it’s a lot harder to avoid him once he’s set his mind on becoming friends.” 
 
    Yes, Trent did tend to resemble an overly large puppy—one it was exceedingly difficult to wound without feeling like a monster. 
 
    “I made my amends with them months ago,” she said.  
 
    She’d let go of the past—for the most part. 
 
    She’d been telling him the truth earlier. She knew he hadn’t betrayed her in the strictest definition of the word—simply because she’d never had his loyalty to begin with. She’d always been his assignment. Her emotions might have been involved and she might have thought her relationships with Danny, Riply and him were different than they actually were, but Jost had always known the truth. 
 
    It was a small distinction, but an important one. In his place, she’d likely have done the same. She’d been an unknown entity, possessing a powerful weapon in the form of Ilith. He’d needed to make sure she wasn’t a threat before bringing her back to the empire.  
 
    Still, he may have had a point about her trust. It was hard to pick up the reins of their former relationships after everything that had happened.  
 
    Because although they might not have technically betrayed her, it certainly had felt that way.  
 
    She knew, even now, if one of Jost’s handlers instructed him to act against her, he’d do it. He might not like it, but he would protect the empire’s interests. Same for all of them. 
 
    For that reason alone, she could never go fully back to what they’d once been. 
 
    “I have no doubt you think you have. You might even believe you’ve let things go,” he said. “But I don’t think that’s the case.” 
 
    “If Danny or Riply have something to say, they can come to me themselves,” Tate said. She was done with this conversation and the feelings it was dredging up.  
 
    “Did you ever think they might have been equally scarred by what they had to do?”  
 
    Tate looked away as his question hit home. 
 
    “We walk a difficult path. Sometimes we do things that don’t feel right but are necessary,” he continued.  
 
    Tate watched him quietly, waiting for him to get to the point of all this.  
 
    Jost glanced at the closed door, his shoulders tightening. Realization shot through Tate. He’d been the one to open it, breaking the moment between her and Ryu. Why? 
 
    “Ryuji is a good man. In many ways, he’s the greatest man I’ve ever known,” Jost said slowly.  
 
    Tate knew this. Ryu was complicated, his motivations sometimes hard to understand. He operated too often in the shadows, which made him hard to trust, but he did so with the best of intentions.  
 
    “His loyalty will always be to the Emperor,” Jost said, his expression as sympathetic as a man with Jost’s background would ever get. “He might want to be what you need, but he will always act for the Emperor first and everyone else second.” 
 
    He finally moved, setting one hand on her shoulder. “Decide what you need to be happy and what you can bear. You deserve to be someone’s priority. I sincerely doubt Ryu will ever be able to give you that.” 
 
    His warning delivered, he moved past her down the corridor, leaving Tate to stare blankly at the wall. The bubbly feeling from earlier deflated, leaving nothing behind but the cold grasp of reality. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    The port of Auburn was as different from that of Aurelia as one could get. Small fishing boats dotted the bay and surrounding ocean, their nets cast wide as the Marauder sailed past. Unlike Aurelia, where ships were expected to weigh anchor and send smaller boats into the docks, Auburn was set up so you could moor your ship at a dock.  
 
    The city had an ageless grace, red and beige buildings standing sentry over impossibly blue waters. The roofs were flat with roof top gardens spilling greenery over the sides.  
 
    The wide, arched windows and complex networks of interconnected balconies created another layer of allure. Tate had a feeling it would be a struggle to keep Night from exploring those balconies and gardens. 
 
    The Silva’s senses were nearly as perceptive as his. They'd know if the bearcat decided to wander through their territory. The last thing she needed was to upset anybody when she didn't have to. 
 
    The pace of life along the docks was more relaxed, with none of the clamor and din Aurelia was known for. The people wore vibrant and colorful clothing that fit in with the rest of the atmosphere. 
 
    Despite the curiosity at being in a new city, one very different than her own, Tate gripped the railing tightly, trying to control the flutter of nerves in her belly. Sometime in the last few weeks, nervousness had set in.  
 
    Between flying lessons with Ryu and etiquette lessons with Roslyn, Tate had realized how totally unprepared she was. Bravado and confidence only carried you so far.  
 
    Right now, both felt distant from her.  
 
    Have you ever been here before? Night asked from where he sat beside her. 
 
    "Once." Dewdrop folded his arms over the railing and plopped his chin onto them. Despite his stomach finally calming after a good two weeks at sea, he was thinner than he'd been when their journey began. He'd only just started to regain the weight he'd lost and looked almost fragile as a result. 
 
    "The Silva aren't as prejudiced against the Avertine as the human settlements. My people have always enjoyed a warm welcome in their lands. As a result, we have many routes that travel through Silvain. A few even reach this far west," he said. 
 
    "Don't be surprised if their welcome has changed in the past few months," Tate cautioned.  
 
    The Avertine's role in the incident in Aurelia wasn't widely known. The majority of them hadn't been willing participants, but there were those among them who shared the same culpability as the Black Order and the guardians. It would be within the Silva's right to call in a blood debt, and since the Avertine weren't in good standing with the empire, they had little protection against the Silva's reprisal. 
 
    Dewdrop's nod was grim but accepting. He knew more than most how gray this area was. His own family had exiled him to save him after he’d stumbled onto what was going on, but that didn't take the sting of rejection from him. 
 
    Tate glanced over to find Blade disappearing down the gangplank. He didn’t look back or raise a hand of acknowledgement, not even as a goodbye. 
 
    “Should I be worried?” Tate asked as Ryu joined her. 
 
    “You should always be worried when Lyre is involved,” Dewdrop grumbled. 
 
    She sent him a quelling glance. After pulling a face, he fell silent and pretended to busy himself taking in their surroundings. 
 
    Ryu’s gaze was thoughtful as it met hers. “Your guttersnipe is correct. It’s always wise to treat Lyre and those of his ilk with extreme caution.” 
 
    Tate narrowed her eyes. That wasn’t really an answer. 
 
    “But in this case, no. He has other business in the city. We were simply a convenient way of getting him here,” Ryu said.  
 
    “Why not book his own passage on a ship?” Tate asked suspiciously. 
 
    There was more to this than he was telling her. As usual. 
 
    It reminded her uncomfortably of the conversation she’d had with Jost the night she’d kissed Ryu, something she’d been determined to put out of her mind until she had time to sift through her feelings on the matter. 
 
    Ryu stepped closer, his body looming over hers as he bent and said in a voice only meant for her ears, “Because there are always spies making note of who travels on those ships and where they go. Lyre didn’t want his presence here remarked upon or anticipated.” 
 
    Tate leaned back a little so she could meet his gaze.   
 
    “And you’re alright with being part of whatever he or the Luciuses are plotting?” 
 
    Ryu didn’t answer, a lightning quick smile spreading across his face before it was smothered. His serious expression didn’t quite mask the twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    Tate made an irritated sound. Of course, Ryu was probably neck deep in whatever Blade was up to. She wouldn’t be surprised if the other man was acting on his orders.  
 
    Dewdrop snorted next to her as if in agreement.  
 
    In the next second, he elbowed her and nodded at a couple down the dock as they sliced through the crowd. The woman’s hair was a tumultuous mass of curls. Gold, black and every shade of brown you could imagine, in hair memorable even from the briefest of glances. 
 
    Gabriella looked up toward them and waved. Her face held a sharp, refined beauty, rather than softer features. It hit you on the head and made it impossible to dismiss. A hint of the wild lurked in her bearing.  
 
    Her companion's hair was nearly as beautiful. Sunshine had been distilled into every strand of hair, the bright amber of his eyes a perfect complement.   
 
    Their clothes were casual, loose and breezy, their arms bare—perfect for the heat. Aurelia might be transitioning into fall, but the further south they traveled, the warmer it had grown. Fall hadn't even begun its first dance here in Auburn. Tate wasn't convinced the city even knew what winter was, with their wide windows and doors.  
 
    Tate and the others headed for the gangplank, reaching the dock as Gabriella and her partner did. 
 
    "Gabriella," Tate said in genuine pleasure. She nodded at the other man, his name already decided. “Sunshine.” 
 
    Sunshine blinked at her in startlement. "Pardon me?”  
 
    Tate flushed. Ah, that’s right. He wouldn’t be familiar with her odd tendency of providing nicknames for people.  
 
    Dewdrop’s shoulders shook as he snickered at her expense. When he’d finally calmed enough to speak with a straight face, he lifted his head and addressed the Silva man. “She tends to give people nicknames. You get used to it.” 
 
    "I like it," Sunshine said unexpectedly, giving his companion a catty smile. "Some might even say it suits me." 
 
    Gabriella scoffed even as she focused on Tate. "What's my nickname?" 
 
    Tate froze. Of course, she'd ask that. "Um, you don't exactly have one." 
 
    Gabriella blinked as Sunshine hooted with laughter. 
 
    "I saved your life. You’ve barely exchanged two words with him. How does he warrant a nickname and I don't?" Gabriella asked in outrage. 
 
    Tate shrugged. "Some people don't have nicknames. I can make up one for you if it's really that important." 
 
    Gabriella shook her head at Tate. "Unbelievable." 
 
    Tate's smile held a touch of guilt. If she'd known how badly Gabriella wanted a nickname, she would have come up with one beforehand.  
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn't the type of thing you pulled out of thin air. The nicknames occurred to her randomly. She couldn't even articulate why one person was graced with one and another wasn't. 
 
    Ryu shifted next to her, his impenetrable gaze focused on the two in front of Tate.  
 
    The two Silva straightened, alert and attentive in a way they hadn't been with Tate. Ryu possessed a charisma and power lacking in others. You couldn't help but pay attention to him.  
 
    To compound things, the Silva were predatory by nature. They recognized a threat when they saw one. Ryu might be playing diplomat for the moment, but everyone on the dock knew he was the biggest, baddest thing out there.  
 
    "Lord Ryuji," Gabriella said in greeting.  
 
    Ryu inclined his head. "Lady Gabriella. I didn't expect Clan Fireday to serve as our welcome party." 
 
    Gabriella grimaced before shooting Tate a half-smile. "The Harridan felt since I had a history with Lady Fisher, I'd be the best one to serve as her escort to the city." 
 
    "We're not having the talks here?" Ryu asked. 
 
    Gabriella and Sunshine exchanged a glance. "The Harridan has been unwell. We thought it best she not travel." 
 
    There was a slight pause before the word unwell. It was almost as if they had to consider the best way to phrase the situation without giving too much away. 
 
    A thoughtful noise escaped Ryu. 
 
    "It's good to see you again, Gabriella," Tate said. 
 
    "Hopefully this time we won't stumble on any traps left by the ancients." Gabriella’s expression sobered as her words turned formal. "My doyenne wanted me to tell you, welcome to our lands. We're glad you could come." 
 
    Gabriella's easy expression faded as her gaze locked on something over Tate's shoulder. 
 
    It took a moment for Tate to figure out what had put the fierce look in her eyes. Behind them, Jost's crew worked to offload their luggage and the cargo they had on board, Jacob supervising them. 
 
    Roslyn stood on the ship, her attention directed toward Tate and the others.  
 
    That wasn't what had caused the Silva to become wary and stoic. 
 
    Tate sighed as movement drew her gaze to Vale as he made his way down the gangplank, the two from the Black Order shadowing him.  
 
    Sunshine stiffened, a bit of the predator inside peeking out. 
 
    Oh boy. It looked like it was time to get to work.  
 
    Her smile was strained as she glanced at the two Silva. "We thought it best if everyone traveled together." 
 
    Night chose that moment to rise to his feet and pad forward several steps, bumping his head against Gabriella's leg while letting out a small sound that could almost be called a purr. 
 
    "It is good to see you too," Gabriella said, her expression lightening, as a smile crossed her face.  
 
    Gabriella looked up, her earlier hostility hidden as her expression remained pleasant. "Come, Clan Fireday has agreed to offer you the use of our city house for the night. All of you are welcome." 
 
    Her strained smile was directed in the general direction of the other three. 
 
    "We're not going directly to the city?" Tate asked.  
 
    Gabriella shook her head. "We'll stay here for a couple of days while we gather supplies. The journey to the Harridan's city is a long one. It's best to acclimate to the heat and recover from your time at sea before we set off." 
 
    "Leave your bags," Sunshine ordered. "Several from our house will be by to gather them and take them to our lodgings." 
 
    That sounded good to Tate. While she hadn't packed a lot, with the heat a cloying, wet blanket around them, the prospect of carrying the bag through the city was unappealing. If the Silva wanted to do the work for her, she was happy to let them. 
 
    "We'd prefer to keep our bags with us," Prefect Ward said.   
 
    Gabriella's expression was stiff as she shrugged. "Suit yourself. We have quite the walk ahead of us." 
 
    "Can't we take a carriage?" Vale asked, lifting his head.  
 
    "No carriages or horses are allowed in many parts of the city," Roslyn said from behind them. She moved slowly down the gangplank, one hand trailing along the rope. "The translation for Auburn, means 'to live a life without distraction.' The Silva find carriages unsightly and prefer their absence. Unless you are in the outer ring of the city, you must use your own two feet to travel. They think it provides a more relaxed atmosphere."  
 
    "Ridiculous. How do they expect to offload cargo and move it through the city?" Ward muttered. 
 
    "Our bodies are strong. We have no need for such things," Gabriella said in an even voice.  
 
    Tate smothered a smile at the implied insult against the weakness of human bodies as Roslyn stopped beside her. 
 
    Roslyn tilted her head, slightly exposing her throat as she murmured several words in another language. 
 
    Sunshine's expression brightened. "Ah, you're familiar with our customs." 
 
    Ward snorted from behind them. 
 
    Roslyn's smile remained easy as it warmed her eyes. "My father had several contacts among the Silva. They were very kind to teach me some of their customs." 
 
    "They did a good job. Your greeting was elegant and your pronunciation perfect," he said. 
 
    Roslyn's smile widened, pleasure suffusing her face. "I confess I'm looking forward to putting some of their teachings into practice." 
 
    Sunshine gestured toward the city. "Shall we?" 
 
    Roslyn nodded as she stepped up beside him, the two leading the way from the docks and into the city. 
 
    Tate followed quietly behind, content to let Roslyn be the center of attention as she studied her surroundings. 
 
    You could learn a lot from listening. When you were too busy listening to yourself talk, you missed important clues and nuances.  
 
    "Your first time in our territory?" Sunshine asked Roslyn, as Tate and Ryu fell into step with Gabriella. 
 
    "Yes, I've never had the opportunity to come this far south before." 
 
    "Hopefully your visit is a pleasant one," Sunshine said. 
 
    "Is Tala here in the city?" Ryu asked. 
 
    Gabriella nodded. "The doyenne wanted to be here to greet you but another matter called her away. She should join us for dinner where she will brief you about the situation. I thought you would like to see more of the city before we head to the House." 
 
    Tate nodded eagerly. "I'd like that." 
 
    Auburn was fascinating, and not just because of the exoticness of its architecture. It held an easiness to it that spoke to Tate's soul. From what she could see, the city was unique, drawing her attention like a moth to the flame. 
 
    Most of the structures they passed were various shades of beige and red. A few were painted bright blue, with mosaic tiles on the steps and entrances. The buildings were full of arched entries and windows, different from the squares and rectangles Aurelia seemed to favor. 
 
    While many roofs were flat, still others had a slender dome capping them—cupulas, Tate thought they were called. The buildings were designed to embody grace, everything built with an eye to the lifestyles of those residing in the city. 
 
    Balconies adorned nearly every window, creating a maze above the city streets. Some were built so close together only inches separated them. Tate spotted more than one youth stretched out along a railing, like giant lizards hoping to soak up a little more sun as they ignored the very real possibility of plummeting to their death if they rolled over. 
 
    Throughout the city, animals seemed to have free rein above and below. No one shouted or shooed them away, even as Tate saw a little furry hind leg disappear into an open doorway. 
 
    Plants sprouted from pots on balconies and by entrances to houses. They were bright spots of green against the otherwise monotonous color of the street.  
 
    Curtains drifted and floated in a stray breeze. 
 
    As much as Tate was enjoying the circuitous walk, Ward and James were not. Their faces were sweaty and red as they tried to keep up with the rest of them, their bags slung over their shoulder. 
 
    Tate stifled a laugh at the sight. Served them right. They should have been sensible and left their bags with the rest. Paranoid jackasses. 
 
    Dewdrop groaned next to her, the sound small and almost nonexistent. 
 
    "What's wrong?" she asked him in a low voice. 
 
    "I thought being on land would be better." His face was waxy and pale. "Why do I feel like I'm still on the ocean?" 
 
    "We call it getting your land legs. After being on the sea, sometimes people have trouble once they're back on dry ground. Give it a few hours. Your body should get used to it again soon enough," Sunshine said.  
 
    Tate winced at the expression on Dewdrop's face, like someone had just punched him in the gut. She sympathized.  
 
    He looked her in the eye. "We're taking the land route back to Aurelia." 
 
    "That's a four-month journey," Gabriella pointed out. 
 
    He shook his head. "I don't care. It's that, or I'm never leaving Silvain.” 
 
    Night chuffed from his spot beside them, the sound curiously close to a snicker. 
 
    Tate pressed her lips together to resist letting loose a smile, knowing if Dewdrop saw it, he would dig his heels in harder. 
 
    Ryu's shoulder bumped against hers. She looked up to find him watching their surroundings, his expression hard to read. 
 
    She hesitated, wanting to ask what had put the bittersweet look in his eyes. She wasn’t sure they had the type of relationship where such a question would be welcome.  
 
    "You seemed surprised they're taking us to the Harridan's city," Tate said instead. 
 
    "Not many have been invited to visit. They restrict access; only a very few ever cross its borders," he said. 
 
    Sensing an opening, she asked, "Have you been here before?" 
 
    He spoke with a familiarity that suggested a long relationship with the city.  
 
    "I have many fond memories of Auburn. It's the first place I was sent when I recovered from my descent into the dragon." His gaze was wistful as he took in the buildings and people moving at a sedate pace around them. "So much has changed, and yet in many ways its exactly the same."  
 
    Tate tried to see the city through the same filter as Ryu. What must it be like to visit a place you once loved and see it so different? Would she one day see Aurelia shift and evolve into something she barely recognized? 
 
    Ryu and the other dragons were careful not to mention how the passage of time must weigh on them. To see the people and places you love age, sometimes withering away in the span of a few years, must be heartbreaking. She already struggled with the knowledge of the people she’d lost, the friends she couldn't truly remember. In this, perhaps she had been lucky. How much worse would things be if she had the sting of memories to keep her company on her sleepless nights? 
 
    "How long has it been since you've been back?"   
 
    His expression became pensive as he considered. "Over a hundred and fifty years." 
 
    "Why so long?"  
 
    An ache touched his face, his pain naked and tangible. For several steps, Tate thought he would leave the question unanswered 
 
    "The people who made this place a home are no longer here. There didn't seem much point visiting after that." 
 
    There was a startling depth of emotion behind his statement. It reminded her how short their acquaintance was. It was really just a blink of an eye in the centuries he'd spent walking the world’s surface. He'd lived entire lifetimes before her arrival. Loved and lost, over and over again. It put things into perspective. 
 
    As much as she wanted to know him inside and out, it was impossible. Such a connection took countless years. It wasn't something you could take a shortcut to achieve. It was born of many interactions, a slow deepening of knowledge layered one on top of the other, until you were so intertwined there was no escaping.  
 
    Ryu and she might someday achieve that, but not for many, many years.  
 
    A man who'd lived as long as he had would be amazingly complicated. She doubted she'd be able to unravel the puzzle of Ryu even if she had decades. For someone with minor trust issues, that would be a difficult fact to accept—especially with Jost’s words still ringing in her ears.  
 
    She parted her lips to ask if the person who'd left had been a woman, but she bit back the question. There were some things better left alone. She didn't need to know if Ryu had lost a former love here.  
 
    Ignorance might not be a state she embraced, given how much she still didn't know about this world, but she also saw no need to purposely hurt herself or him by prying at sore memories. 
 
    A man narrowly missed running into her as he passed, reminding Tate of where she was. The rest of their group had continued on without them, unaware of their preoccupation, and were now several feet ahead.   
 
    The foot traffic was beginning to pick up as they ventured further into the city. Despite that, it didn't possess the frenetic chaos Aurelia seemed to thrive on.  
 
    Ryu's hand brushed hers as she started forward. Tate glanced up to find his eyes fastened on hers, with the intense focus of a predator. It wasn't intimidating, more like she was the only thing he cared to see. There was gratitude in his eyes, warmth and something else. Something that made the breath still in her lungs as she wished for impossible things.  
 
    A shoulder jostled hers, abruptly ending the moment.  
 
    A sharp rebuke jumped to her lips then stalled as she looked over to find a familiar pair of brown eyes. 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath, forgetting what she'd been about to say as recognition lanced through her. 
 
    He started to mouth. 'You should be more careful.' 
 
    Tate lunged forward. Brown Eyes wasn't getting away this time. 
 
    He pointed at one of the buildings and mouthed, 'Boom.' 
 
    An explosion rocked the street. Tate ducked instinctively, covering her head and neck with her hands, conscious of Dewdrop and Ryu doing the same beside her. 
 
    Night hugged the ground, his ears and fur going flat as he looked around with wild eyes. 
 
    Screams filled the air as pandemonium descended, the previously relaxed atmosphere becoming violent as fear took hold.  
 
    Vale cowered next to Tate, curling in on himself. Next to him, Ward and James had crouched low as they watched their surroundings with suspicion and caution.  
 
    "What the fuck is going on?" Ward snarled. 
 
    There was no time to answer as Gabriella and Sunshine shouted instructions to their people. Ryu grabbed her arm. 
 
    "Let's go. We can't stay here," he said.  
 
    Tate agreed. Knowing Brown Eyes, the chances of secondary explosions were high.  
 
    "Jacob, find us a path," Ryu roared. 
 
    The other dragon-ridden had been quiet until now, trailing the rest of them, not interacting, content to be their shadow.  
 
    Now, he straightened as he searched the chaos. It wasn't easy as those present fled the scene of devastation. "There." He pointed across the street to a small opening which led into an ally. 
 
    "Let's move," Ryu called. 
 
    "Go," Tate shouted at Night and Dewdrop. They didn't hesitate, Dewdrop grabbing Roslyn and dragging her after him. The three darted across the street after Jacob as the bigger man cleared a path. Scales showed on his hands and face as his dragon struggled to push its way to ascendency.  
 
    Tate hesitated to follow, searching the crowd for Christopher—Brown Eyes as she tended to call him. She had no doubt he was involved in all this somehow. It had his sticky fingers all over it. 
 
    He was gone. Lost in the chaos immediately following the explosion. He’d been right there—close enough to touch and she’d still failed to capture him.  
 
    Silva poured into the street from the surrounding buildings. They wore strange masks. Some were simple, white with small slits for the eye and designs in blue or silver along one side. Others were complicated, artistic versions of animals. Beautiful, yet fearsome.  
 
    Those wearing the masks split, moving through the street with almost military precision as if searching for something or someone.  
 
    Ryu grabbed her arm. "Let's go." 
 
    She resisted. The urge to hunt was hard to ignore with Christopher so close.  
 
    "Brown Eyes is here," she shouted. 
 
    Ryu hesitated. He wanted the other man just as much as she did. He’d been a thorn in both their sides for a long time. The Lord Provost had recently issued a wanted poster for him. He, along with several other high-ranking officials in the government, suspected Christopher was working with a highly trained organization who had one goal—destroy the current regime at any cost. Once caught, he’d be given a life sentence at the mining camps to the north, or if he was lucky, a death sentence.  
 
    Frustration and the same yearning for the hunt chased across Ryu's face. In the end, he shook his head. "There's no time. Who do you think they're searching for?" 
 
    Tate slid an uneasy glance at the masked Silva. Ryu had a point. People who covered their faces were usually up to no good.  
 
    She could stand and fight, but it would mean collateral damage in a city she wasn’t familiar with. The resulting fallout might endanger her original mission and would certainly not endear her to the Harridan. 
 
    Even as she hesitated, a person wearing a mask with cat ears and painted whiskers spotted them and pointed. 
 
    Tate bit back a string of curses she'd learned from Danny and Riply. Damn it. There was no denying their intended target now. Not with the way they raced toward them. 
 
    "I think you're right," Tate said grimly. 
 
    There would be no catching Christopher today. The only comfort she had, was he was probably already in the wind.  
 
    She didn't protest again as Ryu hauled her after him, Gabriella and Sunshine falling in behind them to protect their rear. 
 
    Tate chanced one last glance back. At least she wasn't the only one whose prey had escaped today. It was a small spot of consolation in an otherwise abysmal end to the day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Exhaustion and frustration were Tate's irritating companions as her group wound their way to Clan Fireday’s city house. Gabriella and Sunshine were careful to use only the back streets of the city as they took them on a long, circuitous route to their destination. By the time they reached their lodgings, everyone’s nerves had been strung tight.   
 
    Ward and James hadn’t relaxed since the explosion and their subsequent flight. Each still held their bag, but Tate suspected that was only because it contained numerous weapons. Their faces were tense, and their postures alert.  
 
    Gabriella and her people walked alongside Tate’s group with a weary caution. Their expressions were intimidating and hard, warning the unwary against approaching.  
 
    "Is something like this normal?" Tate asked Ryu in a quiet voice. 
 
    He shook his head. "No, the Harridan rules with an iron fist. The Silva are naturally inclined to feud and war but their violence is always targeted. This was designed to create chaos and unrest." 
 
    "We need to go back." This had everything to do with their presence in the city. She wanted to know why.  
 
    Ryu looked torn. He felt the same need to investigate she did, but the safety of their mission came first. 
 
    "I'm afraid returning to the scene won't be possible," Gabriella said with an apologetic grimace. 
 
    "Explain," Ryu ordered. Icy authority radiated from him. Gone, was the small bit of warmth he'd shone Tate. In its place was expectation and demand. 
 
    Gabriella bent her head, showing her neck in a sign of respect and subservience Tate now recognized from the lessons Roslyn had given her on the ship. 
 
    "The city guard will lock down the area and other parts of the city to search for the culprits. All outsiders will be expected to obey a city-wide curfew," she said softly. 
 
    "That doesn't make sense," Dewdrop said. He'd slowed when Tate and Ryu had. "They're representatives of the Emperor. How can anything be off limits to them?" 
 
    Tate became conscious of the others listening in on the conversation. Gabriella seemed to realize the same, her mouth tightening. 
 
    "You are here at the invitation of the Harridan," she said stiffly. "Your interference in this matter would overstep your authority." 
 
    "Our people prefer to solve our own problems. I'm sure you understand," Sunshine said in an attempt to smooth over Gabriella's abrupt words. 
 
    The insinuation their invitation could be rescinded, leaving Tate and the rest at the Silva's mercy, went unsaid. 
 
    She and Ryu exchanged a glance, neither happy at the line Gabriella had just clearly drawn. 
 
    Night waited, catching Tate's eye and tilting his head in question. She hesitated, torn between respecting the Silva's wishes and the need to delve deeper. Random though it might appear, this felt important. She had the sinking feeling this had been a botched attack on them and knowing more could only help them in the long run. 
 
    Vale's expression was thoughtful as his gaze moved between the Silva and Tate. She thought he might say something and was surprised when he simply stuffed his hands in his sleeves and kept walking.  
 
    The guardian was smarter than she'd thought, content to watch and wait as events unfolded around him. It was a marked contrast to Ward, who didn’t even try to conceal his disdain.  
 
    Tate decided to let the matter rest for now, as they approached a three-story house with banners hanging on either side of its door, announcing it as the residence of Clan Fireday. 
 
    Tall and narrow, the building presided over the street, its stone tinged blood-red by setting sun. Stone steps led up to a large double door. Balconies ran the length of the building, giving anyone with a room on the front of the house access.  
 
    Like many of the buildings in this quarter, the roof was dome-shaped with an ornate spire rising from the top. It was every bit as impressive as the other buildings they'd passed, the sand-colored stone radiating the heat of the fading sun as the temperature started to drop. 
 
    Music filtered from other houses and balconies as Gabriella mounted the steps to tap softly on the door. 
 
    Motion from small slots at eye level announced movement within, just as it creaked slowly open. Gabriella murmured several things Tate didn't quite catch before beckoning their group inside. 
 
    "Finally," Ward muttered, not bothering to hide his irritation. 
 
    He and James were the first through the door after the Silva. 
 
    "Please let there be food," Dewdrop muttered fervently. 
 
    Tate’s stomach rumbled angrily, reminding her it had been ages since she'd last eaten. Never a good thing. As dragon-ridden, she burned through food faster than even a teenage boy. No one wanted to deal with a hungry dragon, and she was fast approaching the point where she turned savage the longer she went without sustenance. 
 
    "Tate, you finally made it," Trent exclaimed as she entered the house. 
 
    Recognition was slow, given how fixated she'd become at the thought of food. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Tate asked after a long moment. 
 
    He cocked his head, venturing closer as the foyer turned into a hub of activity. "We've been here for hours." 
 
    "Who is we?" 
 
    "Me, Riply, Danny, and a few other members of the crew. Jost will be here later, but he sent us ahead with supplies." 
 
    Before she could respond, the foyer quieted, everyone falling silent at the appearance of a woman in the arched doorway that led into the rest of the house.  
 
    Tala Fireday, doyenne and leader of her clan, surveyed them with an inscrutable expression. Her hair was bound back from her face, showcasing the delicate, fierce lines of her bone structure. 
 
    Like many of her race, her eyes were amber, her body muscular but lithe as she moved with grace and poise into the room. 
 
    Her gaze sought and found Gabriella, a slight frown pulling at her lips as the other woman hurried over, bending and whispering something into her ear.  
 
    Tala nodded slightly before looking up, pinning Tate with her stare. Tate stiffened, remembering the last time they'd gotten into a staring contest. She was too hungry and tired to risk another one. Given the state of her stomach, Ilith and Tate might go for Tala's throat by accident. There'd be no coming back from that. Even with how predatory the Silva were, Tate doubted they'd forgive her killing the doyenne because she was too hungry to think. 
 
    "Lady Fisher, this isn't the welcome we'd planned. I hope you can forgive us," Tala said. 
 
    Of Tala and Gabriella, Tate didn't know the doyenne that well. The other woman seemed to feel some type of obligation towards her, but Tate still didn't know why. 
 
    "Feed me and I'll forgive all," Tate said, too tired to play the political game. 
 
    For the first time since entertaining the room, a glimpse of emotion peeked out as humor glinted in Tala's eyes. 
 
    "Of course. No guest of ours will go hungry. Would you like to be shown to your room first or have dinner?"  
 
    Tate opened her mouth, about to pick dinner, when Roslyn cleared her throat and shook her head. 
 
    Tate almost whined. Resigned, she told Tala, "We'll freshen up and then be ready for food." 
 
    Tala didn't miss the exchange, smothering a snort of laughter at the obvious unhappiness in Tate's face. 
 
    "I've already had the rooms prepared. My people will show you to them," Tala murmured. 
 
    Several Silva stepped forward, their expressions polite as they nodded a greeting at the newcomers.  
 
    A woman with a bright smile beckoned Tate.  
 
    Trent stopped her, keeping his back to the rest of the room while digging in the pocket of his loose, lightweight jacket. 
 
    He glanced around furtively, making sure no one was watching, before placing a small wrapped bundle into her hand. "I know that look. This should tide you over, so you don't do something we’ll all regret." 
 
    He walked away before Tate could respond with a sharp remark. 
 
    As their escort led them deeper into the house, Tate investigated what Trent had left her. She was careful to keep her movements slow and not draw attention as she unwrapped the package. 
 
    She nearly groaned at what was inside. Bless his sweet little heart. 
 
    Three mini balls of a doughy substance rested in her hand, a red-brown paste oozing from the one she'd accidentally mutilated.  
 
    "What's that?" Dewdrop asked, peering over her shoulder. He made a hungry sound and tried to reach around her as she hunched over her treasures. 
 
    She slapped his questing hand away. "Nothing that concerns you."  
 
    On her other side, Night stood on his hind legs, tilting his whiskers at Tate's prize as he looked questioningly at it.  
 
    He licked his lips.  
 
    "No." 
 
    He bent closer.  
 
    A growl ripped from her throat. "I will eat you." 
 
    He huffed and dropped back down to all fours, pretending he hadn't been trying to steal food from her seconds before. 
 
    She became aware of silence in the hall and looked up to find all eyes on her.  
 
    Even Ryu looked slightly startled at her statement. 
 
    She lifted one of the balls to her mouth and stuffed it inside, defiantly staring everyone else down. She refused to feel bad about what she’d said. The bearcat knew the stakes. He risked them at his own peril. 
 
    After a long moment, their guide turned forward again. 
 
    Tate glared at her two traitorous friends whose shoulders shook as she passed them. She'd be sure to find a way later to pay them in kind when they least expected it. 
 
    The house was laid out in a large square, the middle of it an interior courtyard, open to the cloudless sky above and framed by a loggia, arches offering visitors a glimpse of the peaceful view. Balconies above mirrored the layout. 
 
    This was the heart of the home. All life revolved around it like spokes on a wheel. 
 
    Greenery dotted the courtyard, carefully chosen for its ability to tolerate the heat and humidity. 
 
    Tate followed her guide to the second floor and entered a room with a view of the courtyard through the open doorway. Gossamer-thin drapes danced in the light breeze and Tate caught the scent of jasmine and other flowers. 
 
    In the middle of the room, a wide bed was suspended from the ceiling, strong cables holding it in place. Gauzy fabric was tied at the four corners. Later, when night descended and bugs became a nuisance, she could untie the drapes and pull them closed around the bed.  
 
    Marble floor tile ran the length of the room. It would be cool against a guest’s feet even on a hot summer’s day. 
 
    "Does the room meet with your approval?" the woman asked from behind Tate. 
 
    "Very nice," Tate said. How could it not be? It was a dream bedroom. Perfect for honored guests.  
 
    "The Doyenne and her Ayer thought you would enjoy this particular room. Dragons always seem to prefer high places." 
 
    "Have many dragon-ridden visited here?" Tate asked. 
 
    The woman's expression grew strained. "Not in recent years." 
 
    Before Tate could pursue that line of questioning, the woman pointed out several features of the room. She ended by saying, "The evening meal will be in an hour. Just make your way back down the stairs and to the interior courtyard. If you need anything, please don't hesitate to ask." 
 
    She disappeared as quickly and quietly as she'd appeared, leaving Tate alone to decide what was appropriate wear for an evening dinner with her hosts. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate pulled at the simple dress she'd donned as she stepped into the hallway from her room. Made of a lightweight fabric and designed to mimic Silva styles, it floated around her. Unlike Aurelian styles, it wasn't restrictive, allowing for a freedom of movement she appreciated after the danger of the afternoon.  
 
    She'd elected to pull her hair back into a simple braid and had forgone wearing any of the jewelry she’d found stuffed into her bag. She had a sneaking suspicion a certain blue-eyed dragon was responsible, and wanted to know his reasoning behind giving her the jewels and the potential consequences of accepting them, before wearing any of it.  
 
    The door across from her opened and Ryu stepped out, stopping short at the sight of her.  
 
    He blinked rapidly, his body immobile. Tate touched her dress self-consciously, questioning her decision to wear it. 
 
    "I didn't know what the rules were for tonight," she said. "If it's too much, I can change." 
 
    "No." The word tore from him and he blinked again, his expression momentarily disconcerted before it softened. "You look perfect."  
 
    Tate's smile was tentative when it came. "You look nice too." 
 
    He did. His hair still contained a slight trace of dampness from his shower and he'd styled it so it had a slight wave. Like her, he was dressed in a style similar to the Silva, in a loose, sleeveless jacket and pants. The dark gray of his clothing offset his eyes, making the blue seem as deep and vibrant as the ocean. 
 
    His answering smile was slow and decadent, temptation and sin wrapped in an unforgettable package.  
 
    "Shall we?" He nodded at the stairs. 
 
    Tate sighed. She really didn't want to. 
 
    He barked a laugh at her clear reluctance before smoothing his expression into expectant lines. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. "I suppose we should get this over with." 
 
    At least only Tala and a select few from her household would be present. It could almost be considered a dinner with friends, if she didn't factor in their unwelcome tagalongs, or if she wasn't sure her every move and word would be reported to the Harridan. 
 
    He offered her his arm in a gesture she'd seen nobles employ. Tentatively, she rested her fingers in the crook of it as they descended the stairs. 
 
    "What can I expect from tonight?"   
 
    "Such suspicion," he teased gently. "Put your mind at ease. Tonight shouldn't be too tedious. The Silva are a decadent race. The food will likely be some of the best you’ve ever had. "  
 
    "If only we could say the same for the company," Tate muttered, thinking about the three pains in her ass. 
 
    The night would be a lot less stressful if she didn't have to worry about dealing with them. 
 
    He threw his head back and laughed, the sound warm and inviting. "Yes, excluding them would make our lives easier." 
 
    Unfortunately, they weren't there for simple or painless. Both options rarely meant doing things the right way. Sometimes the most worthwhile endeavors were the most difficult, forcing you to fight tooth and nail for every inch of progress.  
 
    "What do you think of the events this afternoon?" Tate asked, changing the topic. 
 
    Ryu sobered. "It's concerning." 
 
    "You think the people in the masks were after us?" 
 
    He hesitated. "There's no way to tell." 
 
    If the explosion had happened a mere second later, Tate and the rest would have been caught in the blast radius. If they hadn't died, they would have been injured and discombobulated, easy targets for an attacker. 
 
    They shared a grim look, their thoughts echoing each other’s.  
 
    It was always possible the explosion had been unrelated—but improbable. 
 
    Tate sighed. "Creators curse it." 
 
    Things were going to get complicated. Again. 
 
    "We'll figure it out. Just try not to run off on your own this time," he warned. 
 
    "I don't do that." 
 
    He shot her a skeptical look. 
 
    "What? I don't. Things like that just always seem to happen through no fault of my own." 
 
    His snort held a thread of humor. 
 
    She couldn't help the smirk that spread across her face as they approached the arcade along the perimeter of the courtyard. Countless arches looked out onto a small oasis of gravel paths threading through well-tended gardens suitable for the hotter climate. 
 
    Small glow balls had been attached to strings and strung from column to column. They looked ethereal, like fireflies caught and suspended in midair.  
 
    At the middle of it all was an old, weathered wooden table with long benches on either side. Pebbled paths radiated out from it like spokes on a wheel.   
 
    The three pests stood next to the table, drinks in their hands as they watched large platters of food being carried out of the building. 
 
    Tate noticed Jacob lingering on the edge of the courtyard, barely visible and easily overlooked in the shadows, as he watched the gathering with an indecipherable expression. 
 
    Ryu noticed where her attention had gone and shook his head. "I'd hoped this would be good for him." 
 
    So far, the other dragon-ridden had gone out of his way to keep to himself, rarely engaging with the rest of their party or the crew. Tate had barely seen him say more than a couple of sentences for the entire time they were on the ship. This afternoon, in the aftermath of the explosion, was the first time he’d taken charge. It gave her a glimpse of what he must have been like once. 
 
    She suspected his quiet withdrawal was atypical. Something about his extreme reserve hinted at a man broken by what had happened to him. He'd gone through a traumatizing experience. Despite the healing of his exterior wounds and no longer looking like he was seconds from dying of starvation, he still wasn't fully recovered.  
 
    He carried scars. They weren’t visible to the naked eye. Looking at him, you’d never be able to tell his psyche was riddled with their marks. Mental and emotional trauma was always the hardest to heal, lingering long after the physical wounds had disappeared. She suspected his still festered. And there was little anyone except Jacob could do to stop that. 
 
    "What was he like before?" Tate asked. 
 
    Ryu was quiet, his gaze turning distant. "He's always preferred his own company, but not like this." 
 
    Tate had only experienced a fraction of what the other dragon-ridden had gone through. He'd been used over and over again to open the gates to pull dragons to this side, before being forced to watch as those dragons and countless children were sacrificed to raise a monster.  
 
    She could get wanting to withdraw from the world. It would even be understandable if he decided the rest of those on this planet were no longer worth the effort of his time or emotion. 
 
    A small growl escaped Ryu. He watched Ward heckle one of the serving women as she set down a platter of food, nearly dropping it as she flushed at whatever he said. James watched his companion and the woman with a neutral expression. 
 
    "Can't they behave for five minutes?" Ryu muttered. 
 
    Vale stood nearby, his head tilted and face inscrutable as he listened. While he didn’t join in, he also didn't act in the woman’s defense either. In Tate’s book, that wasn't much better. Too many horrible things happened because others stood by and watched.  
 
    "Want my help?" she offered. 
 
    His sign was harsh and resigned. "No, I've got it. You'll have enough to do once we get to the Harridan's city." 
 
    Tate remained where she was as Ryu crossed the courtyard. The thunderous frown he aimed at Ward would have forced a sensible man to stop what he was doing without a word being spoken. Unfortunately, Ward wasn't what she'd call sensible. 
 
    Obtuse, with a dogged determination to cling to his narrow-sighted beliefs, was more like it. 
 
    Tate left the problem for Ryu to handle as she drifted around the edges of the courtyard. She stopped next to Jacob, standing in companionable silence as the rest of the group filtered into the courtyard one by one.  
 
    "Speak, girl. I know you want to." 
 
    There was an edge of bitterness to his voice, and underneath that, an indescribable weariness. It was one Tate could empathize with, having beat back something similar more than once in the dead of night when loneliness and the sins of the past pressed so hard on her it was sometimes hard to breathe.  
 
    She struggled with those feelings less often since she had found Dewdrop and Night and added them to her makeshift family, but it didn't mean she didn't remember.  
 
    "Then you know more than me," Tate said. 
 
    She sensed him looking at her in the dark. 
 
    "You're not going to fill my ears with useless platitudes, telling me it wasn't my fault and I need to forget what happened and move on?" His voice was scathing. 
 
    This time she did look at him. "Would it help if I did?" 
 
    He paused and fixed her with a suspicious look.  
 
    She blinked and turned her attention back to the bustle as the Silva finished setting up. "For the first month after we came up from the catacombs, I found Dewdrop sleeping outside my door every night. Sometimes I woke up to crying. Pax and Willa wouldn't leave their father's side, even during daytime." 
 
    No one had walked out of there without scars. The memories of the experience still haunted all of them.  
 
    "And you?" Jacob asked. 
 
    Tate lifted her eyes to the small sliver of night sky she could see above the courtyard. It wasn't easy exposing her private pain. "I sometimes wake up unable to breathe, convinced I’m dying again. I feel the blade sliding into my chest. I hear the whimpers of the child as he dies, one painful inch at a time. I can't get out of my head the sound of Ryu's pain and fury when he thought I was lost."   
 
    There was an ache in her chest as she remembered what it was like to feel Ilith slipping away one small piece at a time, knowing she'd follow soon afterward.   
 
    She looked Jacob in the eye. "So no, I'm not going to tell you to forget or move on. That's impossible. It will live with you for the rest of your life. And it should. What you went through isn't something you can pack in a neat box and pretend didn't happen. We are forever changed by what they did and what we endured. We will carry it with us, a burden we can never release until we pass from this plane of existence." 
 
    She fell silent.  
 
    Her words weren't meant to console. There wasn't a pretty band-aid they could slap over this wound until it healed. For that she was sorry. She wished she could ease his pain and make it better. Such things were out of her power. 
 
    "Ashley, Kevin, William, Michael." He looked away and confessed, "I failed to get them out."  
 
    Tate closed her eyes. He remembered their names. He'd etched them into his heart and used them as a flail to beat himself with.  
 
    No one could design a more effective torture. 
 
    "Never forget them," she told him. "They deserve to be remembered. Etch them into your bones if you have to. And then, when enough time has passed, remember what it's like to be alive. You live for them now." 
 
    At the table, the rest of the group began to take their seats. Tate touched his arm in silent empathy.  
 
    Her expression relaxed into serene lines, as she prepared to play her role in the events of the evening. 
 
    "Do you remember the names of those you've failed?" he asked, stopping her. 
 
    Momentary loss drifted over her face before it was gone as she said over her shoulder, "I wasn't afforded that luxury." 
 
    The names of her dead were as lost to her as her memories. It was a fact that haunted her in the depths of night when the rest of the world was silent. The people she'd left behind deserved to be remembered. Yet, here she was, unable to recall a single conversation or what they even looked like.  
 
    She walked away before he could ask anything else. She didn't know if she could bear exposing any more of her secret pain. 
 
    Tala had taken her place at the head of the table by the time Tate reached the others. A feeling of relief filled Tate when she saw the doyenne had also changed since their last meeting.  
 
    Material gathered at one shoulder before falling in a graceful drape over her body. The layers from mid-thigh to her feet were partially see-through, giving a glimpse of Tala’s strong legs. A gold leaf belt banded around her waist. The same design threaded through the complicated pattern of her hair.  
 
    She dipped her chin at Tate and gestured to the seat next to her. "Welcome, Lady Fisher. I hope you enjoy our hospitality." 
 
    "I'm looking forward to it." Tate took a seat next to Tala, Ryu settling across from her.  
 
    As Dewdrop dropped down next to Ryu, Tate realized abruptly he was alone. She sent him a quizzical glance and flicked her eyes to his side in silent question.  
 
    He jerked one shoulder up and reached for a glass, raising it to his lips while meeting her eyes with his own innocent expression. 
 
    Damn. Night had decided to go exploring.  
 
    Her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. She wished he would have waited until after dinner. Hopefully, Tala wouldn't notice his absence and quiz Tate on it.  
 
    "I'm surprised you're eating," Prefect Ward said, pulling Tate out of her thoughts.  
 
    "Why?" She occupied herself with settling her napkin in her lap.  
 
    "The last time you accepted the Fireday Doyenne's hospitality you were poisoned and nearly died." Ward’s expression was smug. He knew how insulting his words were—knew it and relished it. 
 
    Tate gave him a humorless look. Two could play that game. 
 
    "Does the Black Order give lessons on how to be a jackass?" Tate asked, ignoring the way Tala had gone still at her side. 
 
    Dewdrop's lip curled. "I wonder what that would look like. Do you think they have insensitivity training? Maybe drills in who can be the most inconsiderate in the fewest words?" 
 
    Tate struggled to keep her amusement at his sarcastic words to herself. He needed no encouragement. 
 
    Gabriella wasn't as circumspect. A loud laugh escaped her, only to be choked back when Tala cut a quelling glance in her direction. 
 
    "I only speak the truth, Lady Fisher," Ward said stiffly. He didn't like Dewdrop making fun of him or his Order. Too bad. Maybe he shouldn’t insult their hosts if he couldn’t take the same poison being aimed his way. "Lady Tala's people were responsible for your close brush with death. I would think you'd be a little uneasy risking your health and the rest of ours by dining at her table." 
 
    His insult wiped the amusement off Gabriella's face as Tala inhaled sharply.  
 
    Tate leaned forward, a deadly smile twisting her lips. "Fireday and its doyenne were cleared of all charges. Which you know, since you're the one who arrested her. You were demoted after that, weren't you?" Tate knew very well she was right. If he'd been able to make the charge stick, he would have been feted as a hero by his Order. That he hadn't, had led to a loss of respect and an assumption he was getting too big for his britches. 
 
    Tate held his gaze, not backing down from the anger she saw there. "You're getting sloppy, Ward. I expected better from you." 
 
    He was a small-minded man, blinded by his own prejudice, so sure he was right that he never looked beyond the end of his nose to the rest of the picture. It'd get him killed one day.  
 
    Hopefully, not while under her watch. 
 
    Fury and hate made him ugly as he scowled at her.   
 
    It left her tired. She had done nothing to deserve his enmity. It's not like she expected much from people, simply that they not act like entitled bullies. 
 
    "I'd be careful if I was you," she warned him before he could spew any more of the bile she could see building. "It's a long way to the Harridan's city. Plenty of places to get lost. I heard it can get very dangerous out there. We wouldn't want anything to happen to you, would we?" 
 
    His eyes bugged out as Dewdrop choked. 
 
    Ward's gaze swung to Ryu. "You're going to let her threaten us?" 
 
    Ryu calmly sipped his wine. "I didn't hear a threat. She was simply warning you of the dangers inherent in a trip like this." 
 
    Ward's mouth dropped open in disbelief, even James looked slightly startled at Ryu’s response. 
 
    Tate's smile was nasty. "Surely you're not surprised? I simply took a page out of your own rule book." 
 
    Vale's eyes were wide at her boldness as he looked between the two of them with concern. 
 
    James’s expression smoothed out, leaving behind a blank mask.   
 
    The Silva at the table watched him with hard gazes, their eyes unfriendly. Tate didn’t envy Ward at that moment, with the Silva acting like a pack of predators assessing how long it would take to drain him dry so they could feast. 
 
    Jacob dropped into the open seat beside Tate, ignoring the rest of them as he helped himself to the delicious smelling meat, spearing several slices with a fork before dumping them onto his plate. 
 
    Tate's mouth immediately watered as her stomach rumbled again. She forgot about the battle with Ward, too focused on the prospect of food to spend any more time making sure he knew his proper place. 
 
    "I will be informing my superiors of this,” Ward informed her. 
 
    "If you make it back," Dewdrop muttered into his glass. 
 
    Tate lifted an eyebrow and smirked as Ward’s expression darkened. 
 
    Hard footsteps thudded from the arcade seconds before Jost stepped into view. "I apologize for my tardiness. I hope I didn't miss anything." 
 
    Jost’s presence shouldn’t have been unexpected. It was normal for a ship’s captain to be invited to a meal like this—especially in light of Jost’s real position as an agent of the empire. Somehow, Tate was still surprised to see him. 
 
    "Just Tate explaining the dangers of travel in Silvain," Ryu said, with the barest twitch of his lips. 
 
    "Aha." Jost’s expression was wary as he glanced between Ward and Tate. "I'm sorry to have missed that then." 
 
    "Don't be. I'm sure those dangers won’t bother you in port," Tate said, already turning her attention to the meal. 
 
    Jost's nod was slow as he took the last open seat. "How fortuitous, then." 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate's stomach was mercifully full as she climbed the stairs to her floor.  
 
    Dewdrop covered a wide yawn with his hand. "When they sent you here, I don't think it was to threaten the Order with death every time they did something to irritate you." 
 
    Tate looked over her shoulder at Ryu. "Was I wrong?" 
 
    "It was a rather unique diplomatic technique." 
 
    Tate grimaced. She'd been afraid of that. 
 
    "It was effective, however," Ryu added with the slightest hint of admiration. 
 
    "That's one way of putting it," Dewdrop muttered. 
 
    Tate shot him a disgruntled look. "You're supposed to be on my side." 
 
    Dewdrop pressed his hand to his chest, his expression innocent. "Who says I'm not?"  
 
    "You weren't wrong to interfere," Ryu said thoughtfully. "The Black Order is on dangerous ground. The Silva aren’t known for their forgiving natures, and they have long memories. This entire endeavor rests on each party being willing to work through their differences." 
 
    "And right now, the Order is making it very clear they have no intention of compromising or apologizing," Tate finished for him. 
 
    He dipped his head in a sharp nod. 
 
    Tate shrugged. There wasn't much she'd be able to do if everyone—Ward and James especially—continued to be so stubborn. 
 
    She rubbed her face. "Will the Silva execute them if the mediation fails?"  
 
    She'd insinuated as much to Keel when he sent Vale with her, but it had been a mostly empty threat. For one thing, the only people who should be held responsible for their organization's actions were their leaders. 
 
    Ryu was silent for a long moment, causing Tate's stomach to sink as she assumed the worst, the task she'd been given weighing on her as heavily as an anchor in the ocean. She didn't want her failure to lead to anyone’s death, even if she didn't respect or like that person.  
 
    "Before today, I would have said it was unlikely," Ryu finally said. "Recent events are troubling. The Silva are ruled by a strict hierarchy, each clan controls its own. They regard the Harridan with just as much reverence as they do the Saviors. If her grip has slipped, it would point to a troubling chain of events that could have severe consequences for the rest of us."  
 
    And end any possibility of future cooperation or peace between humans and the Silva. 
 
    "No pressure or anything," Tate muttered. 
 
    Tate glanced up as they turned down their hallway, noticing Roslyn fidgeting in front of Tate’s door. It was an uncommon display of uncertainty in the normally confident woman—enough for Tate to pause where she was. 
 
    "I'm wrecked. I think I'll retire. See you tomorrow, Tate. She looks like she's here for you," Dewdrop said, slapping Tate on the back before he darted toward his room a few doors down. 
 
    "Wait. Don't you want to know what she has to say?" Tate whisper-shouted after him. 
 
    Dewdrop held up a hand and waved it. "Nope. You're the mediator. That's your job. I’m not missing a single moment of sleep." 
 
    "Traitor," Tate muttered. 
 
    Dewdrop flashed an unrepentant grin right before he slammed his door shut. She stuck out her tongue at the closed door. 
 
    “You won’t abandon me, will you?” Tate asked Ryu. 
 
    He gave her a slight smile. “I fear what trouble you would find, if I did.” 
 
    Tate narrowed her eyes at him but didn’t comment as they continued toward her room. 
 
    "I'm sorry to intrude at this hour. I know you're tired," Roslyn said in apology once they’d reached her. She fiddled with a bracelet at her wrist as her gaze moved between Tate and Ryu. "I had a few matters to discuss that I felt couldn’t wait until tomorrow." 
 
    Tate pushed open her door and gestured inside. "Shall we go in?" 
 
    She had a feeling this conversation would best be held away from the possibility of prying ears. 
 
    Roslyn nodded eagerly, following as Tate headed to the drink cart next to the balcony. She grabbed a decanter of amber liquid and three glasses from the shelf below it before measuring three fingers of liquid into each. 
 
    Someone had been in since she’d left for dinner. The bed was turned down and a stick of incense left burning. 
 
    "Do we need to gather any of the others?" she asked as Roslyn moved around the room with a restless energy, peering into closets, even checking the balcony and under the bed. 
 
    Ryu shook his head, distracted by Roslyn's antics. "I'd prefer to keep our uneasy friends in the dark for now." 
 
    "And Jacob?" she asked. 
 
    He considered. "Let's leave him out of this until we know more." 
 
    Tate grunted, not sure she agreed with that decision. The dragon was hurting, but he was still a valuable ally. 
 
    "Looking for something?" Tate drawled when Roslyn still hadn't settled. 
 
    "I'm making sure we're alone," Roslyn said, walking back into the room from the tiled bathroom, which had a tub that could easily fit four or five people in it. 
 
    "I see," Tate said, shooting a Ryu a look. 
 
    He exhaled through his nose, his gaze turning distant for several long seconds.  
 
    "No one is close," Ryu finally said.  
 
    "Are you sure?" Roslyn asked. 
 
    "My senses, while not quite as good as Night's, are better than the average human's. I would know if someone was trying to listen in on us," Ryu said, his voice filled with quiet certainty. 
 
    Roslyn settled, relief present as she took the drink Tate handed her. 
 
    "What's with the all the cloak and dagger?" Tate asked, picking up her own drink and taking a sip. She wrinkled her nose in distaste, the slightly sour and sweet taste of the alcohol a surprise. She wasn't sure she liked it.  
 
    "I think I know who was responsible for the explosion," Roslyn said, gulping down half her drink seconds later. She lowered the glass with a grimace. "That is truly awful." 
 
    "Indeed, it is," Tate said, risking another tiny sip before setting the drink down with a grimace. Yeah, there was no way she was getting through a full glass of that. 
 
    Ryu took his and sniffed before testing the liquor. “It’s xeira, a popular nightcap among the Silva. It has known properties for relaxing the mind and body in preparation for sleep. The taste does take some getting used to.” 
 
    He could say that again. She didn’t care how much it might help her sleep. The taste was horrendous.  
 
    Ryu leaned forward, his expression grave. "Tell us what you know." 
 
    Roslyn was back to fidgeting as Tate and Ryu waited expectantly. "You know my father's business has had extensive dealings in Silvain." 
 
    Tate bit down on her impatience. She was tired and wanted to go to bed.  
 
    "It's why we invited you," Tate said, hiding a yawn behind her hand. She’d been up for hours at this point since dinner had gone late into the night.  
 
    "Yes, well, he made sure my studies included all aspects of Silva society in preparation for the day I took my position as head of the family. That included all of the major power players." Roslyn paused, her expression uncertain before her lips firmed. "I think I know the group behind the masks." 
 
    "Don't leave us in suspense," Tate ordered. "Out with it." 
 
    "They're the Morain," she blurted out. 
 
    Ryu sucked in a harsh breath.  
 
    Tate considered Ryu. "You know them." 
 
    He nodded slowly. "I’m familiar with their founder. I was friends with many of the first generation." 
 
    "What are they?" Tate asked. 
 
    "They think of themselves as the hidden protectors of the Silva," Roslyn volunteered.  
 
    Ryu was slow to speak, choosing his words carefully. "Their founder believed the Silva would always need a secret branch who operated from the shadows. Their purpose is to protect the Silva, but they usually act in territories where the Silva are a minority. Being called on to act in their own homeland would be a rarity." 
 
    "Hiding your identity while you strike from the shadows isn't exactly noble," Tate pointed out. 
 
    Ryu toyed with his drink, his expression distracted. "You have to consider the era. The Silva's position has always been somewhat unstable. The masks are meant to protect them from retaliation. They were meant to be symbols, the masks passed down as members retired." 
 
    There was a slight edge of nostalgia in his voice. 
 
    "Would they have done something like this?" Tate asked. 
 
    He hesitated. "When I knew them, they wouldn't have attacked without cause." 
 
    "And now?" 
 
    "Time has a way of eroding and reshaping even mountains." 
 
    "What else do we know about them?" Tate asked. 
 
    "They're said to worship Jaxon Kuno," Roslyn said. "My father was convinced our family legends pointed to our ancestor spending his last years here. He said Jaxon had hidden his greatest work in Sylvain, and entrusted its locations to very few. The Morain were supposedly the protectors of that secret." 
 
    Somehow things just kept circling back to Jaxon. Almost with an alarming frequency.  
 
    "It's one of the reasons the Silva continue to do business with our family, when many other humans have been treated as outsiders." Roslyn's attention turned to Ryu. "But you know this. I suspect that is the other half of why I’m on this expedition." 
 
    Ryu didn't blink or move as he considered Roslyn. 
 
    "Your connections might prove useful," Ryu admitted at last when the silence grew long.  
 
    "I've renounced my family name," Roslyn said with a reproachful frown. 
 
    His lips twitched. "But you’re still of the Kuno line. They won't care about anything else." 
 
    "You sneaky dragon," Tate said, looking over at him in surprise. 
 
    She should have known there was more than one reason for why he'd brought Roslyn along. Ryu never did anything by half measures and he often had more than a single reason for his actions. 
 
    She'd forgotten that, allowing herself to become comfortable with him—to see him as friend and possible lover—while forgetting the manipulative dragon at his core. She'd do well to remember this lesson.  
 
    Ryu tipped his chin down, a glimmer of amusement in his eyes as if he guessed the line of her thoughts. 
 
    Tate tapped her glass as she thought. 
 
    "There's one other thing." Roslyn lifted her eyes to Tate's. "I don’t know how it used to be, but it’s now said they are the Harridan’s most effective tool. They get their orders directly from her.”  
 
    "Crap," Tate breathed. 


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Another yawn cracked Tate's jaw as she considered the ramifications of what Roslyn had suggested. Roslyn mirrored her, a loud yawn escaping from behind her hand.  
 
    It seemed Tate wasn't the only one exhausted from the day. 
 
    "It would be hard to prove such an accusation," Ryu said. "It’s common knowledge the Morain use masks. Someone could be trying to take advantage of their anonymity to commit acts in their name. Such a move could be aimed at further weakening the Harridan's position. An assumption at this point would be foolhardy." 
 
    None of them wanted Roslyn's theory to be correct. They were heading to a city where the Harridan held full control. If she was behind this, the likelihood of them surviving this trip was small. 
 
    "There are several people in our own party who would be more than happy to cast doubt and suspicion on the Silva,” Tate said.  
 
    James and Ward would have known enough about the travel arrangements to plan something like this. 
 
    "I'm disturbed by Gabriella’s reaction as well. She didn’t want us investigating the attack," Ryu said. "It points to further unrest." 
 
    Tate made a hmm sound. "Do you think they're trying to quiet whispers of a rebellion?" 
 
    Ryu's frown was fierce. "It would make sense for them to try to prevent such rumblings from reaching the Emperor's ears. He is responsible for peace in the empire. If he knew of unrest, he could deploy his armies and take control of the situation, something no Silva is likely to welcome." 
 
    "Basically, you’re saying we can't trust anyone," Tate said.   
 
    His grim expression was all the confirmation she needed. 
 
    That was just great.  
 
    They were smack-dab in the middle of a situation with all the makings of a civil war, with no clue who was on their side;  in all likelihood, their traveling companions were actively plotting against them. 
 
    A loud yawn escaped Roslyn. Tate slapped her hand over her mouth to keep her own yawn inside. 
 
    "Whatever the case, we're not going to resolve it tonight. You both look like you could use some rest," Ryu said. Tate wasn’t sure if that was for their benefit or his, since he looked just as tired. 
 
    "You're right. Let's finish this tomorrow." She knew she was missing something important in all this. Rest might help her figure out what it was.  
 
    Roslyn rose without complaint, making her way tiredly to the door. 
 
    Ryu had propped his head up on one fist, his eyes already closed.  
 
    "You too, Ryu."  
 
    "I should stay here tonight. Keep an eye on things, if there truly are enemies about." 
 
    She snorted. "Nice try, but I'm not that tired." 
 
    Ryu lumbered to his feet without complaint. He headed to the door and opened it before pausing. "This isn't exactly how I saw the evening ending." 
 
    Tate followed, propping herself up against the doorframe before allowing her head to rest against it. She touched his chest and smirked, the expression sly, with the faintest edge of challenge. "And what exactly were you hoping for, dragon man?"  
 
    He leaned closer, the exhaustion fading, his eyes dark and hungry. "Something a little more stimulating." 
 
    A wide yawn ruined the seduction attempt. 
 
    Tate burst out laughing as he gave her a sheepish smile.  
 
    "Maybe another time," Tate said. "Night, Ryuji." 
 
    "Good night." He paused. "Allegra." 
 
    The sound of her middle name on his lips produced a heady thrill. He was the only one who called her that. One of the few who even knew her real name. It felt more intimate somehow than anything he'd done before. Passion was one thing. It could flicker and die in the blink of an eye, sputter out with little thought or regard unless tended carefully.  
 
    True intimacy was more than that. Its foundation depended on trust and was so much harder to create. Its bindings formed ties that would far outlast any transient pleasure.  
 
    Tate glanced up at him from underneath her eyelashes. He knew exactly what he was doing when he called her that. His lips twisted as he gave her an unrepentant grin. 
 
    Tricky, tricky, dragon man. 
 
    Tate used one finger to push him out of her doorway before closing the door in his face. She ignored his warm chuckle and the part of her begging her to linger.  
 
    Tate stiffened, realizing she was no longer alone in her room.  
 
    Someone waited behind her.   
 
    She remained still, one hand on the doorframe as she reached for Ilith. The dragon remained lethargic and unconcerned from where she snoozed across Tate's upper back. 
 
    The smell of the sea, followed by the rasp of a boot scuffing in front of the chair Roslyn had just been sitting in, reached her.  
 
    "Blade. This is becoming a habit.” Tate dropped her hand from the door as she faced him.  
 
    The assassin sat in Roslyn’s chair as he twirled a dagger between his fingers and glanced around with interest.  
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you parted ways with us at the ship.” 
 
    “So had I,” he said with the faintest of smiles. “Don’t worry. I won’t be staying long. My own interests will require my attention shortly.” 
 
    Tate remained where she was as she regarded him cautiously. It was never good when an assassin took an interest in you, less so when they decided your living space presented an interesting challenge to invade. 
 
    Tate's shoulders relaxed as she moved across the room toward him. 
 
    She didn't bother pouring him a drink. He wasn't going to be here long and people who invited themselves into her room didn't deserve to be treated as guests. 
 
    "Did she tell you about the Morain?" he asked idly, picking up one of the drinks still on the table and sniffing it. His expression was thoughtful as he swirled the liquid around. 
 
    Tate threw up her hands as she flopped down into her seat. "Does everyone know who these people are?" 
 
    "Not everyone," he said, relaxing back into the chair. 
 
    Tate didn't let his posture fool her. He might appear relaxed and bored, but it was a facade meant to lull the unwary into underestimating him. He had a killer's reflexes, and she had no doubt there were several blades hidden across his body. 
 
    "Most have never heard of the Morain. They like it better that way," he said. 
 
    "How do you know about them?"  
 
    He lifted one shoulder. "Criminals tend to get word of each other, if only to prevent us from straying into each other’s territory. Also, a few Silva pass through the Lucius's court every now and then." 
 
    Tate lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    He smiled. "We don't often get Silva in our ranks. Not for lack of trying on our part. Their skills would fit well in the Night Courts, but they tend to prefer their own clans. The few loners we get, rarely stay in one place for long."  
 
    "They're not the only ones who prefer their own kind, I've noticed." All of the species had that in common. 
 
    Blade's smile hinted at a trace of bitterness. "No, they're not. The Night Court has always been a place for those who don't quite fit—especially for those of us who are forced to stick to the fringes, a foot in both worlds yet truly a part of neither." 
 
    "Heir to the best of both. And the worst." 
 
    "Do you really believe that?" he asked. 
 
    She cracked her eyes open after they'd fallen shut without her noticing. "Of course. No path forward is better than the next. Every split has its difficulties. Your situation is no different. Being on the periphery gives you a certain perspective and a freedom you wouldn't have otherwise." 
 
    Blade's expression was thoughtful as he stared into the glass again. 
 
    "Why did you come?" Tate asked. 
 
    Blade was quiet for a moment, his gaze distant as he stared out the veranda doors, the curtains rustling in the breeze. 
 
    Tate thought he wasn't going to answer and let the drowsiness claim a little more of her. 
 
    "Your Roslyn turned her back on everything she ever knew," he finally said in a voice so soft she had to strain to hear him. "She turned her back on the easy and the comfortable, for the unknown."  
 
    That was all true. 
 
    He lifted a shoulder. "I know what that's like." 
 
    Tate opened her eyes fully. "You empathize with her." 
 
    His silence was answer enough. She wasn’t sure how much of his confession to believe. He was a thief and a liar. An assassin whose leash was held by men Tate didn’t trust. All trades had a commonality—deception was second nature. 
 
    Blade stood, making his way back over to the veranda.  
 
    "She's not alone, you know," Tate said suddenly.  
 
    Blade stopped, as he fixed her with an inscrutable look. 
 
    Tate scratched her eyebrow, uncomfortable. This probably wasn't the best thing to say, especially this next part, but it had to be said. 
 
    "There are people who will stand with her." It was both a warning and a reassurance. 
 
    He didn’t respond as he disappeared onto the balcony.  
 
    Tate remained where she was for several minutes before sighing. The assassin always made her a touch uncomfortable. She never forgot he was dangerous.  
 
    She didn’t know what had brought him here, but she hoped it wouldn’t interfere with her mission. She didn’t want Blade as an enemy.  
 
    Unable to unravel the complex mystery behind Blade’s motivations without more evidence, Tate turned her attention to other matters. As much as her body begged for sleep, she needed to check on Dewdrop and see if Night had returned. He might have important information. 
 
    Tate pushed against the chair arms in an effort to stand. She listed to the side instead, sagging to the floor. Her eyelids drooped and every muscle in her body went slack as the need for sleep overwhelmed her.   
 
    She'd been drugged, she realized. The expected adrenaline surge at that knowledge wasn't enough to fight the tide of drowsiness. She drifted on a cloud, too comfortable and tired to fight back. 
 
    The vague sense she was no longer alone in the room tried to rouse her momentarily before she sank ever deeper into unconsciousness. The last thing she saw through drooping eyelids were several figures appearing out of the darkness, strange white and red animal masks over their faces as they reached for her. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A crick in her neck and the pressing need to use the bathroom summoned Tate from a deep sleep. She lifted her head and stared blearily down at her pillow. What in the Saviors’ name had happened last night? 
 
    Her mouth tasted like the inside of a toilet, and her head pounded like she'd gone on a three-day bender. She didn't know what had inspired the series of awful choices leading her to this point, but she never wanted to repeat them. 
 
    She gradually became aware of the room around her, dank and dreary. Nothing like the luxurious room she remembered. The stale smell of air shut in a space for too long greeted her as she rolled onto her back, finding hard floor instead of the feather mattress she'd been anticipating. 
 
    "Definitely not my room," Tate muttered. 
 
    How did she get here? 
 
    She raised her head enough to take in the fact she was in a small, windowless cell only a few feet longer than her body. It was narrow and cramped, and if she hadn't felt like the inside of a back alley, she might have felt a hint of claustrophobia. As it was, she’d barely registered the details before the door unlatched and a figure appeared.  
 
    Tate flinched away from the bright light behind the person. Her thoughts still sluggish and disoriented. 
 
    The person crossed the room in the next moment, jerking her upright and holding a sweet-smelling rag over her nose and mouth. Any thought of struggling disappeared as the drug in the cloth spread through her body, her thoughts becoming as soft and insubstantial as a cloud. They frolicked and cartwheeled, floating out of her grasp every time she reached for them. 
 
    She was vaguely aware of her arms being jerked behind her; seconds later rope was wrapped around her wrists. She idly noted an odd fox mask blocking her captor’s features, the only discernible feature hair puffing wildly from behind the mask. The person was slim and lean with the sort of frame that showed they spent hours in the training yard.  
 
    "Who are you?" Tate slurred. 
 
    The person paused, their mask jerking as they glanced up at her. She blinked at the emotionless expression of the fox mask and wondered about the person behind it.   
 
    Her captor fumbled for the drugged cloth, slapping it over her nose and mouth. Tate's eyes fluttered as she slumped forward, leaving them to finish tying her hands.  
 
    Finished, the person wasted no time lifting her to her feet, supporting the majority of her weight as they left the cell. 
 
    Tate was conscious and aware. She just couldn't summon any motivation or effort—including enough to consider escape. 
 
    Two people wearing the mask of a snow cat and an abyss bear waited outside. They wore similar clothes as her captor, sand-colored and tight around the forearms, calves and waist, with a red underlayer that showed when they moved.   
 
    The bear and cat fell into step beside Tate and the fox, flanking them as they moved silently down the hallway. Tate's head lolled on her neck as she blinked dumbly, her surroundings passing in a dreamy haze. 
 
     Part of her knew this apathy wasn't normal. That part screamed and rebelled against her inaction. Sadly, that wasn’t the part in charge. It couldn't convince the rest of her to act, leaving her strangely malleable.  
 
    There was a clink and seconds later a brightly colored ball rolled slowly down the hall toward them.  
 
    There was a guttural command from the person dragging her as they retreated back the way they’d come with the bear and cat racing forward to cover them. 
 
    There was another clink, and a second ball rolled into the corridor in front of them, blocking their escape.  
 
    The fox backpedaled, but not quickly enough. 
 
    A hiss of air filled the space before there was a small explosion. Lilac colored smoke spilled from the balls and filled the space. The fox staggered several steps before slumping forward. Tate slid off his shoulder and hit the ground with a muffled grunt. 
 
    She stared up with a slight smile on her face as the lilac smoke curled in on itself, forming patterns in the air. A purple-colored sloth smiled back. 
 
    Christopher's brown eyes appeared above her, a peculiar contraption covering his mouth and nose. "There you are." 
 
    Here I am, Tate thought but couldn't quite get out. 
 
    "Kind of the Morain to do all the hard work for me," he said as he reached down for her. "I'll have to send them a thank you note." 
 
    Tate didn't say anything as she felt her body being lifted. The last thing she heard as she was tossed facedown over his shoulder was Christopher whistling a jaunty tune as he dashed through the smoke. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    This time there was nothing confusing or disorienting about Tate's launch into consciousness. She burst upright, her eyes wild as she took in her surroundings. Canvas loomed above her and she became aware of a rocking sensation under her.  
 
    It was hot, startlingly so. And dusty. Her throat tickled with the need to cough even as she suppressed the urge. 
 
    The low murmur of voices from the other side of a flap of cloth warned her she wasn't alone.   
 
    She was in a carriage or wagon, she decided, looking around. The sway of the vehicle rustled a small cloth screen dividing the space and Tate caught a glimpse of two men, one driving, the other propped up on one hand looking out at the landscape. 
 
    Memories from the last time she was conscious rushed back to her—Blade’s visit, then passing out shortly afterward. People in animal masks appearing from the darkness—then that cell. 
 
    She'd been kidnapped. Twice, if her memories of the violet smoke were to be believed.  
 
    That had to be a record of some type, she thought with a grimace. Dewdrop and Night were never going to let her live this down. 
 
    She struggled to her knees, careful not to make a sound. She didn't waste time questioning the lack of restraints or the absence of guards. The need for speed and stealth outweighed such thoughts. Everything else could wait until she was safe or at least not in imminent danger. 
 
    Tate rose to a crouch, moving quickly and silently to the rear of the covered wagon. A sheet hung over the back exit, blocking any hope of a breeze reaching inside, while turning the wagon into a hot box. She twitched it aside, careful to stay out of sight of anyone who might be following.  
 
    A stark landscape greeted her. Endless jagged hills of red and brown, dotted with the occasional small, scraggly shrub. Ground so dry and parched, it had jagged cracks spreading out like spider web strands.  
 
    She was in an arid climate. Vegetation practically nonexistent. Just rock and dirt and sand.  
 
    Saviors above and below, she had a feeling she was lost somewhere in a desert with no clue how she'd gotten there or how long she'd been unconscious.  
 
    She was far from any rescue, her friends and the port city likely hundreds of miles behind her. This time she was on her own.  
 
    She let the canvas fall into place as she settled back to think. At least there were only two kidnappers. She hadn't seen any sign of wagons or horses behind them, no indication of additional guards who might sound the alert when she slipped out the back and disappeared.  
 
    On the cusp of doing exactly that, she hesitated. It would be so easy. She doubted her kidnappers would even notice, given the lack of supervision or effort that had gone into securing her.  
 
    Concerns about food and water prevented her. She wouldn't last long in this heat without them—especially water. 
 
    Slow death from dehydration, or possible torture and then death from the people who'd kidnapped her? Choices.  
 
    She threw one leg over the rear edge of the wagon. She'd take her chances.  
 
    A bright laugh from the front of the wagon froze her in place. She stared out at freedom, unseeing.  
 
    She knew that laugh. Her shoulder throbbed in memory of an old wound, courtesy of the last time she’d crossed the laugh’s owner.  
 
    Tate slowly faced the front of the wagon, unable to stop herself from creeping forward. She remembered now—Christopher appearing out of the purple smoke like a macabre phantom, then throwing her over his shoulder as the Morain collapsed. 
 
    Her feet were whisper silent as she prowled closer. Her fingers curled into loose fists at her side.  
 
    A white-hot need to attack filled her. She yearned to tear him apart limb from limb before stomping his head into the ground. Thoughts of escape seemed far away now. 
 
    She forced herself to stop, to think. Acting rashly would do nothing but make her situation worse. Escape was the safest option. There was no need to face him now, from a position of weakness, when the odds favored him. She could retreat and regroup to find him again at a time of her choosing. 
 
    Everything in her wanted to reject that option. She'd spent months working toward this goal, yet in all that time, this was the closest she'd come to confronting him.  
 
    Crouching, she drew the curtain back a fraction to catch a glimpse of her nemesis. 
 
    Christopher's head tilted back, an anticipatory smile on his lips. "You might as well come out. I know you're awake."  
 
    Tate's breath stuttered, fear and fury locking her into place. 
 
    She jolted into action, her muscles coiling as she sprang forward. She hit him in an elegant tackle. He grunted, toppling out of the wagon with her on top of him. 
 
    They landed with a jarring force, separating and rolling.  
 
    Tate scrambled to her feet as Christopher lay there wheezing and laughing. She didn't hesitate, kicking him in the stomach. 
 
    His breath expelled in a whoosh. Tate grinned. Who was laughing now? 
 
    A force hit her from behind. Her head snapped back as she staggered forward, falling to her knees as the driver slipped an arm around her neck before hammering two vicious punches to the back of her skull. 
 
    Tate reached back and grabbed the arm around her neck. She bent forward, tucking her shoulder and used her other arm to grab the person’s shirt. She yanked. Her assailant catapulted over her head, hitting the ground on his back. Tate used the grip she had on his arm to twist, flipping him onto his stomach, and placing a knee on his back. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Christopher pushing himself to his feet, his motions lazy and unconcerned. 
 
    She reached down and grabbed her assailant’s collar, yanking him up before letting go and sinking a hard right into his jaw. 
 
    That should keep him down while she took care of the real threat. 
 
    Tate stalked toward Christopher as he reached into his pocket. She began to sprint. She remembered the nasty little device he’d used on her the last time he’d kidnapped her. She couldn't let him gain the advantage. 
 
    She tackled him, grappling for the weapon as they rolled on the ground with Christopher’s mad cackles as accompaniment.  
 
    Tate wrenched the device away and flung it across the hard-packed ground. 
 
    He head-butted her in retaliation, his eyes slightly unfocused as blood dripped down his forehead.  
 
    Tate reeled from the blow for a moment, before surging forward again. She grabbed his collar with one hand and pressed it into the ground before doing the same on the other side. The press of her forearms on either side of his throat, accompanied by the strong chokehold of the collar held him immobile. If she put just a little more pressure into her arms, she'd cut off his oxygen and the blood supply to his brain. 
 
    "I see the dragon isn't the only reason you've survived so long," he gasped. "You're more than just the beast. Good to know." 
 
    Tate didn't understand what he was saying, nor did she care at this point. She constricted her grip around his throat. Death by strangling seemed as good an end as any for him. 
 
    His eyes widened as understanding dawned. He laughed again, the sound cutting off midway. 
 
    "You don't realize, do you?" he mouthed. 
 
    Tate’s grip didn't relent.  
 
    His hand came up as he tapped the webbing between her right hand where Ilith's tail dangled. 
 
    "Talk to your dragon lately?" he choked out.  
 
    Tate held the pressure for several more seconds, watching Christopher's face grow redder and redder. 
 
    She relaxed the hold abruptly. Not all the way, just enough so he could breath. 
 
    He stayed pliant under her, his lips twitching up in his familiar mad grin. The sight of it made her want to finish what she'd started. 
 
    Ilith, she asked mentally. 
 
    There was no answer. Tate couldn't sense the faintest whisper of pressure from Ilith's mind.  
 
    Tate refused to panic. Her ability to speak mind to mind with Ilith was still developing, and she hadn't quite mastered it yet. The lack of response could very well be because of that, not due to any nefarious reason, as Christopher implied.  
 
    Ilith! Tate mentally shouted. 
 
    Silence echoed up from her soul. The spot in her mind where the dragon normally resided was empty and still. 
 
    Tate glanced from Christopher under her to her arm, the panic she'd pushed back before threatening. "Ilith. Answer me." 
 
    Christopher's lips curved in a devious smile, the madness fading to be replaced with slyness. "Aw, you've named her. How adorable." 
 
    Tate's hold tightened on him, her teeth bared as she barely restrained herself from snapping Christopher's neck. Two things stopped her. One—snapping a human's neck wasn't as easy as it sounded, no matter how enraged she currently was. It took strength and the exact right leverage. Second—she needed to know what he knew and she wouldn't get that information if he was dead. 
 
    "What did you do to her?" Tate hissed, her voice sounding like her dragon's just then. 
 
    Relief helped beat back the tide of desperation threatening to drag her under. If she could still do that, it meant the dragon wasn't gone. There was hope. 
 
    She could work with that. 
 
    "Not I," he said with a taunting grin. 
 
    "Enough of this." Tate released her grip on one side, punching him in the nose. A spurt of satisfaction filled her at the sight of the blood now dripping out of it.  
 
    Getting hit there wouldn't damage him long-term, but it'd hurt like a bitch. The cartilage was sensitive and he'd feel that blow for a few hours. 
 
    "Don't play games with me," she warned. 
 
    Tears filled his eyes as he chuckled, revealing bloodstained teeth. "So sensitive. You should thank me rather than assault me. Unless, of course, a forearm across the throat is your culture's idea of a thank you." 
 
    Tate went still, her breath panting in and out as the words resonated with her. She'd said almost the exact same thing once upon a time.  
 
    Where had he heard that? He hadn't been there during her first encounter with the Kairi when they had tried to kill her after she'd returned the hairpin Dewdrop had stolen from them. 
 
    "Ah, now you're thinking. Who betrayed you, I wonder?" His eyes never moved from hers. 
 
    Tate's breathing was still fast and she wanted to stop the words coming out of his mouth by any means necessary. 
 
    "Was it the brawny Danny? Or maybe the slick Ripley? Oh, I know, maybe it's the innocent Trent?" he said, his expression thoughtful. 
 
    Games. It was always games with him.  
 
    "Or maybe it was Umi or Kadien," she said with a nasty smile. Both of those traitors could have recounted their first meeting to him before they died. They'd had plenty of time. 
 
    He was trying to get in her head and force her off-balance.  
 
    She picked him up slightly and then slammed him back into the ground. "How about you answer my first question? What did you do to Ilith?" 
 
    "I did nothing to your dragon," he said reasonably. "The drugs they dosed you with are still in your system. It'll take a few days to work their way back out. Until then, your dragon is sedated and sleeping." 
 
    Overpowering relief filled Tate's chest despite cautioning herself against it. She couldn't trust anything out of Christopher’s mouth. He was a liar and took pleasure in misdirection.  
 
    "You should be thanking me, you know," he said conversationally, drawing her focus back to him. "If not for me you'd still be in those animals’ clutches, so drugged you wouldn’t even know up from down. I saved you." 
 
    He relaxed back into the dirt, sending a sultry expression her way. 
 
    "What's that look for?" she asked. 
 
    "I'm waiting for your gratitude to commence." 
 
    Several seconds passed before Tate barked out a laugh. "You'll wait an eternity for that—especially since I suspect you’re the mastermind behind it all." 
 
    The flirtation fell from his face as his lips curved down into an exaggerated moue of disappointment. "So suspicious. You should really work on that. You never know when it'll make you miss out on an opportunity." 
 
    Tate rolled her eyes before pressing her forearm against his throat again. "Give me one reason why I shouldn't just kill you now." 
 
    "Oh, you should. You definitely should," he assured her. "But you won't. It's not who you are." 
 
    "Funny thing that. I'm not really sure who I am half the time. What's to say this version of me wouldn't take pleasure in snapping your neck?" Tate asked. In that moment she meant every word. 
 
    Who she had been before her long sleep was gone. Who she was now, was up to her. Yes, she didn't believe in taking a life without a damn good reason, but Christopher had tried to kill her more than once. He'd placed those she cared about in danger on more than one occasion and was likely to do it again if she didn't end this once and for all. 
 
    "Ah, but the present you is so annoyingly similar to the past you," he said bitingly. "Why else would you have the whelp and the animal stuck to you all the time? Tatum Allegra Winters with her misfits and outcasts, hero to the disenfranchised and rejected." 
 
    Tate didn't bother asking how he knew all this. It'd become clear over their past few encounters that Christopher knew way more than he should about her and who she'd been. 
 
    From what she'd pieced together, Christopher had been a guardian at one point before he’d been exposed to something that had turned him more than a little crazy. Or so she was told. 
 
    She stared down at him, her gaze as hard as the hold she kept on him. He looked back, his eyes clear and expression guileless. Too clear; too guileless. 
 
    He was buying time.  
 
    Tate's gaze shifted to the side, noting the shadow of a person. Fuck. She'd forgotten about the driver she'd knocked out.   
 
    Tate glared down at Christopher in realization. 
 
    He shrugged. "Oops." 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    The shadow's arm raised.  
 
    Tate rolled off Christopher, the blast from the weapon missing her by millimeters. She ignored Christopher’s howl of pain as she found her feet.  
 
    The driver looked horrified as he watched Christopher writhe in agony. He spotted Tate coming for him and lifted the oblong weapon in defense. 
 
    She was there in the next instant, striking his arm and knocking it away before punching him in the throat. 
 
    He choked and sank to his knees. She grabbed his head and jerked it into the path of her upraised knee. He hit the ground, cradling his face as she stood over him. 
 
    She bent and picked up the device he'd dropped, pointing it in the general direction of both of them. 
 
    Christopher's screams had faded, leaving him panting as he stared over at her. 
 
    "Nice try," she told him.  
 
    "Can't win them all." 
 
    She gave him a bloodthirsty grin. "No, I guess not." 
 
    She looked down at the device in her hand. 
 
    "What now? Are you going to just continue knocking one or the other of us unconscious? I'm thinking that might get tiring eventually." 
 
    Tate didn't listen to him, feeling along the smooth metal, the ridges on one side, the slight opening on the other.  
 
    A piece depressed slightly under her thumb.  
 
    "You might as well give it up. You're not going to figure it out," Christopher called, making no attempt to rise.  
 
    Ah, so that's how that worked. 
 
    She aimed the oblong device at Christopher and slid the button before pressing down. A blast left the device, the quiet hum almost ominous, when it was followed by Christopher's screams. His back bowed with the force of his convulsions, his shrieks piercing. 
 
    The other man lifted his head, his expression horrified as he watched. 
 
    Tate gave him a cool look. "Behave, or you're next." 
 
    He nodded and moved both hands to where she could see them, careful to keep his posture low and non-threatening. Good, at least one threat had been neutralized.  
 
    Christopher panted as the pain receded. "Mean." 
 
    "That was for the last time you used this thing on me," Tate said pleasantly. "Keep reminding me of all the reasons I hate you. I dare you." 
 
    Christopher made a face but didn't say anything else.  
 
    Tate crouched where she was, tired all of a sudden. It seemed the drugs and whatever that smoke had been hadn't fully worn off. Her lips felt chapped and her throat burned with thirst. Both things she'd ignored in the adrenaline rush of waking to her current situation. 
 
    "You can't survive out here without us," Christopher said, his eyes closed, his face tilted to the sun. 
 
    Tate didn't respond as she considered the wagon. She didn't remember seeing any water containers, but she hadn't been looking either.  
 
    "There's nothing in there," Christopher said, guessing her thoughts. He still hadn’t opened his eyes. "I had a feeling you'd wake up and be a touch upset, so I planned accordingly." 
 
    Tate glanced sideways at him in thought. 
 
    The smile he aimed at her was gleeful and victorious. "The drugs would have dehydrated you. You're going to need water soon and for that you'll need the two of us alive." 
 
    He could be lying. Even if he wasn't, all she had to do was wait for Ilith to wake, then fly out of here as a dragon. Only problem was Ilith’s attempts to fly were only successful three out of five times. Did she really want to risk perishing from dehydration? It wasn’t the most pleasant way to go.  
 
    Tate inhaled before letting her breath out, the sound weary and resigned. 
 
    Christopher grinned in anticipation of having won this round. 
 
    "Try anything—either of you—and I'll kill you," she said, pointing the device at him again. "I'll take my chances with dying of thirst." 
 
    "Whatever you say, boss." 
 
    Tate grimaced. She was going to regret this. Sooner rather than later, if past experience had taught her anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    To Tate's disappointment, she found Christopher had been telling the truth. A thorough search of the wagon turned up no food or water. In the end, it was probably wise she hadn't killed him, regret it though she might further down the road.  
 
    She left Christopher tied up in the back with some rope she'd found under one of the benches. The other man she forced up front to drive, taking a seat just behind him. 
 
    Tate ignored Christopher as he hummed softly to himself. Instead she directed her attention to the scenery rolling by outside. What she saw didn't fill her with confidence about her chances of escaping this situation alive. 
 
    Despite its stark monotony, she found the vista oddly soothing. The land was painted with every shade of red, yellow and brown imaginable. Exposed bedrock from where harsh winds had stripped away the softer layers of dirt stabbed up from the ground, creating twisting formations carved by the elements over time.  
 
    In the far distance, brown and red mountains pierced the sky, preceded by sandstone cliffs that snaked their way across the arid surface. There was little evidence of formal roads, the driver picking his way over compressed ground as they bumped and jolted along.  
 
    There was little breeze and even when it blew, it was more uncomfortable than not. No hint of coolness lingered in its dry embrace. Tate felt like she was being abraded continuously by sand. Comfort was a distant memory. 
 
    Worse, was the knowledge she'd strayed perilously close to severe dehydration. She'd been keeping track and she thought she'd stopped sweating at some point in the last hour. Her temples pounded behind her eyes, a headache making it hard to focus. Neither symptom was a good sign. 
 
    "What's your name?" Tate asked the driver abruptly. She needed a distraction from how thirsty and hungry she was. 
 
    His hands clenched on the reins as his shoulders stiffened. For a long moment, he didn't answer. 
 
    "Peter." 
 
    "You're Silva." She should have realized it sooner. Maybe she would have if she hadn't been so distracted by her discomfort and keeping an eye on Christopher so he didn't escape. 
 
    All the proof she needed was there—his muscular frame, the amber eyes, the chestnut brown hair with lighter shades of caramel threaded throughout.  
 
    Tate glanced at his hands. They were oddly shaped. It took several seconds for her to realize what she was seeing. Each finger was shorter than it should have been and lacked the fingernails or claws all Silva had. There was also significant scaring around the nubs at the tip.   
 
    Someone had de-clawed him at some point, amputating the tip of the finger at the first joint. An awful practice Tate thought had been abandoned over a century ago in most parts of the Aurelian empire. 
 
    It explained why he hadn't ripped her to pieces when he’d had the chance. 
 
    Peter ducked his head in acknowledgment, his hands tense as he kept his gaze resolutely forward. 
 
    "You know he killed his last partner," Tate said conversationally. 
 
    Peter's head turned toward her slightly. 
 
    Christopher blew a raspberry. "Oh please, you don't care that I killed the archaeologist. Elijah was a self-serving bastard whose hands weren't exactly spotless, if you remember correctly." 
 
    "Maybe so, but I'm not the one who used him and then left him with a knife sticking out of his back." 
 
    "It was actually the side of his neck," Christopher muttered. 
 
    "Wasn't the Red Lady also a partner of yours?" Tate said idly. "She's dead too." 
 
    "I'm not the one who killed her. You and your dragon were responsible for that, if you recall," he said in a cheery voice.  
 
    "You certainly didn't stick around too long after things went sideways," Tate observed. 
 
    "She was a sadistic monster with delusions of grandeur. Her end was better than she deserved." 
 
    "And yet you're the one who chose to work with her." 
 
    Christopher snorted. "When you're fighting gods, you can't always be picky about the tools you use." 
 
    "Was that all they were to you?" Tate asked. "Tools?" 
 
    "What else would they be? Sometimes you need a monster to fight a monster." Christopher's eyes were dead and blank, no trace of emotional turmoil or regret there. 
 
    "And who are the monsters in this scenario?" Tate asked. 
 
    Christopher went back to his humming. Guess he was done with the conversation. Pity.  
 
    Tate returned to staring out the wagon. Ryu and the rest would have been worried when they discovered her missing. She needed to find a way to link back up with them. Easier said than done. 
 
    She had no idea where she was or how to get back to Auburn. She suspected from descriptions Roslyn had given her, that she was somewhere in the Catsinth desert, but she might be wrong. There was no way to tell if she was even in Silvain anymore. The only thing she knew for certain was she was on her own. No one was coming for her.  
 
    Their task from the Emperor was important, and Ryu was nothing if not mission oriented. He might spare a day, maybe two, to search for Tate before being forced to resume the mediation. 
 
    That was the sole bright spot in all this. If the Morain had intended to delay talks, they had failed. Between Roslyn and Ryu, they should have the mediation handled. Both had more diplomacy in their little finger than she did in her whole body. This meant she could concentrate on surviving without having to worry about what was happening in her absence.  
 
    Dewdrop and Night were the only unknowns. They’d likely remain behind to continue the search. The two were loyal to a fault. Neither one would abandon the trail while there was still hope. Jost might be of some help, but he wouldn’t stray far from his ship in the event Ryu needed to stage a quick retreat.  
 
    It didn't sit easy knowing Dewdrop and Night would be largely on their own in the same city as those who'd kidnapped her. At least they had each other to count on. If anyone could survive in a strange city full of enemies, it would be those two. 
 
    Another hour passed before the wagon rocked to a stop, startling her out of her thoughts. 
 
    "Why'd we stop?" Tate asked as Peter looped the reins and tied them to a knob on the front. 
 
    "Water," he grunted. 
 
    Tate's movements were slow. Her body ached and protested as she climbed down after him. Her feet hit the ground and she swayed, dizzy and slightly nauseous. She clung to the wagon's side as she blinked away the black spots trying to take over her vision.   
 
    "What about me?" Christopher called. 
 
    Tate ignored him in favor of trudging after Peter. 
 
    They'd stopped next to one of the twisting rock formations. This one wasn’t as big as some of the giants in the distance, but still dwarfed Tate and Peter. Two rocks rose in front of her, creating a small chasm to slip through.  
 
    Tate reached for Ilith's warm presence, flinching when nothing but cold silence echoed back at her. She felt weaker without the dragon. Except for the brief instant she'd drawn on Ilith’s power when questioning Christopher, the place where Ilith resided in her soul felt dark and silent—not necessarily empty, but not as occupied as it normally was. 
 
    It was disconcerting, being so alone in her own head.  
 
    She lifted her arm, touching the spot were Ilith still sprawled, her snout nestled in the crook of Tate's elbow, her paws outstretched and her tail wrapped around Tate's wrist. It was the fourth time she'd checked on the dragon since waking. Just like every time before, there was no response.  
 
    The dragon appeared to be sleeping, the deep blue of Ilith’s scales shimmering with a strange inner light. When Tate had first become aware of Ilith, the tattoo had been flat, two dimensional and slightly faded. Lately, Ilith had become more three dimensional, even while in tattoo form  
 
    Tate looked up just as Peter disappeared into the small chasm. She hurried after him, alarm wiping some of the exhaustion from her thoughts.  
 
    "Peter," she called. She angled away from either rock, moving forward carefully as she braced for an attack. She stepped through the entrance to find Peter kneeling next to a small pool bubbling up from the ground. 
 
    "What's this?" she asked, relaxing slightly. 
 
    The other man dipped one hand into the pool and lifted it, letting the liquid run through his fingers. "Water." 
 
    "I can see that. How are we supposed to take it with us?" Tate didn't see anything to carry the liquid in. There were no jugs or bags lying near the pool. There hadn't been any on the wagon either. 
 
    "We don't," Christopher said from behind her. 
 
    Tate whirled, her body sliding into a defensive crouch.  
 
    Christopher ignored her as he walked past. The skin around his wrists was raw and red from the rope with spots of blood smeared on his arms and hands from the broken skin.  
 
    Tate watched as he sauntered toward the watering hole, sinking to his knees gracefully while giving no indication of the pain or stiffness he must feel from spending hours tied up in the back of an uncomfortable wagon.  
 
    "The whole point of not having water is to make it impossible for you to kill us." He cupped his hand and dipped it in the liquid before bringing it to his mouth. There was a slurping sound as he drank. "You're going to have to keep playing nice if you want to reach the next watering hole." 
 
    "That's your plan? Keep me hostage through water scarcity?"  
 
    Christopher didn't answer, sucking down several more handfuls. 
 
    "How did you get loose?" 
 
    Christopher dipped a handkerchief in the water before wringing it out and using it to wipe down his neck and face, his expression one of pure relief. "I can't go revealing all my secrets." 
 
    Tate glared as the two men continued to take turns drinking and wiping some of the dirt and sand from their skin, neither seeming particularly interested in her or the threat she presented. 
 
    Tate noted Peter's lack of surprise at his partner's escape. Interesting, considering she knew damn good and well the knots had been tied properly. Time on a ship had taught her many things, among them being how to bind someone so they didn't escape. 
 
    "Drink, Tate. You need the hydration. The next stop isn't for several hours," Christopher said, looking at her expectantly.  
 
    Tate didn't move. 
 
    He shrugged. "Or don't and risk death. Your choice." 
 
    Or do and risk the both of them attacking her again. 
 
    Tate palmed the device she'd stuck into the waistband of her pants. Neither man reacted. 
 
    "That's an option too," Christopher observed.  
 
    Tate remained where she was, fiddling with the weapon.  
 
    She needed that water. She wasn't sure she'd make it to the next watering hole since it had taken hours to reach this one. Even if by some miracle she reached the next one, there was a good chance she would be delirious or convulsing as her body began to shut down. Either way, she'd be an easy target for Christopher and Peter. It wouldn't be hard to subdue her in those circumstances. 
 
    Christopher seemed to read her thoughts because he sighed. "I'm not your enemy." He cocked his head, his forehead creased in thought. "At least not today." 
 
    "What does that mean?"  
 
    The look he speared her with was piercing, all trace of joviality wiped away. The lightning fast way he could flip from levity to seriousness made it all the more difficult to trust him. "There are more dangerous enemies on the board than a Savior the rest of the world has already forgotten." 
 
    Peter started, lifting his head to focus on Tate. 
 
    Christopher half-shrugged. "Ah, I forgot to tell you about that. Peter, meet Tatum Allegra Winters, Savior and former lover to Jaxon Kuno." 
 
    Tate rolled her eyes. "Don't believe everything he tells you. He's a compulsive liar." 
 
    "Only when I need to be." There was a crafty look in his eyes. "I take it you haven't got to that part of the journal then." 
 
    Tate fixed him with a glare. "What would you know of that?" 
 
    Christopher lifted his shoulders in a nonchalantly careless gesture. "I may have read it a time or two." 
 
    Tate kept her silence, unsure how much to believe. 
 
    "Ah, and I may have liberated it from your bedstand shortly after you were abducted." He reached beneath his shirt, withdrawing a small leather-bound journal Tate recognized. She didn't move as he tossed it at her feet. "I thought you might want that back." 
 
    Tate gritted her teeth, but didn’t pick the journal up. 
 
    "I'm surprised you could read it," he said. "Not many can read ancient." 
 
    "As you said, I'm a Savior." Tate threw his own words back at him. "Why wouldn't I know the language?" 
 
    His teeth flash. "Ah, but you're a defective Savior with zero memory of before. That's a different story altogether." 
 
    His words held a note of truth. Most of Tate's personal memories were gone. She got a flash here and there, a feeling of familiarity where there should be none. Usually it happened in the presence of the ancients’ relics at the worst possible time.  
 
    However, some things remained. Muscle memory for lack of a better word. She'd always been a decent fighter, picking up and adapting the moves Danny and Jost had taught her as if they were second nature. 
 
    When they’d found her, she’d been speaking a language that sounded like gibberish, but was in actuality the same language Jax and his contemporaries had spoken.  
 
    Never taking her eyes from the other two, Tate bent and snatched the book from the ground, tapping it on her pant leg to get some of the dirt off before tucking it into the waistband at the small of her back.  
 
    She didn't know if she'd ever be able to trust what was inside the journal now that Christopher had spent time with it. She wouldn’t put it past him to have doctored it in some way. That didn’t mean she could leave it in the dirt. She felt some connection to the journal despite everything. 
 
    His lips twisted. "As I was saying, I have much bigger things to worry about than you." 
 
    "Like what?" Tate would play his game for now. Any knowledge of the bigger plot at hand might help her down the road. 
 
    "Like dealing with that pain in the ass you failed to prevent from raising," he said waspishly. "I gave you all you needed to stop that sequence of events, and you still failed. I’m glad I don't have your moral compass. I’d never save anything." 
 
    "What do you know of him?" Tate asked, interested in spite of herself. 
 
    The man who had been raised in the tunnels under Aurelia a few months ago was on the list of things she needed to take care of. She had a lot of questions for him when she finally caught up to him again. Starting with his presence in a picture of the Saviors, when his behavior made him seem more like a Creator.  
 
    "More than you, I suspect. He's put into motion some very bad things," Christopher said. "Things you're going to want to do your utmost to stop. I'm here to make sure you succeed." 
 
    "Right, I believe that," Tate scoffed, her throat feeling like sandpaper. Every second she spent standing here without sucking down the life-giving source of liquid right in front of her felt like an eternity. 
 
    "Believe what you want. It won't change what I do in the end." 
 
    Tate had had enough of his circular logic. She no longer had the patience or willpower to bandy words about. She gestured to the wagon. "Let's go."  
 
    "Go? But you haven't drunk anything." 
 
    "Worry more about yourself than me." 
 
    Peter and Christopher stood and preceded Tate back to the wagon. Once they reached it, Tate stepped back. "Stay here. If I see either of you before I'm done, I'll kill you."  
 
    Her threat delivered, Tate made her way toward the pool and the liquid nectar waiting for her there. 
 
    With relief so close, her entire body burned with the need for water. If she wasn't so dehydrated, she'd be salivating just from the thought of finally quenching her thirst.  
 
    If she didn’t drink some water in the next second, she felt like she might actually go mad.  
 
    Her hand touched the water as a shadow passed over the sun. Tate blinked and looked up. There hadn't been any sign of clouds earlier. 
 
    She gasped as the dark shape arrowed out of the sky, its wings splayed as it grew rapidly in size. Her heart leapt. Ryu. 
 
    The water momentarily forgotten, she watched the dragon wing closer, a goofy smile on her face. He’d come. She honestly hadn't thought he would.  
 
    She wouldn't even have blamed him if he hadn't. She would have understood. There were times when the consequences of a situation eclipsed your personal desires. It became bigger than yourself.  
 
    The dragon's wings snapped open as he sailed over her head. A frown formed as the dragon overshot her, the bright light of the sun beating down on her once again. 
 
    She stared at the sky in consternation. Where was he going? 
 
    He'd seen her, right? 
 
    Not for the first time, she missed having Ilith in her ear. The dragon would have been able to shed some light on this. 
 
    Tate reached down and brought several mouthfuls of water to her lips, greedily gulping it down. There was no way she was going to get this close to the waterhole and not drink. Not even for the puzzling actions of Ryu's dragon. 
 
    Seconds later, a roar shook the ground, accompanied by the sound of wood splintering. Water dribbled out of Tate's fingers as she looked up. The unmistakable sound of wood catching fire brought her to her feet, and an animalistic snarl sent her scurrying forward.  
 
    Even as she darted in the direction of the commotion, half of her debated the merits of staying by the watering hole and hoping the dragon overlooked her presence.  
 
    Unfortunately, she knew how sharp a dragon's eyesight was. It was better than a falcon’s vision. No way had Ryu's dragon missed her. If he tasted human blood, it was possible he’d come after her next. Without Ilith, her odds of survival weren’t good. 
 
    And as reluctant as it made her, she couldn’t let him kill Christopher or Peter. Christopher had left enough hints and innuendo about the man under Aurelia and his end goal to prick her curiosity. Dead men didn't spill their secrets in her experience. What was locked in his head was important enough to risk her life and limbs against a possibly enraged dragon. 
 
    With those thoughts in her head, she ran out of the rock shelter to be greeted by a creature out of a nightmare. Ryu's dragon was terrifying as he ripped the frame of the wagon apart with single-minded intensity, before flinging the pieces in opposite directions. He brought his tail down on one side, splintering it further. The horses' eyes rolled in panic as they brayed. 
 
    The dragon ignored them as he reduced the wagon—their only form of transportation in this sparse and harsh land—to matchstick-size splinters. 
 
    The horses’ leads came loose and they wasted no time, galloping away before Tate could stop them. 
 
    Tate cursed. "Ryu, enough!" 
 
    The dragon froze, his large form intimidating, given the vicious focus he'd given to demolishing the wagon. Tate swallowed hard, rethinking the wisdom of yelling at the dragon now that his head was lifting with reptilian slowness to focus on her. 
 
    The look in his eyes rooted her in place. This wasn't her friend, a potential lover she could tease and tempt. This was the Dragon, primal and fierce. A predator, the thing mothers warned their children about. He wasn't some tame beast she could order about. 
 
    Peter's lips drew back, exposing sharp teeth as he growled, the sound almost silent. He backed toward Christopher, forcing the other man further away as he kept his focus on the real threat. 
 
    "My calculations were slightly off. I didn't expect the beast for another couple of days," Christopher observed, unintimidated by the very large dragon or his murderous rage.  
 
    Tate glanced at him, startled. "You expected this?" 
 
    "Eventually, but not this soon." 
 
    Ryu lifted his head, his focus locking on Christopher with a vicious intensity. Tate got a sinking feeling she knew where this was going.  
 
    "Ryu, no," she warned, stepping forward. 
 
    Ryu's focus didn't waver, his body going still over the wreckage of the wagon, its flames tickling his legs and sides. He gave no notice of its heat, as if it was no more consequential to him than a fly.  
 
    Tate filed away the fact dragons didn't appear to suffer any untoward effects from fire, to be examined later. Right now, she needed to concentrate on keeping Ryu from killing Christopher and Peter. 
 
    Christopher snorted in amusement. She was so glad he was finding this entertaining. For a brief moment, she was tempted to let Ryu's dragon have his way. It would solve so many of her problems. 
 
    Unfortunately, that wasn't who she was. 
 
    Even if she hadn't needed Christopher alive for the secrets locked in his head, she would have stopped Ryu. It was one thing to kill because of necessity; another entirely to end a life simply because you were overcome by rage and out of control.   
 
    When his reason was restored, then they'd talk.  
 
    She held out a hand and stepped between the dragon and the other two men, her stomach a bundle of knots and her legs shaky. Interfering with an apex predator once it had decided on its prey was unwise. Perhaps one of the stupidest things she'd ever done.  
 
    "Hey there, handsome," Tate crooned, speaking directly to the dragon. From the way he'd fixated, she had a feeling Ryu wasn't in control at the moment. "Remember me?" 
 
    The dragon cocked his head and snorted, smoke curling out of his nostrils. He padded forward, leaving the heat of the fire as he moved across the ground in a deadly glide. 
 
    His head remained down, his eyes fixed on all three of them. Tate fought not to show fear, recognizing his actions for what they were, hunting behavior. But who was he hunting? Her or Christopher? 
 
    Once again, she cursed her inability to not interfere. She should have let the dragon do what he wanted. Maybe he'd have calmed down after. But no, she hadn't been able to stay put and watch things play out.  
 
    "You got any bright ideas, Christopher?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Me? Why would I have any?" 
 
    "I don't know. Maybe because you act like you know everything." 
 
    She sensed rather than saw his careless shrug. "I got nothing." 
 
    A small growl escaped her. Really, she should let Ryu's dragon have the irritating pest. 
 
    As if sensing her frustration, Ryu's dragon inched closer. There was no recognition in his eyes as she backed slowly away from him. 
 
    He was stalking them, she realized with a jolt. The way he walked, the silent movements as he almost glided toward them. She'd seen this type of behavior in Night and the twins when they were hunting. 
 
    The muscles in the dragon's legs flexed.  
 
    "Christopher, move," Tate shouted, diving out of the way.  
 
    Ryu pounced on the space where they'd just been standing.  
 
    Tate scrambled up, barely avoiding being knocked back down by Ryu's tail as he whirled on Christopher and Peter.  
 
    Tate tried to dodge around the dragon, to get in front of him again, but found her way blocked by his big body on one side, and high boulders on the other. In his attack, she hadn't noticed she'd landed next to the rock entrance of the watering hole.  
 
    Tate once again scurried to the other side, only to have the dragon slap his tail down in front of her. He began scooting backwards, using his big body to herd her back to the little alcove that made up the watering hole. 
 
    He'd separated her from the other two on purpose, Tate realized as she slipped between the two rocks, just in time to keep from being crushed. 
 
    "Peter, you two alive?" Tate called, her heart rate slowing now that she’d realized the method behind the dragon's madness. 
 
    "Yes, somehow. He doesn't seem intent on killing us," the Silva rumbled, his voice still suspicious. 
 
    Tate closed her eyes. No, he was more interested in trapping her. Whether to protect or save as a snack for later was the question. "I think he's trying to protect me. For now, don't approach." 
 
    "Don't worry, that won't be a problem," Christopher called. 
 
    "Don't run either," she ordered. Not that she could do anything to stop them if they did.  
 
    Now that she knew the dragon probably wasn't going to kill her, Tate slapped its side, the only part of it she could currently reach. "We're going to have words about this later." 
 
    An irritated rumble was his only response. 
 
    Tate waited expectantly for Ryu to take shape. What she got instead, was the dragon curling up in front of the oasis, effectively blocking Tate's way out as he settled down for an extended stay. 
 
    "Bad dragon,” she scolded. 
 
    A slight trill that slid into a purring sound answered her.  
 
    "Ah, look at that. I think the brute likes you," Christopher said in a snide tone. "How romantic." 
 
    Christopher, she was realizing, didn't have a very good instinct for self-preservation. Why else would he taunt a creature most people feared? 
 
    Tate glared at the dragon's back, wishing she could get her hands around Christopher’s neck. Instead, she was stuck in the oasis unless she wanted to climb over the sides of the boulders. She considered it briefly before discarding the idea. Ryu's dragon would probably just find a way to put her back in her rock cage. 
 
    With nothing left to do but wait until reason reasserted itself over the dragon, Tate returned to the watering hole. If she had time to kill, might as well put it to good use.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Tate spent the time drinking water from the small spring and resting. Night had long since fallen when she became abruptly aware she was no longer alone in her oasis. 
 
    She didn't move as she sensed the dragon’s regard from the entrance of the oasis.  
 
    "Ryu," she breathed. “Finally.” 
 
    She sat up and froze at the sight of the man crouched on the other side of the watering hole, his feral eyes locked on Tate. Little remained of Ryu as he watched her with a wild hunger. Despite his naked human form—and what a form it was—all she saw was the dragon. 
 
    Ryu, the man, had taken a back seat to the beast. His bare skin gleamed in the moonlight, his muscles rigidly defined as he watched her with predatory interest. 
 
    It would probably have been wise to have felt some level of fear when faced with an out of control Ryu, but Tate could only muster up the barest traces of it, enough for a delicious thrill to move through her.  
 
    This was Ryu, and even as lost to the dragon as he was, she couldn't see either version of them hurting her.  
 
    "I didn't think you would come," she whispered. 
 
    "Always come for you." The words were guttural, the dragon unaccustomed to human vocal chords.  
 
    He slipped from the rock, appearing on Tate's side of the spring almost faster than her eyes could track. There, he hesitated, his head ducking as if he was shy.  
 
    "Are they alive?" she asked. 
 
    He grunted and dipped his head. 
 
    At least that was something. 
 
    "Safe?" he asked her.  
 
    Her forehead wrinkled as she tried to decipher what he was asking. His bare feet lifted and then were set back in exactly the same spot, his unease reaching her. 
 
    "Better?" he asked again, his gaze moving to the water and then her. 
 
    Tate finally understood what he meant. "Yes, I'm much better now." 
 
    Now that Tate had time, she couldn't help but take in Ryu's form. He was a work of art, his limbs strong, his muscles defined. He was a sculpture given life. The physique his clothes had only hinted at, on full display. 
 
    Awareness filtered through her. Attraction was a delicate thing, and she and Ryu had been dancing along its knife-edge since their first meeting. Here, with the moonlight shining down on them, next to their own private grotto, need rose. It was made all the more potent from the near miss they’d had.  
 
    The dragon receded slightly as Ryu stalked toward Tate. The dark light in his eyes and the wild expression on his face said he was even further out of control without the dragon guiding his hand.  
 
    A delicious sense of anticipation stole through Tate. She thought about protesting, stepping away and not letting this happen. She knew, even as intent on her as he was, he’d let her.  
 
    She couldn't. She needed this as much as he did.  
 
    As if sensing her decision, he moved with a flash of speed, his arms sweeping around her to crush her to him. His lips landed on hers, his control tearing. 
 
    He consumed her, his lips possessive and wild. He held nothing back, offering her everything he was as she took it all, drank it down and filled herself to the brim. 
 
    She should have been afraid as his lips left hers, raining stinging kisses across her jaw and down the side of her neck. She wasn't. Her need matched his. She felt like she'd go up in flames at any moment. 
 
    Desire swelled, her skin tingling as he dragged his lips along her shoulder.  
 
    "I've waited so long," he murmured against her skin. 
 
    Tate had no time to respond before she was spun, her shirt ripped off, followed by her pants.  
 
    He whirled her to face him again as his lips fell on hers. 
 
    All of the repressed fear and desperation from the past few days spilled out. She felt rudderless as she bobbed along in passion's wake, hostage to its whims. 
 
    The pads of his fingers trailed along her sides, lines of fire following. 
 
    She grabbed his neck and pulled his face toward hers, locking her lips to his as the kiss deepened. She poured every bit of her passion and desperation into it, telling him without words, everything she was too afraid to say. 
 
    Her joy, her sorrow, her fear, her jubilation. Everything. 
 
    He took it, returning it in kind as he eased her to the ground, throwing her shirt down at the last second before placing her on it. 
 
    They broke apart, panting. Tate looked into his eyes. They were dark with desire before his head dipped and he nuzzled his nose against a sensitive spot on her neck. Tate shivered. 
 
    "The others?" she asked, fighting for thought. 
 
    "Incapacitated."  
 
    "He’s escaped ropes before." 
 
    Ryu's chuckle was wicked and filled with a dark meaning. "I didn't use ropes." 
 
    He lifted his head, his intelligent eyes piercing, the planes of his face almost cruel in their beauty. He stared at her like she was the answer to every prayer he'd ever had—like she was the very air he breathed and without her he'd be lost.  
 
    Any wall Tate might have erected between them crumbled at the emotions he freely gave her. 
 
    "Be sure. Dragons don't give back their treasure once they've claimed it," he told her. 
 
    Tate's smile was full of wicked challenge. "It'll take much more than this to lay claim to me, dragon man. This is only the start. Not the end." 
 
    Ryu's gaze was arrested as he stared at her. His grin grew, matching hers for wickedness. "Challenge accepted." 
 
    He let his weight come down fully on hers, pressing his hard length against her naked heat as his lips devoured hers. They tangled, warmth and desire pulsing at her center as he started to rock against her. He was careful not to enter her, working his hard length against her core as he moved.  
 
    Pleasure jolted through her as he found an angle that took him right over her clit. She moaned at the sensation. 
 
    They hadn’t done anything more than rub against each other and already she felt undone, the back and forth of months of suppressed desire acting as their foreplay. 
 
    He threaded his fingers through her hair, pulling her head back so he could kiss down her throat and across her collar bone. Tingles shot up and down Tate's spine, all centering at the sensitive bundle of nerves at her apex. 
 
    Words poured out of Ryu, only half of them in a language she understood. His voice was rough and husky as his hard body pressed against her softer curves.  
 
    His hands drew heated lines of sensation across her back and down her front. 
 
    The dragon lurked just below his surface, possessiveness and yearning in his gaze.   
 
    One of his fingers sank deep into her heat. A rough moan slipped from her as he pumped once, then twice, before withdrawing to circle her clit. Desire spiked deep inside and soon Ryu wasn't the only one lost as Tate gave herself up to sensation. 
 
    Ryu lifted her hips, replacing his finger with something much larger as he sank inside. Her head tipped back as he filled her, the slide of him almost burning before her body softened around his hard length.  
 
    He dragged her up, withdrawing almost excruciatingly slow, before driving forward to fill her again. He set a maddening rhythm, slow then fast then slow again, driving her up the precipice until she clutched desperately at his shoulders, lost in everything that was him. 
 
    Her body tightened, her skin prickling, sensation skating up and down her nerves. Ryu lost some of his control, his thrusts became more demanding, as if he couldn't get deep enough. 
 
    Tate's mind and body splintered on a long cry. He followed her moments later, burying his face in her hair as a muffled shout escaped him. 
 
    Tate's body collapsed against his, every ounce of strength feeling like it had deserted her. Her limbs were languid, and the smile she gave him when he lifted his head from her neck was blissful. 
 
    "Did I hurt you?" he asked, his eyes serious and his lips tense. 
 
    She stretched in his arms. "No, but I do think you stole my will to move." 
 
    His expression didn't lighten.  
 
    Her smile died. "What's wrong?" 
 
    "The beginning was hazy for me. The dragon didn't force you?" he asked, his expression grave. 
 
    Realization dawned. Tate finally understood what he was asking. She cupped his face. "Ryu, no. I was a willing participant in everything." 
 
    When he didn't look like he quite believed her, she tipped forward, pressing her lips against his in a kiss that was as sweet as the last had been ravenous.  
 
    It took several seconds before his lips softened against hers, and she felt that whatever was in his head had loosened its grip enough for him to hear her again. 
 
    "You didn't take; I gave," she said into his ear, her arms curling around his shoulders to bring him in for a tight hug. "Nothing about that was forced. It was entirely consensual and a long time coming." 
 
    He studied her for several long seconds, his gaze searching. Tate tried to keep her expression open and honest, knowing he needed this reassurance.  
 
    His smile when it dawned was a thing of beauty, lightening his expression and making him seem much younger. For a moment she saw the man he had once been and not the brutal dragon lord. 
 
    "Then perhaps we should do this again, so I can be sure." 
 
    Tate's eyes widened as he tipped forward, his touches light and teasing as he worked her body back into a frenzy. Any protests were forgotten as her eyes slipped closed and she let herself feel. 
 
    It was a long time later when Tate lifted her head, the seriousness of their predicament coming back to her. 
 
    "Christopher," she spat as she scrambled to her feet, hopping from one leg to another as she pulled her pants on. 
 
    Ryu sleepily opened his eyes. "He won't be a problem." 
 
    "You've said that before, but I don't think you understand how tricky that man can be." By now, Tate was fighting with her shirt as she tried to pull it over her head. 
 
    The brush of fingers against her exposed stomach warned her Ryu was near. How did the man move so damn quietly? Then there was a sharp tug and Tate's head popped out of the shirt, her hair wild and snarled, her eyes bright and glittering, as she frowned up at him. 
 
    His lips quirked and he dropped a kiss on her nose as if he couldn't help himself. 
 
    Tate leaned towards him, like a flower drawn to sunlight, before reason reasserted itself. She shook her head firmly. None of that now, she had a devious asshole to make sure was still where Ryu had left him.  
 
    She knew she should be upset with herself for letting them dally and sate themselves on each other, but she couldn't quite bring herself to feel regret. This had been a long time coming. Since the first time she'd spotted him watching her. In many ways it had been inevitable. She could no more have delayed or avoided it than she could have avoided breathing. 
 
    Already Ryu felt like an essential piece given back to her.  
 
    When she fell, she knew she’d fall hard. For someone who had entered this world more alone than most, she knew if she ever found the person who fit all her jagged edges and broken bits, she'd never let them go. She'd burn the world down to protect them if necessary. 
 
    She wasn't quite to the point where she’d sacrifice everything to save him, but she knew if given half a chance, she'd get there. It was scary and thrilling, all at the same time.  
 
    Love wasn't a sudden thing. It was something built over time and hundreds of small interactions. It was the little stuff and the big stuff. 
 
    Already the depth of emotion she felt toward Ryu was disconcerting given their relatively short relationship. It bore examination. Later, when she didn't have a prisoner to check on. 
 
    The warm sound of Ryu's chuckle followed Tate as she left the oasis, heading down the short dirt path and past the boulders framing the entrance. The moons were high above and it was nearly as easy to see as if the sun had already risen. 
 
    Tate strode past the boulders, already scanning the ground, half expecting Christopher to be gone or at least pointing a weapon at her.  
 
    Neither vision greeted her.  
 
    The ground was empty with the exception of the remains of the wagon, half-blackened with soot, its mangled carcass at home in the stark landscape. 
 
    Tate took several wide steps into the desert, alarm beginning to take hold. If Christopher had escaped, he'd be long gone by now. That meant she'd either have to waste time tracking him down or let him escape. Again. 
 
    A muffled sound came from the boulders behind her. She glanced at the entrance, noting where Ryu had slouched against one boulder, his arms folded casually over his now clothed chest. Where had he gotten the clothes, she thought distractedly.  
 
    His change this time had been rough. She hadn’t seen any clothes before now. 
 
    Ryu tipped his chin to the boulder on his other side. At first, she missed it, her eyes scanning right past them. 
 
    It was like looking at a painting and not comprehending the subject matter for several seconds, until your brain caught up to what your eyes were seeing. And then you couldn't un-see it. 
 
    Tate noticed the hand sticking out of the smooth face of the rock first, then she noticed the nose, followed by a pair of eyes and a mouth. Her eyes went comically wide as her brain finally started making sense of the scene. 
 
    Christopher glared at her, his face and neck just barely breaking the surface of the boulder. Peter was next to him, upside down as he blinked at her in dismay. 
 
    Tate choked and sputtered. "How? Wha--WHY ARE THEY ENCASED IN STONE?"  
 
    Ryu's shrug was unconcerned. "You wouldn't let me kill them. This was the best way to make sure they didn't go anywhere while we were otherwise occupied." 
 
    Tate gaped at him in disbelief. His thinking was twisted. She only stared at him for a moment before her eyes were drawn unerringly back to the two men.  
 
    How had he managed this?  
 
    It should have been impossible. This wasn't a hole he'd punched into the boulder before stuffing them inside. No, it was as if the rock had been melted and then hardened around them. There were no seams, no evidence of how he'd managed to stick them in there like flies caught in amber. 
 
    This explained why he'd been so unconcerned with the possibility of escape. Neither man was going anywhere soon—at least not without someone taking a pick ax to the stone.  
 
    "Can I do this?" Tate asked abruptly. She didn't know what it said about her that she was more interested in the answer than she was in freeing them.  
 
    "I don't know. Each dragon's talents vary slightly. This is something unique to mine. I'm not sure if it can be taught. No one has been interested before." 
 
    Tate's attention shifted to him. She'd noticed that about the other dragon-ridden. Each was solitary in their own way. They cared about each other, that much was obvious when Jacob had gone missing, but they also had no problem disappearing on their own missions for years, sometimes decades, at a time.  
 
    "I'd like to learn," she said simply. A trick like that could come in handy if she was ever in a situation where she needed to immobilize someone without killing them. 
 
    He inclined his head. "I look forward to it." 
 
    He sent her a wolfish smile, his thoughts already turning to other paths. She leveled a look on him that said she wasn't in the mood for his shenanigans. His eyes glinted appreciatively. Somehow, she had a feeling she'd just thrown down the gauntlet and he was all too eager to pick it up again. 
 
    "How do we get them out?" she asked, getting back to business. 
 
    "Do we really need to let them out?" Ryu straightened from the boulders and joined her. "We could leave them there for the night. We'd both sleep better that way." 
 
    He had a point. She rubbed her forehead, caught between expediency and the knowledge this was messed up on so many levels. 
 
    "It doesn't hurt them," Ryu assured her. "They won't feel pain. They're simply forced to wait until I release them." 
 
    "How did you do this?" 
 
    That was the part Tate was stuck on.  
 
    He shrugged. "The dragon asked the stone to hold them, so it did." 
 
    "The stone dragon," Christopher said. "I always thought those were just stories." 
 
    Ryu's expression was cruel as he smiled at Christopher. "Now you know better." 
 
    Christopher glanced at Tate. "Your lover was once known for keeping those hunting him encased in stone until he was ready to kill them. He developed quite the reputation. What did they call you again? Ardent’s judgement? I hear there isn’t even a ruin marking the spot where that city once stood. You did a very thorough job of demolishing it." 
 
    Ryu's face was granite hard, his expression slightly murderous.  
 
    "Is it really a good idea to antagonize the man holding you prisoner?" Tate asked.  
 
    Peter made a sound like he agreed. 
 
    Christopher focused on her, his expression just as crafty as it had been when she was using his own shirt to choke him. "Strange, that he found you so quickly." 
 
    Tate was conscious of Ryu straightening beside her. 
 
    "It's almost like he knew exactly where you were." 
 
    Tate's eyes narrowed as Ryu made a sound suspiciously close to a rumble. "What are you implying?" 
 
    Tate got the sense of Christopher's shrug even as the stone held him motionless. "Nothing. There's so much we still don't know about dragons. Such as where they come from? Why they come through the rift? What is their purpose here? These questions must have occurred to you." 
 
    Tate didn't answer. Of course, they'd crossed her mind. From the few things Ilith had let slip, she got the sense the dragons were from another plane of existence, similar to the elementals the mages could summon. Unlike most elementals, dragons were sentient, capable of more than just simple emotions and concepts.  
 
    They also couldn't survive on this plane without a host, so in that they were similar to parasites. From Tate's studies, she knew the dragon’s latching onto a human host didn't always have a happy ending. Instead, the possibility existed that the joining could drain the human of their life force before killing both host and dragon. In other cases, they were able to establish a symbiotic relationship, one where both benefited. 
 
    "Get to the point," Tate said, losing patience with his sideways logic. 
 
    "It's almost like he was drawn here, wouldn't you say?" Christopher shot her a look. "There's never been a female dragon who lived beyond their first week before you. Who is to say dragons don't share traits with the Silva?" 
 
    "What does that mean?" Tate asked. 
 
    Peter was the one to answer. "The Silva tend to form mental bonds with those they take as mate. Once established, they'll always know the other's location." 
 
    Tate considered the Silva whose quiet and unassuming presence lent believability to his claim. "I’ve never heard of that before." 
 
    "It's not something my people often advertise to outsiders," he said quietly.  
 
    "Because there would be those who seek to use it against you."  
 
    He made a small sound of agreement.  
 
    Tate shot Ryu a sideways look. 
 
    "I found you because there are only so many watering holes you could stop at between here and the Harridan's city," Ryu said, never taking his eyes off Christopher.  
 
    Tate started, looking over at him in surprise. 
 
    His gaze cut to her and he dipped his chin in a small nod. "This road is less traveled than others, but it eventually leads to the city." 
 
    "Why would you take me there?" she asked. 
 
    Christopher's expression didn't shift as he stared down at her. "I'm not answering any more questions until I'm out of this rock." 
 
    Tate studied him for several seconds. Christopher didn't look like he was planning to budge. Pity. He’d been unusually helpful until he'd turned stubborn. Tate shrugged. Two could play that game. "Fine. Enjoy your timeout. We'll see you at sunrise." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Tate walked past the temporary prison, returning to the oasis, Ryu silent as he followed.  
 
    She stopped when she reached the small trickle of water flowing over rock before disappearing back into the ground. Now that she knew what to look for, she saw the signs of human presence all around. Disturbed dirt from shoes and feet, markings on the walls. Even a stray piece of pottery, half-buried in the dirt.  
 
    Ryu lingered behind her. She sensed if she gave him an inkling that she wanted comfort, he'd take her up on it. 
 
    Tempting, but as much as she might want to sometimes let someone else take the reins, she couldn’t.  
 
    He touched her back, a silent acknowledgment he was there, that she didn't have to do this alone. It steadied her, where before she'd wavered.  
 
    Love, or whatever this was, didn't have to only take. You didn't have to sacrifice who you were or bend to someone else's notions of who you should be. Rather, it joined two separate halves making them greater than the sum of their parts.  
 
    She let herself lean into him, just a little bit, drawing strength from his touch and warmth, before she made herself straighten, becoming the mediator once more. 
 
    "Tell me what happened after you discovered I was missing," Tate said, returning them to the subject at the top of her mind. “I assume the drink was drugged.” 
 
    She wanted to kick herself for not picking up on it at the time. 
 
    Ryu shook his head.  “The drink was fine. It was the incense they left burning. The people who did this were very smart. They dipped the lower half of the incense in ever oil. Its effects wouldn’t have become apparent until it burned down to where the sedative was. Roslyn and I caught the barest edge of it, but you would have been exposed to a full dose. Your two scamps are the ones who discovered you'd been taken after none of us came down for breakfast. The effects for Roslyn and I meant we slept a little later than usual." 
 
    Tate bit her lip. Incense. She never would have thought to check that.  
 
    "Dewdrop and Night had already started the search by the time I’d shaken off the last effects of the drug. I'm not sure how they did it, but they had Tala's people listening to them. I knew we couldn’t linger without endangering the mediation so I sent Roslyn and Jacob as well as the Order’s men ahead to let the Harridan know we would be delayed." 
 
    "Why the Order's men?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Because if they'd stayed in that house any longer, there would have been bloodshed. I'll be surprised if they make it to the Harridan's city in one piece." 
 
    Tate snorted. Somehow that didn't surprise her. When she'd disappeared, James and Ward would have likely used it as an excuse to push their own agenda. Insulting their hosts would have been a bonus.   
 
     A thought occurred to her. "Wait, you sent Jacob?" 
 
    The broken dragon wouldn't have been her first choice to send into a potentially dangerous and explosive situation without one of them there to monitor. 
 
    "Why didn't you go?" Tate blurted out, only hearing how it would sound once it was out of her mouth. Inwardly, she cringed. 
 
    "I wasn't going without you," he said stiffly.  
 
    She stared at him, trying to understand. If this had been someone else, she could see it. Dewdrop or Night wouldn't have left her behind—no matter the situation. 
 
    They were family, despite not sharing a drop of blood, and perhaps closer because of it. They were her friends, bonded to her on a level most would never experience. They wouldn't have left her in danger regardless of the cost; she'd do the same for them. 
 
    That was them, this was Ryu—the man who always put his mission first, second and last. He might have feelings for her, but she'd fully expected the safety and wellbeing of the empire to trump them. 
 
    "But—" 
 
    His eyes softened. He stepped close, his head looming over her as his hands reached for her shoulders and he drew her into his chest. Her head fit just under his chin as he wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    "Priorities shift. You are mine." 
 
    The words were simple; the promise and sentiment behind them, surprisingly not. 
 
    She put a hand on his chest and let herself simply feel his resolve. It wasn't the most elegant of declarations but it held a depth of emotion that couldn’t be faked or replicated.  
 
    Tate didn't know how to respond, so in the end she didn't. "Do you know who was responsible?"  
 
    "I'd assumed it was the two I encased in stone," he said mildly, letting her change the subject to one that felt less dangerous. 
 
    Tate shook her head. "No. Strange as it might seem, they rescued me from my kidnappers." 
 
    He canted his head as if he was trying to follow what she'd said. "How is that possible?" 
 
    Tate raised her hands as if to say she don't know. "How is any of this possible?" 
 
    They were both silent as they considered. 
 
    A thought occurred to Tate. "Blade couldn't have had anything to do with this, could he?" 
 
    Ryu's eyes sharpened with interest. "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "He showed up in my room after you and Rosalyn left." Tate fell silent as she tried to remember exactly what had happened.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Tate shook her head. “I’m not sure. It seemed like he was checking up on Roslyn. He asked if she’d told me it was the Morain in the city.” 
 
    Ryu gazed into the distance, his expression pensive. 
 
    Tate waited.  
 
    It seemed farfetched. What reason would Blade have for arranging her kidnapping? 
 
    "He was supposed to report anything he’d heard to me,” Ryu finally said. “I find it interesting you were the one he chose to approach.” Ryu looked away as he considered. “It’s possible he could be involved if he or the Luciuses saw some way to profit from it, but I sincerely doubt it. They'd burn a lot of goodwill and they wouldn’t want to cross me." 
 
    Tate was inclined to agree, if she was honest. This didn’t feel like something the Night Lords or Blade would do. 
 
    "We’re both in need of rest. We'll sleep here for a few hours and then start our journey,” Ryu said. 
 
    Tate nodded. She was still tired from the day. Rest would be welcome. 
 
    “Where did you get the clothes?” Tate asked. 
 
    “They had a cache stored near here,” he said, nodding toward their prisoners. 
 
    “Were there containers for water?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    "Too bad someone destroyed our only means of transport." Tate leveled a dagger-filled look at Ryu. 
 
    His chin lifted as his jaw tightened. “The horses might still return before we leave.” 
 
    They had been terrified when they took off running. She doubted anything could compel them to return. 
 
    Ryu looked for all the world like a little boy who'd gotten caught with his hand in the cookie jar, reticent, slightly ashamed, but still proud of himself. 
 
    Tate shook her head. Men—especially those who shared their soul with a dragon—she'd never understand them. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate's calves and quads burned as she followed the footprints in the sand. Her was head down as she forced herself forward, cursing Ryu and his dragon the entire way. 
 
    It'd been slightly funny, in a terrifying sort of way, to watch the wagon's destruction. Even in the early hours of the morning when the sun was still hours from the horizon, she'd shaken her head at its carcass as Ryu retrieved the other two from the boulder where they'd spent the night. The dragon had been utterly thorough in its task.  
 
    The horses hadn’t returned by the time they were preparing to leave, and a short survey of the area turned up no trace of them. They’d been forced to go on without them. 
 
    As the morning approached and they left the hard-packed road in favor of the looser sand and more difficult footing of the dunes, Tate's opinion of things had begun to change. She missed the wagon.  
 
    Great Saviors, did she miss it. 
 
    Tate was in decent shape from climbing up and down the Hill of Aurelia so many times, but this journey was testing her. Trekking across dunes of sand as tall as the highest point in the palace was no easy task and had left in her a foul mood.  
 
    It almost made her wish to revisit the topic of using Ryu’s dragon to catch a ride to the city—an idea Ryu had dismissed. He said the dragon was still too volatile and there was a chance he might decide to eat their two prisoners instead. That was something Tate hadn't wanted to risk before, but now she was seriously rethinking her stance.  
 
    There was a special level of misery involved in walking across sand. It got everywhere—worst of all were the tiny grains that worked their way into her boots until blisters had begun to form on her toes and the bottom of her right foot.   
 
    It was only going to get worse once the sun fully breached the horizon, heating the sand to blistering hot. There was little shade here, leaving them exposed to the full force of its rays.   
 
    To add to the situation, Christopher had spent most of the last hour complaining about testosterone-poisoned dragons and the temper tantrums they threw. For the most part, she ignored him and was thankful Ryu's long stride meant he was far enough ahead to be spared most of the other man's ire. She only wished she could take advantage of the same, instead of being forced to hold the rope they’d used to tie the two men’s hands with. 
 
    Peter, at least, was quiet, trudging behind her with his head down, his companion an irritating presence behind him. 
 
    Tate lifted her head to check on Ryu's progress, finding him standing at the crest of a dune as the sun peeked above the horizon, little fingers of pinks, oranges, and violets streaking across the sky, heralding its ascent.  
 
    The rope jerked in Tate's hand, distracting her. She glanced back to find Christopher sprawled on the side of the dune. 
 
    "I need a break," he panted.  
 
    Peter knelt beside him, concern on his face. The Silva didn't look as bad as Christopher, but Tate could see the weariness in him. 
 
    "Make it to the top of this dune and we'll stop for a little bit," she said. 
 
    Irritation flashed across Christopher's face. To her surprise, he stayed silent as Peter helped him to his feet.  
 
    The dune's slope was unstable, every step a chore, as the sand shifted and slid under her feet, threatening to send her back down the hill.  
 
    Finally, they reached Ryu. Christopher collapsed, rolling onto his back and closing his eyes. Peter sat beside him, looking over the way they'd come, their footprints marking their path. At least, if they decided to head back to the road, it would be easy to backtrack. 
 
    Tate dropped the rope, tired of holding it. The two weren't going to get far out here. Especially Christopher. He might be dangerous, but she doubted he had the energy or stamina to make a run for it. 
 
    Even if he did, Ryu's dragon could always make good on its promise to eat him. 
 
    Ryu's lean form was silhouetted against the beginnings of dawn. Tate joined him to survey the vista spread before them. Sand dunes rippled across the land, snaking lines that shifted and changed, an ever-evolving landscape hostage to the whim of the wind.  
 
    In the distance to their left, a long line of terracotta cliffs and tall rock formations resided as silent sentries of the shifting dunes. Far past them, more of an impression than reality, were the dim forms of mountains.  
 
    The land looked barren and sparse, beautiful in a desolate sort of way. It called to the depths of the soul even as it warned that those who attempted to cross its length, did so at their own peril.  
 
    In a strange way it reminded Tate of the snow swept plains of the northern reaches where she'd first woken, a place as isolated and dangerous as this. Seemingly unlivable at first glance, but for those strong enough to survive its harsh climate, it offered unspeakable wonders.  
 
    "The Dunes of Revelation. In Silva culture, they send only the strongest—those who might one day lead—into these dunes without supplies. They must reach the other side to prove their worthiness. Some don't survive. Those who do are said to be blessed by their ancestors. There are stories of what these sands hide. Whispers of a being who will help reveal an individual’s inner self while testing their fortitude. Those who meet this being come home changed. It's considered an honor to make the attempt," Peter said from behind them. 
 
    Tate was silent, disturbed by the suggestion of a being. It sounded too much like Ai and another of the minor gods she'd met. Impossible here, where there were none of the structures the Saviors had built to contain and house them. 
 
    It was possible those who spoke of an ancestor haunting the sands suffered from severe dehydration and hallucinations.   
 
    "You want to cross these?" Tate asked skeptically. 
 
    Ryu's nod was grave. "We have to." 
 
    She stared towards those cliffs in disbelief. They seemed very far away. And Ryu wanted them to cross something so treacherous it had claimed countless Silva lives? No pressure or anything. 
 
    "You've been here before?" Tate asked, unable to help the reluctance in her voice. She really didn’t want to do this. 
 
    He shook his head. "Never. This place is unwelcoming of strangers and even the Silva typically steer outsiders away." 
 
    "I hate to admit it, but I’m beginning to side with Christopher—we should have stayed on the road. Why didn't we?” 
 
    Tate hadn’t really questioned when they left it, assuming Ryu had a plan and destination in mind. Now, she wasn’t so sure. The road meant easier travel and more importantly, water sources. 
 
    "We're being followed," Ryu said in a voice only meant for her ears. 
 
    Tate jerked, her gaze searching as he met her eyes. The seriousness of his expression told her how precarious their situation was.  
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    He nodded. "The Silva confirmed it. He picked up their scent slightly before I did." 
 
    She blinked, her gaze going back to the vista before them. "And you brought us here?" 
 
    "Because this place is considered sacred to the Silva. I hoped if our followers were among the Morain they would fall back." 
 
    Tate didn't have to ask if his plan had worked. Judging by the direness in his voice, it hadn't. 
 
    She closed her eyes and bent her head. So now they were being pursued into a deadly environment with no food or water, let alone weapons to defend themselves with. She'd like to say she was surprised at the dangerous turn the situation had taken, but she really wasn't. Her life had a way of spiraling out of control. 
 
    "If it becomes too dangerous, I'll take the form of the dragon," Ryu warned her. There was a fierce resolution in his expression. 
 
    "You said the dragon would be dangerous right now." 
 
    "Not to you." 
 
    "Ryu, you can't kill them," Tate protested. 
 
    "Their lives mean nothing to me. Yours does," he said. "If it comes down to it, I'll choose your safety over theirs." 
 
    Ryu didn't wait for her to argue, walking over to where the two men sat. "You've had enough rest. Let's go." 
 
    He took the rope Tate had been carrying and used it to haul Christopher and Peter to their feet before setting out, walking down the sand dune. 
 
    Tate hesitated, looking down at the form of Ilith on her arm. "I really wish you were awake right now." 
 
    Her dragon didn’t grace her with an answer. 
 
    Tate scanned their backtrail one last time for signs of their pursuers. She had no doubt if anyone was following, they'd make their presence known soon enough. Probably at the worst possible second. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate looked up for the third time, checking their progress down the small valley between the two dunes towering over them on either side. Their path had been a meandering one, full of ups and downs, as they snaked their way across the land.  
 
    Climbing the dunes wasn't always a viable option with the shifting sands providing treacherous footing. It forced them to cling to the backsides of the dunes which were slightly more stable.  
 
    One benefit of traveling in the valleys between dunes was it allowed them to avoid distant prying eyes. The shadow of the dunes wouldn't hide them for long, not with the trail of their footprints stretching in a long tail behind them. Even a child would easily be able to follow it.  
 
    The dune's looming shadow helped shelter them from the brutal sun, but Tate doubted they'd be able to rely on that much longer, the shadow shrinking as the sun approached its zenith. 
 
    Endless sand and dunes stretched before them. From their vantage, Tate had no idea if they were any closer to the cliffs or if they had just gone in circles for the past hour. It was difficult staying motivated enough to keep putting one foot in front of the other when she couldn't even lie to herself that they were almost there.  
 
    The journey was a harsh gut check, delving deep as it tested their discipline and the strengths of their minds over the weakness of their bodies.  
 
    Trying to think past her growing thirst and the gnawing teeth in her belly was difficult.  
 
    Over and over again she'd been told how dragons ate more than the other races. Her own experience supported that claim. Dragon-ridden needed fuel to keep their other half healthy. A hungry dragon was no one's friend.  
 
    "Ilith, now would be a good time for you to pipe up," Tate said as she lifted her gaze to take in the backs of her companions.  
 
    Tate doubted Ilith could carry three people on her back while flying, but she could certainly walk. Maybe give Tate a break for a few hours.  
 
    Only silence echoed back at her.  
 
    Tate's shoulders slumped. How much longer was her dragon going to be silent? The longer she went without Ilith, the more wrong her body felt. It was like there was a hole in the bottom of her soul with parts of her essence leaking through it. She didn't know what would happen when the last of piece of her slipped away.  
 
    Peter's back loomed in front of her abruptly, and Tate stumbled to a halt. She lifted her head in surprise to find the other three had stopped, all of them staring down at the sand. 
 
    Curious, Tate peered around them for a better look. Her heart fell to her stomach and hopelessness sank its sharp claws in. 
 
    Stretching into the distance was a line of footprints, winding around the dune before they disappeared. Even from her limited abilities to read trail signs, she could tell these were made by several people walking in a line—much like they had been for the past two hours. 
 
    "Maybe they're from someone else," Tate offered, even as she couldn't quite bring herself to believe the lie.  
 
    Peter crouched, bringing his nose to the ground as he inhaled several times. He straightened and looked up at them. "They carry our scent. We're walking in circles." 
 
    Tate's shoulders slumped. 
 
    Christopher let out a harsh groan and glared at Ryu. "So glad we left the road. Truly." 
 
    Ryu didn't respond, ignoring the other man as he stared into the distance with a contemplative look. 
 
    Christopher shook his head and kicked the sand before stalking as far away as the rope would allow. He folded his arms and sank down, lying back and putting one arm over his eyes. 
 
    Gone was the well-groomed and suave mastermind. This man was unkept and dirty, sporting a surprisingly full shadow of a day-old beard on his jaw and cheeks. He looked exhausted and tired, the length of cloth Peter had torn from the bottom of his long tunic shirt wrapped around his head to protect him from the sun's harsh rays. 
 
    "We could try for the road," Tate offered, even knowing it was a long shot at best. They might be able to follow the footprints back to their starting point at the oasis, but they still had no food and they were being followed. She didn't see their trackers allowing them time to recuperate before attacking. No, it was more likely they'd hit them while they were still exhausted and dehydrated. 
 
    Peter shook his head. "It won’t be so easy. The dunes don't allow you to leave once you enter. Our only way is forward." 
 
    Tate bit back her sharp remark. Of course, the dunes wouldn’t allow them to leave. Silly her to think things could ever be simple or straightforward.  
 
    Ryu's forehead wrinkled as he considered their options.  
 
    Peter stood, dusting the sand from his knees and hands. "The Dunes of Revelation are dangerous to the unwary. They're known for misdirecting travelers. There's a reason why we keep outsiders from trespassing here. Few can see past its traps." 
 
    Tate studied the Silva. "You sound like you're speaking from experience." 
 
    He made a thoughtful sound. "Once. Long ago when I was much younger and stupider." 
 
    “Any suggestions on how to get out of here?” Tate asked crankily. 
 
    He shook his head regretfully. “The dunes shift daily. What might work once won’t necessarily do so again.” 
 
    There was a story behind those words. At another time, Tate might have been tempted to pry. For now, she was more focused on survival. And water.  
 
    Ryu closed his eyes, the skin around his mouth tight and drawn. Tate noted the bruises under his eyes and the exhaustion in his face. She hadn't considered it before now, but Ryu would have been going nonstop since her disappearance. His reserves had to be even more rundown than hers.  
 
    As Peter padded over to Christopher's side to check on him, Tate stepped forward, her shoulder brushing Ryu's. "How much trouble are you having with the dragon?" 
 
    His mouth tightened, the skin of his face thinning as the real him surfaced. Not the warrior or the empire's agent—just Ryu, tired, exhausted and at the end of his rope.  
 
    It was answer enough. 
 
    "My control hasn't been this tested since I first bonded with him. We sense danger all around us." His eyes slipped closed as pain echoed on his face. "It’s driving him mad. He pounds at my control as a result." 
 
    For Ryu, there could be nothing worse than the potential loss of control. It would have devastating consequences, considering his history. 
 
    "Hold the line," she said, tilting her head so her forehead rested on his shoulder.  
 
    "Always and ever." 
 
    His arms came up to close around her shoulders. Several seconds passed before they both drew back. 
 
    "It's forward or perish," she told him. "And I refuse to let this be my end." 
 
    His gaze was searching as it met hers. After several long seconds, his mouth quirked up into a slow, wicked smile that did nothing to wipe the exhaustion from his eyes. "I expected nothing less out of you." 
 
    Her grin was filled with a confidence she didn't feel as she stepped away from Ryu. "Let's go, Christopher. Lying around isn't going to get us to those cliffs." 
 
    "Evidently, walking isn't either." 
 
    Tate ignored the grumpy, if accurate, statement.  
 
    Peter stood and held a hand down to the other man. "Come, my friend. We have a long way to go." 
 
    Christopher climbed to his feet with a groan. "You could at least take these ropes off." 
 
    "No." Ryu's answer was short and abrupt. 
 
    "Where am I going to go?" Christopher asked, gesturing to the isolated desert. 
 
    Ryu's smile was sharp and fierce, lacking warmth or humor. "I don't trust you, and I'm not giving you the opportunity to cause more trouble than you already have." 
 
    Ryu's decision was probably smart, even if it was inconvenient. Judging from both their histories with the other man, Christopher would pretend to be compliant and beaten until he saw his opportunity. Then he would strike. Something they couldn't afford given the precariousness of their situation. 
 
    Peter stepped forward, distracting his friend and preventing him from challenging Ryu further. 
 
    They fell into the same order as they had during the last leg of the journey. Ryu took the lead, their prisoners between them, and Tate followed in the rear. 
 
    The short rest had done little to reenergize them. Exhaustion and thirst were still a factor, making each foot forward an exercise in willpower.  
 
    This time Ryu angled for the top of the dunes. Walking along the crest of the dune carried its own risks. One misstep up here and it was a long, slow slide to the bottom.  
 
    Christopher stumbled, falling to his knees. Ryu didn't pause, yanking on the rope when he felt its resistance. 
 
    Peter hurried forward, helping his friend to his feet as they stumbled in Ryu's wake. All the while, the sun beat down on their heads, sapping their strength further. 
 
    They continued like that for what felt like an eternity.  
 
    The sun was several degrees past its zenith when Tate checked their backtrail again. She scanned the horizon, expecting to see nothing but the monotonous red and golds of the dunes snaking behind them.  
 
    Her gaze moved past them and then returned, a small glint catching her eye. She stilled, her feet stopping as she turned to face the opposite direction.  
 
    She looked harder, squinting against the harsh glare as the bright sun reflected off the sand all around her. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes as she peered closer at the spot that had caught her attention. 
 
    There. Movement, just barely discernible. 
 
    Tate took several steps forward, staying focused on the whisper of motion. Could be the wind rustling some sand, she told herself. Except the wind was still.  
 
    Maybe an animal. Unlikely though, since they'd yet to find even the barest signs of one.  
 
    The form stood, taking the shape of a person before sliding down the dune. Several other shapes followed, all clad in clothes similar in shade to the dunes they traveled over.  
 
    Saviors curse it. Ryu and Peter had been right. They were being followed. 
 
    And their hunters were getting closer. 
 
    "Ryu, we have a problem," Tate called.  
 
    Several feet ahead, Ryu paused. He looked in the direction she was staring with a frown that grew more pronounced when he caught sight of the figures moving furtively along the crest of a dune they'd crossed several hours ago. 
 
    Ryu's expression was grim as he watched those hunting them. 
 
    "You were right. We are being pursued."  
 
    "Not right enough," he said. "Otherwise, we wouldn't face being chased through this deadly place." 
 
    "They're several hours behind us," Peter said, coming up next to her. "They'll face the same challenges as us. There's still a chance we can make it to the cliffs first." 
 
    Tate turned to look at the cliffs in question. They appeared no closer than they had when they started this journey. 
 
    Her attention caught on Christopher as he stared at their backtrail. It was hard to describe the expression on his face. It was a combination of many emotions: anger, fear, concern. Gone, almost as soon as he caught her looking at him. 
 
    He flashed her a cocky smile, all trace of emotion hidden as he reverted back to the annoying, snide madman with a god complex. 
 
    "Standing around waiting will only ensure our capture sooner rather than later," he said in a light voice. "Chop. Chop. Show us why dragons are so superior to us mere humans." 
 
    Ryu's lips curled in irritation before he glanced at Tate. "He has a point. We can't do anything about this now. We'll have to keep moving and hope we're faster than them." 
 
    Tate nodded. "Peter, you have more experience with this place. What is your recommendation for the quickest way out of here?" 
 
    His eyes widened slightly and he glanced between her and Ryu. Tate's expression was expectant while Ryu looked like he'd bit into something sour.  
 
    "She's right," Ryu said reluctantly.  
 
    Peter's mouth pressed together. "Staying on top of the dunes is our best solution for now. It might make us more visible to the enemy, but our lack of resources make reaching the cliffs, fast, more important." 
 
    "We could walk along the crest for a short time before going down into a valley every so often in the hopes we lose our tail," Tate suggested. 
 
    Peter nodded. "Agreed. Either way we'll need to be in the valleys for the late afternoon when the winds pick up. The dunes will provide some protection against the worst of it." 
 
    "How bad is it going to get?" Tate asked. 
 
    Peter hesitated, before meeting her gaze. "If we're lucky, there won't be a taleseen. Those storms can strip flesh from bone." 
 
    "Great. As if this place couldn't get any worse," Tate said with irritation. 
 
    Peter's expression didn't shift. "We've seen no sign of the ghosts, so there's one bright spot. I'd count your blessings." 
 
    "Ghosts?" Tate asked, not liking the sound of that. 
 
    He inclined his head. "That's what we call them. The ancients set many things to guard this place. The ghosts have been known to kill and hunt any they judge unworthy." 
 
    Tate shot Ryu a wry look. "I'm beginning to regret not letting you call the dragon." 
 
    He arched one eyebrow, his mouth tilting up in a small, almost nonexistent smile. "There's still time." 
 
    "Maybe later." When their desperation grew truly critical. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    As the afternoon deepened, wind whipped past with a wild frenzy, bringing stinging sand as it veiled their sight. 
 
    When it finally became unbearable, Ryu led them down the dune's side into the valley. The hulking form of the dune provided an immediate windshield, protecting them from the worst of the wind's fury. Like her, the men had pulled their shirts up to cover their mouths and noses. 
 
    Halfway down the dune, Tate's foot slipped and she fell on her backside as the sand shifted under her. She shot past Ryu and the others and slid all the way to the bottom. 
 
    For several seconds she lay there, blinking up at the dusty sky. That was one way to make a descent. 
 
    "Tate," Ryu shouted, a note of concern in his voice. 
 
    She stuck up her hand and waved. She was still in one piece, even if her racing heart argued that point.  
 
    Five more seconds, then she'd get up.  
 
    Time was up. Tate pushed herself upright, the task harder than it should have been. She blinked wearily, gazing down to where her hands were buried to her wrists in the sand’s soft embrace.  
 
    Ryu appeared beside her, his mouth pinched with concern. He set one hand on her back. He didn't have to say anything, but she felt his worry.  
 
    "I'm alive and unhurt," she assured him.  
 
    The last part was a bit of a lie. Nothing was broken, but she was far from alright. Both feet were blistered and aching, every step a trial. Thirst nagged at her, eclipsing any thought of hunger. 
 
    She was fast approaching her wall—the insurmountable obstacle everyone hit at one point or another. Sometimes you could overcome it; sometimes it overcame you. She had a feeling this wasn't one of those times she'd win. 
 
    A quick look around showed she wasn't the only one having trouble. It had been several hours since Christopher's last sarcastic quip. Now, he stared tiredly into the distance, looking even worse than Tate felt. 
 
    Even Ryu seemed exhausted as he knelt beside her; something she'd never seen in all the time she'd known him. 
 
    Only Peter appeared to be holding up well.  
 
    "Wind's picking up. We can rest down there." Ryu pointed to a hard structure jutting out of the sand.  
 
    Tate squinted toward the object, realizing what she'd at first thought was a rock, was in fact something else. From this distance, it looked red and gray. Metal maybe? 
 
    She nodded tiredly, unable to summon an argument or curiosity. She knew in her head they should keep moving. Her body, however, refused to listen; she was all too grateful for the promised respite.   
 
    Ryu helped her to stand, keeping one hand on her back as they trudged toward the structure and its pitifully small shelter. 
 
    Christopher and Peter trailed behind like lost little lambs. Tate and Ryu had long since given up on holding the rope, neither of them caring if the other two followed or not. If they ran now, she doubted Ryu or she would give chase. 
 
    Tate noted lumps in the sand all around them, evidence of similar structures buried just beneath the surface. She couldn't dredge up even a small speck of her normal curiosity as she trudged past. 
 
    The place they sought shelter in stood as high as her chest, straight and proud, its inside hollow. She thought it might have been the top of a building at one point, sand filling what might once have been a window. She'd been right earlier; it was metal, pockmarked and bare, the sand having blasted away any ornamentation over the years. 
 
    Christopher wasn't any more interested in its mystery than Tate, ducking inside after barely glancing at it before throwing himself onto the sand against the back wall. Peter trailed him with a weary shake of his head. 
 
    “The ghosts of my ancestors shelter and protect me,” he whispered as he passed. 
 
    "We'll stay here until nightfall. Hopefully the winds die again," Ryu said. "There are a few hours until then. It'll be better to travel during the dark anyway." 
 
    Tate was too tired to even nod.  
 
    He straightened, the skin around his eyes pinched and tight. "I'm going to take a look around. See if I can spot anything of use." 
 
    "You're as exhausted as I am. Stay. Rest. There'll be time enough for that later," Tate said. She tilted her head at the sand in unspoken invitation. 
 
    Ryu hesitated before sprawling beside her, his large body crowding hers.  
 
    He must be tired if he didn't even argue. 
 
    He made himself as comfortable as he could on the sand. She eyed the ground beside him before deciding against lying down. If she got horizontal, she wasn't sure she'd make it upright again. 
 
    Instead, she placed her back against the metal and stretched her legs out in front of her. She patted her lap and then waited as Ryu rearranged himself so his head was on her lap and his unfathomable dark eyes were staring up at her. 
 
    Once, she’d gone out of her way to avoid those eyes. She'd believed they harbored secrets that contained the potential to destroy her carefully constructed world. He'd been mysterious and intimidating, especially for one as paranoid as she'd been. He was still all of those things, but now he was hers. 
 
    Ryu took Tate's wrist, turning and lifting it before pushing up her sleeve to reveal Ilith in her slumberous splendor. His expression was filled with an amused awe as he ran one finger down Ilith's spine.  
 
    Tate shivered, feeling a phantom impression of that caress along her own spine. She released a shaky breath, meeting Ryu's knowing gaze. He knew exactly what he'd just done. Knew it and liked it.  
 
    "Careful now. Don't go starting things you can't finish," she warned him.  
 
    His grin was slow as he conceded her point. 
 
    "Something to keep in mind for later," he murmured, placing a chaste kiss in the crook of Tate's elbow, on the top of Ilith's head. 
 
    Tate didn't answer, feeling the tenderness of that kiss in the deepest part of her soul. 
 
    "Anything yet?"  
 
    She shook her head. "No, nothing." 
 
    There was frustration in her voice and an ache she couldn't disguise. She wasn't used to being the only person in her head. It was unbearably lonely. She didn't know how she'd ever existed without her snarky, arrogant beyond all reason companion who was convinced she was graceful when she was a klutz.  
 
    Tate needed Ilith to come back soon. There was a gaping hole in her psyche in the shape of a dragon. She felt like a dim shade of herself. She didn't know if that was the effect of the bond or the exhaustion talking. 
 
    "Our pain is their pain. Our joy, their joy." Ryu ran his fingers along Ilith's sleeping body again.  
 
    Tate considered him. "You're saying she's unlikely to wake until I recover my strength." 
 
    Or at least didn't feel two steps from death's door. 
 
    "It's possible. They draw energy from us and we them. If there is no strength to draw, she'll be forced to recover from the drugs at a slower pace." Ryu set her hand on his chest, pressing it there as he closed his eyes. 
 
    Tate used her other hand to brush the hair away from his forehead, running her fingers through the silky strands. It was softer than she expected. 
 
    The caress lulled Ryu to sleep, his body gradually loosening until it went slack, the muscles in his face relaxing. Like this, he seemed more carefree—not younger, she'd never ascribe that word to him—but as if he'd set aside the burden he always carried with him.  
 
    She smiled down at him before leaning back against their shelter to stare out at the dunes. The wind was picking up as sand swirled. It danced to the howling music only it could hear, leaping and twirling. 
 
    At least, their pursuers were unlikely to be able to travel through this. It made the promise of rest all the more tantalizing. 
 
    Tate took a deep breath as her eyelids slid closed before she forced them open again. The time between her blinks got longer and longer as her weary body gave up fighting the call of sleep. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate woke with the wind still howling around them. Semi-rested, exhaustion no longer dragging at her thoughts, she could now appreciate their extraordinary luck in finding this shelter. Out there, exposed to the elements, their situation would have been much more precarious.  
 
    Strange, how they'd happened on these ruins just when they needed them most. It almost made her believe in fate. 
 
    Or perhaps someone else's guiding hand on their path, if Peter's suspicions were true. 
 
    Tate straightened from her slouch, feeling moderately refreshed even after the brief rest. The curiosity lacking before now raised its head as she set one hand against the surface of the structure. It was metal, its surface uneven from the sand continually blasting it. Its purpose and function unknown. 
 
    Idly, she shifted sand away from its base, curious to see how deeply buried the structure was, but no matter how much sand she pushed, or how deep she dug, she never reached the base. 
 
    How deep was it though? If she’d had time and they weren’t being pursued, she might have been tempted to linger and discover the answer. As it was, she returned the sand back into the hole she’d created and sat back to check on her companions. 
 
    Peter still lay in front of Christopher, as if protecting the human. The Silva’s body was larger than the other man’s and created an effective windbreak. Not to mention, if they were attacked, the assailants would have to go through Peter before reaching his friend. 
 
    She realized with a start she wasn’t the only one awake. 
 
    Christopher's expression was flat as he watched the sand's performance, his gaze distant and unseeing. 
“My old faith would have claimed this place was put in our path because someone on the other side of the veil was looking out for us. Once, I would have seen it as confirmation the Saviors were guiding my steps."  
 
    "What do you believe now?" Tate asked, unable to help herself. 
 
    He nestled his cheek further into the sand. "I pray they never take notice of me." 
 
    "On that, I think we agree." 
 
    The snort he made was soft and disbelieving. "I never thought I'd agree with a Savior on anything." 
 
    She made an unimpressed sound. "Nor I with a madman." 
 
    Silence fell between them again. 
 
    "I wasn't always mad," Christopher said nostalgically. 
 
    "Are you sure?"   
 
    Christopher closed his eyes, his smile self-deprecating. "Pretty sure. I was a favored pupil. My peers and teachers whispered of the possibility of my becoming the next Grand Master." 
 
    "What happened? 
 
    "Naivety and curiosity." 
 
    The howling of the wind was the only sound heard for several minutes.  
 
    "Have you read the journal yet?" Christopher asked, not opening his eyes. 
 
    Tate stiffened, conscious of the heavy weight of the book in the waistband of her pants where she'd stuffed it. 
 
    He smiled, already anticipating her answer. "You should. A lot of things will become much clearer." 
 
    At that he lapsed back into silence, content to watch as the windstorm passed.  
 
    Tate let him, knowing no amount of prying on her part would reveal what he wanted to keep hidden. Even if she did find out what had led him to this path, it didn't really matter in the end. A person's reasons for doing something didn't affect what was done. It might explain them, give closure, but it couldn't undo something that had already happened. 
 
    Christopher had blood on his hands. His agenda remained unknown. The only thing she was certain of was that it would eventually bring disaster and ruin down around them if it went unchecked.  
 
    Anarchy seemed his goal rather than any noble cause, despite how he was trying to position himself. 
 
    He was a complicated man, unseen layers making him hard to know and judge. But so was Ilith. It didn't make her any less dangerous. 
 
    Reminded of the journal, Tate withdrew it from the waistband at her back, running her fingers over its smooth leather binding. She opened it, flipping through the pages, picking one at random. 
 
    Today I feel further from my goal than ever. 
 
    Tate shut the journal after reading a few short words. Perhaps later. When her life wasn't in danger and she wasn't surrounded by potential enemies. 
 
    She set it on the ground beside her and resumed staring at the howling wind, content to simply watch as the minutes ticked by. 
 
    Much later, Ryu's head moved on her lap, his hands coming up to touch her knee. He lifted his head, abruptly alert as he looked around. 
 
    The slightest trace of amusement touched Tate as she saw the consternation in his expression. 
 
    "Did you have a nice nap?"  
 
    He sat up, disgruntlement in his face. "I shouldn't have slept so long." 
 
    Tate lifted a shoulder in a negligent shrug. "It's fine. You needed the rest." 
 
    He slid a glance toward their prisoners, his meaning unmistakable. 
 
    "They didn't try anything." 
 
    The line of his mouth flattened. 
 
    "Not that there would be any point out here." Christopher reached out and touched Peter's shoulder. 
 
    The Silva rose, sitting up with a grace at odds with someone just coming out of sleep. It made Tate think he might not have been as dead to the world as he’d seemed. 
 
    Not that she blamed him. In the same position, she'd probably do the same.  
 
    "Storm is dying down," Peter observed, cocking his head as he listened to the wind. 
 
    "How can you tell?" Tate asked. Sand was still being flung about with wild abandon. While the visibility seemed slightly better, Tate wasn't sure if that was a figment of her imagination, a manifestation of what she wanted, or reality. 
 
    "The wind is saying its goodbyes as it passes," he said, his eyes closed and an expression of serenity on his features. 
 
    Tate hesitated, looking the man over carefully. He was a strange one, but then, so was the company he kept. 
 
    "If it's dying down, we should get going," Ryu said as he studied the still hazy scene.  
 
    Tate grimaced at the thought. Dying down didn't mean dead. The wind still gusted and the small taste she'd had earlier told her venturing into its depths would be unpleasant. 
 
    Unfortunately, Ryu was right. They didn't have the luxury of waiting this out any longer. Every moment they lingered increased their danger. 
 
    "Our followers will likely realize the same thing. We shouldn't give them any chance to close the distance," he added. 
 
    No one protested. 
 
    Peter helped Christopher crawl from his little nook, the big man’s hands gentle. Tate paused, wondering again about their relationship. 
 
    The care Peter took with him, and the familiarity between both, showed they weren't casual acquaintances. The way they spoke indicated a long-standing relationship. None of it fit with the Christopher she'd come to know. 
 
    She had to wonder how many other secrets Christopher would reveal unwittingly before this was over. 
 
    Ryu was the first to set out. Christopher and Peter following. Tate braced herself against the wind and the stinging sand before leaving their small shelter.  
 
    If they made it out of this alive, Tate was going to get a day-long bath. She'd need it, to get rid of the thin coating of sand sticking to her.  
 
    A spot of heat on her arm sent her heart leaping and Tate stopped, tempted to pull the sleeve back so she could check on Ilith. She hesitated. With the sand whipping all around her, she didn't want to expose any more skin to its bite than she had to.  
 
    She looked up, finally noticing Ryu and the rest had continued moving while she was distracted.  
 
    She picked up the pace, trying to catch them. They weren't moving very fast because of the amount of wind pushing on them, but she faced the same obstacle, the wind making her fight for every inch of progress. 
 
    True night had fallen. The dark sky winked down at her, its blanket of stars still veiled by the haze of sand obscuring their vision, but she thought Alir had already risen, Bira still below the horizon.  
 
    Tate pushed on, concentrating on following the dim backs of her companions. 
 
    Between one second and the next the wind stopped. The abrupt cessation almost made her stumble. Tate pushed back the small piece of cloth she'd wrapped around her head to protect it. The bottom of her shirt was a ragged mess. Luckily the tunic was long enough not to expose her midriff even with her ripping some off the bottom. 
 
    Ahead, she saw Ryu and the other two regarding the dunes with similar disbelief. 
 
    Tate shook out her head covering, dislodging some of the sand. It was good to be able to breathe again. 
 
    A small stream of sand cascaded down the dune next to her. Tate followed its track midway up the slope.  
 
    A figure stood there, no taller than she, their fox mask not quite hiding their mutual surprise at Tate’s sudden appearance. Their sand-colored, loose flowing shirt and pants almost blended in with the dune, which would explain how they’d gotten so close without anyone noticing. 
 
    They studied each other, neither moving.  
 
    Another person crested the dune above their group. It broke through Tate's daze.  
 
    "Ryu!" Tate screamed, dashing forward. 
 
    The person wearing the fox mask bounded down the slope in long leaps as Tate struggled through the loose sand, cursing the speed it cost her. 
 
    Tate sped toward Ryu. "Run!"  
 
    Several more of the Morain poured over the top of the dune. Tate counted five of them in a brief glance back, all she could spare before she faced forward and reached for every inch of speed. 
 
    Christopher and Peter sprinted for the other dune's slope and scrambled up it, the Silva dragging the human forward when Christopher would have fallen. 
 
    Ryu waited until Tate passed him before following, his focus on those hunting them. 
 
    She wanted to curse him for waiting for her, but couldn't spare the necessary breath. There would be time for that later, when they weren't being chased by people wearing masks. 
 
    For now, she struggled up the dune after Peter and Christopher.  
 
    Ryu's hand on her back steadied her when she would have lost her balance and slipped. 
 
    They crested the dune in the next second. A quick glance behind showed their pursuers gaining on them. They didn't seem to have as much trouble with the soft ground, racing over it with almost inhuman speed.  
 
    Tate threw herself over the other side of the dune, sliding down it rather than running, sheets of sand following her. Ryu was right behind her, his face tight and focused.  
 
    They hit the base of the dune, Christopher and Peter halfway across the small slope to the next. There was a sharp cry as Peter yanked Christopher back, the two tumbling back down the dune. 
 
    Tate saw why seconds later as the sand bulged, its surface rippling as if something swam through the grains. 
 
    "What is that?" Tate gasped. 
 
    Ryu shoved her to the right. "Let's not stick around to find out." 
 
    Tate didn't waste breath on further remarks, racing down the sandy valley as Peter hauled Christopher to his feet and the two pelted after them. 
 
    Tate's heart was in her throat as she noticed more than one bulge snaking along the dune's slope in their wake. Her gaze caught near the top as five other bulges raced down the side of the dune to join the two already chasing them. 
 
    There was a yip as three of the Morain slid down the dune to their right.  
 
    Tate struggled for more speed. Her body was reluctant to obey after the toll she'd already placed on it.  
 
    Just a little further. Stay with it.  
 
    Tate refused to stop until her heart burst or something brought her down.  
 
    Ryu's breathing was as labored as hers as they reached the end of the dune, swerving around it to sprint for the flat piece of ground ahead of them. She could see the cliffs in the distance, their tall figures taunting her. 
 
    The Morain shadowed them over the sand, silent pursuers in their odd little masks. 
 
    They had sensed their prey's exhaustion and anticipated the end of the hunt. 
 
    A creature burst out of the sand. She only caught the briefest glimpse of a long snout with sharp teeth along with thin legs and fins meant for pushing it through the dune's depths, before it levered itself onto its many legs and began scurrying after them, faster than Tate thought possible. 
 
    Tate cursed. They just couldn't catch a break. 
 
    She cried out as her leg sunk to mid-thigh in the sand. Ryu made it two steps past her before whipping back.  
 
    "Run," she told him. She couldn’t move. The sand was pulling her under. She'd already sunk to her waist and was sinking further. 
 
    He snarled. "Don't be daft." 
 
    Sharp cries from Christopher and Peter told her they weren't the only ones who'd fallen afoul of this newest danger. 
 
    She craned her head, checking on their pursuers. They were too close. Ryu wouldn't be able to pull her out before they reached them. 
 
    "Ryu, go." 
 
    "I'm not leaving you," he growled at her.  
 
    She didn't have time to rail at him as another sand creature bounded out of the sand next to them, its mouth open wide at the promise of a meal. There was a sharp sound and then metal sprouted from the side of its face. 
 
    The sand creature hit the ground, dead. 
 
    Tate caught sight of one of the Morain's arms dropping to their side, a crossbow held in their hand.  
 
    The sand shifted again and Tate sucked in a breath to call a warning. Too late, as the sand erupted next to Ryu, a red blur tackling him.  
 
    Ryu hit the sand next to her and sank into its depths as easily as if it were water. Tate screamed in denial as he disappeared. There was no thrashing, no struggle as the sand churned. Just nothing. 
 
    She stared at the place he'd disappeared, aware of the Morain racing toward her. 
 
    "Give me your hand," a woman said. The mask muffled her voice but Tate thought she recognized it. 
 
    Tate looked up to find the woman on her stomach, her hand outstretched. Tate didn't move. 
 
    "Tate, you're sinking too fast. There isn't much time." 
 
    Tate became aware of the sand at her chest, inching ever higher. The woman was right. Tate had seconds until the she sunk past her head.  
 
    She made her decision right then, taking a deep breath before letting her muscles go lax, no longer fighting the pull of the sand. 
 
    "Tate," the woman screamed as Tate disappeared beneath its surface. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate's lungs burned as she continued to sink. Her feet bumped a hard surface and then suddenly the world whirled, her head spinning as the area seemed to reorient itself around her. 
 
    She opened her eyes to find the sand she'd been sinking into gone.  
 
    So were the high dunes. In their place a glassy surface stretched far into the distance. Its depths were unfathomable, a blue so dark it appeared black, even at the depth she could see beneath the surface, Tate thought she caught hints of movement. 
 
    The glass was utterly flat, like a mirror. Tate caught the smallest blur of a reflection moving across it. 
 
    "What in the abyss just happened?" Christopher asked groggily, sitting up several feet from Tate.  
 
    Peter groaned as he pushed himself upright.  
 
    "Ryu!" Tate shouted, spotting the motionless sand creature where it lay to her right. 
 
    She slid to her knees next to it, jerking its body up as Ryu helped her push its dead carcass off of him.  
 
    Wounds dotted its chest and Tate thought she caught the smell of burnt flesh before Ryu shifted and winced.  
 
    Blood dotted his shirt and torso. 
 
    "I'm fine," he said as she started patting him, a feeling of helplessness welling up inside. 
 
    Her hands went from patting to fists. She punched him in the shoulder. "I told you to run, you stupid man." 
 
    He grabbed her hands and pulled her into him. Tate found herself in a fierce hug. "Such a hypocrite." 
 
    "Damn right," Tate grumbled. 
 
    She didn't even care what it said about her, that she had no problem risking her own life but hated when others did the same.  
 
    "Where are we?" Christopher asked, his footsteps echoing slightly on the hard surface. 
 
    Ryu let Tate draw back as they took in their surroundings. 
 
    She helped him rise, all too aware of the slight grimace as he found his feet. She pressed her lips together to refrain from verbalizing the sharp words she wanted to say about the stupidity of taking the creature on with his bare hands.  
 
    "It's the Lake of Memories," Peter said, awe on his face as he took in the glass lake. 
 
    "You know this place?" Tate asked.  
 
    She didn't see any sign of their pursuers, which meant they'd lost them. It was a silver lining in an otherwise shitty situation. She didn't like the look of this place or the fact they'd found it at the bottom of a sand pit.  
 
    Power welled deep beneath her feet, brushing along her skin and whispering across her senses.  
 
    Whatever Peter might call it, Tate knew it for what it really was. A construct left behind by the ancients.  
 
    While they were no longer being pursued by the sand creatures or the Morain, that didn't mean they were safe. The ancient's constructs tended to be a little hard on their visitors and more often than not required a steep price. 
 
    "Do you know its purpose?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Exactly what its name suggests. Reveal your deepest, most secret memories and it will judge your worthiness by them," he said. 
 
    She'd have to pass on that. Even though she didn't have access to her deepest memories, she had no intention of sharing them with this construct or on being judged by them.  
 
    "Ryu, I know what I said about your dragon, but I take it back," Tate said. 
 
    Times were desperate. She was willing to risk his dragon's wrath if it meant escaping this place. 
 
    Her instincts whispered of danger, and she had no intention of facing her past like this.  
 
    Strain chased across Ryu's face. "I've been trying, but it's not working. Something is preventing me from calling my dragon forth." 
 
    She blinked, not liking the sound of that. It was one thing to be cut off from Ilith, but Ryu’s dragon too?  
 
    She took a deep breath, pushing down the worry.  
 
    Christopher shook his head, the motion becoming frantic as he backed away. "No, I'm not doing it. This isn't happening." 
 
    Hysteria was rising as his hands lifted, his fingers burying themselves in his hair as he rocked back and forth. 
 
    "Christopher, calm down," Tate started. 
 
    He didn't listen, mumbling to himself as he pulled harder at his hair. 
 
    "What's wrong with him?" she asked Peter. 
 
    The Silva shook his head regretfully. "He's encountered a device like this before. It left his mind broken." 
 
    Christopher was beyond them as he sank deep into a hell of his own making, his eyes no longer seeing, as he started laughing and muttering to himself. 
 
    "We need to get moving," Ryu said, not taking his eyes off the mad heretic. "The longer we linger, the more danger we're in." 
 
    "We can't leave him," Tate stated firmly. She might not like or trust Christopher, but she wouldn't abandon anyone to the dubious mercy of this place. 
 
    Frustration and resignation chased across Ryu's face. He knew better than most how stubborn Tate could be once she'd decided on a course. There were some lines she refused to cross. This was one of them. 
 
    "You take one side; I'll take the other," Ryu told Peter.  
 
    Tate kept an eye out as they coaxed Christopher between them. Ryu's hands were incredibly gentle as he took Christopher's hand and untangled it from his hair before looping his arm with Christopher's. 
 
    When the two had Christopher pinned between them, Ryu nodded at Tate. She took point as they started across the surface of the lake.  
 
    "Do you know where we're going?" Peter asked. 
 
    The sound of their footsteps clattered dully against the glass as they walked.  
 
    "Not a clue, but staying still won't get us out of here any faster." And it might just make it easier for whatever or whoever had drawn them to this place to hunt them, she finished silently. 
 
    The glass lake stretched as far as the eye could see. Flat. Dark. It was unsettling moving across it. She called it a lake because that's what it resembled. She half expected them to drop into its depths at any moment and wasn't sure it was a good thing when they remained on its surface. 
 
    Tate glanced above them, expecting to see what, she didn't know. Sand, maybe? Rock?  
 
    What she got instead was an alien sky. The color was surreal, at once muted yet so vivid it hurt the eyes. Clouds tinted violet and pink moved across a sky that at times seemed a deep purple and blue, brilliantly complementing the starry depths of the lake. In the distance, Tate thought she made out the very barest hint of mountains cradling the lake. 
 
    They passed glass sculptures caught in a variety of poses. Some stood straight, their expressions defiant. Others huddled in on themselves as if by making themselves smaller they might protect themselves from whatever was coming.  
 
    Even their clothing varied. Some wore clothes similar to Tate's. Others wore a scrap of cloth around their waist. The only thing they had in common was they were all Silva.  
 
    "Do you hear that?" Tate asked. 
 
    There was the faintest chime as they passed a statue, its face caught in a moment of pain as it stared at a scene only it could see. At first, Tate had thought she was imagining the faint note, but this was the third time she'd heard it. 
 
    "Yes," Ryu said after a pause.  
 
    "Where is it coming from?" she asked. 
 
    There was no wind, nothing that could explain the faint chime.  
 
    She reached out and flicked the glass statue, unsurprised when a low tone rolled through the air, even the lake beneath their feet thrummed with it.  
 
    Christopher whimpered, shrinking in on himself. 
 
    Peter hissed. "It would be unwise to wake the one who guards this place." 
 
    Tate didn't say anything as the three kept moving, remaining behind to study the glass statue. Peter had a point, but she was unable to shake the feeling the notes might be important.  
 
    This part of the lake was littered with statues, forcing them to weave around them to avoid contact. As the other three passed another statue, the note changed.  
 
    Tate frowned and reached out to the statue in front of her. A clear, sweet note chimed. When she took her hand away, it faded.  
 
    Tate didn't know what it meant, but before she could investigate further Peter called, "You don't want to get separated from us here. Unless you want to face your darkest self on your own." 
 
    He had a point, loath as Tate was to admit it. Whatever had drawn them here likely had an agenda. Since she tended to set off these kinds of traps simply by existing, it would be wise to stick close to the others. If only so she wouldn't have to face whatever resided in the depths of the lake alone. 
 
    Tate jogged toward Ryu and the others, noting idly how the notes changed as she passed statue after statue. 
 
    "It's the same three notes," Ryu said, his head cocked as he listened. 
 
    Tate slowed, moving with precision past the statues, letting herself stray close on occasion and listening to how the tones changed. "You're right." 
 
    It felt important, but she didn't know how. The notes niggled at the back of her brain, tantalizingly familiar but strange at the same time, like the echo of a ghost memory. 
 
    "Let's keep moving," Ryu said. "I'm sure we'll figure out its significance soon enough." 
 
    Tate sighed and nodded. He had a point. She had a feeling something important was missing from the notes. This was just the beginning of the Silva's trials. They still had an unknown distance to cross. Better to focus on escape than to get sidetracked on a puzzle she wasn't even sure was a puzzle—especially since this place made her uneasy.  
 
    "My little treasure, why do you hide there?" a woman asked teasingly. The laugh that followed sounded like bells as the blood drained from Ryu's face. 
 
    Devastation settled on his features, a pain so raw and poignant it was hard to look at.  
 
    She didn't have to guess as to the owner of the laugh. Ryu's reaction was answer enough.  
 
    His mother's voice echoed around them as it scolded, "Ryuji, answer me. You know I don't like it when you ignore me." 
 
    A small sound escaped Ryu as his face twisted. He let go of Christopher and stepped forward, yearning and agony fighting for dominance.  
 
    "We used to play hide and seek," he whispered. "She always lost and ended up mad because she couldn't find me." 
 
    Tate took a step closer, his pain drawing her. She wished she could take it away, could change the outcome of what she knew was coming, but his mother and the rest of his family had been dead for centuries and no amount of wishing would change that. 
 
    "Brother Ryu, Mama wants you to take me to town," a young girl said, her voice echoing from everywhere. 
 
    Below them, the faint image of a girl rippled through the glass, her eyes wide and innocent, identical to Ryu's, right down to their vivid blue.  
 
    Ryu had gone still, his limbs rigid, his expression brittle as he watched the young girl clasp her hands behind her back and give him an expectant look. When she'd been alive, that innocence and those blue eyes would have been hard to ignore.  
 
    Horror coated Tate's insides. She had a feeling she knew where this was going, and it was nowhere they wanted to go. Because she knew how this story ended—in fire and blood with Ryu a ravening beast. 
 
    Tate caught Ryu's face between her hands, forcing him to look at her. "It isn't real. None of this is real." 
 
    Wild madness filled his eyes, crazed desperation twisted his features. The yearning to go to them was strong despite the knowledge this was no more substantial than a dream.  
 
    "Tell me about them," Tate said. She needed to distract him or else risk losing him. "What were they like?" 
 
    She knew their fate, but Ryu had shared little of the family he'd lost. 
 
    The blood lust she sensed in him surged and for a moment she thought he was lost, that this place would claim him. She knew on a fundamental level if that happened, she wouldn't get him back, that he would remain lost, tormented by his memories and the people he thought he'd failed. 
 
    She dug her fingernails into his skin, forgetting about Christopher and Peter, focused entirely on not losing Ryu. 
 
    "What were their names?" She'd start with something simple. 
 
    The rage building behind his eyes paused as her words tugged on the threads of remembrance that were all too often forgotten due to the tragic way their lives had ended. 
 
    "Emma." The word was so faint Tate had to struggle to hear. 
 
    "Emma. Good. Is that your sister or mother?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Sister." 
 
    Tate felt the tight knot at her center loosen slightly. He was responding. There was still hope. 
 
    "What was your sister's favorite color?"  
 
    Ryu's eyes thawed as he reached up and touched Tate's cheekbone. "Moss green, like your eyes." 
 
    Tate blinked at the tender expression growing on his face.  
 
    He reached up to cover her hand on his face. "I'm alright now." 
 
    She was slow to let him go, not trusting his quick emotional about-face and half-expecting him to take off as soon as she released him. 
 
    A tired smile flashed as if he knew her suspicions and thought them amusing.  
 
    "Thank you." He let her see past the iron mask he normally regarded the world from. In its place was the true Ryu. Damaged but not broken. Never broken. He was a survivor. Like Tate.  
 
    Perhaps that was why they were drawn to each other. Two polar opposites who managed to survive everything life tried to throw at them, overcoming obstacles most would have found insurmountable. Their survival might not be some pretty tale, but it was theirs. Sometimes it'd be easier to give up, but that wasn't who they were. Both stubborn and hardheaded, with a core of diamond hard strength a mile wide. 
 
    "Yes, you are fine," she said in realization. She could see the truth of that staring back at her. Her hands slipped from around his neck to where she patted his chest.  
 
    "Let's get out of here," he said. 
 
    Relief echoed in Tate's smile as she nodded. 
 
    A scream split the air and Tate jumped. Ryu shoved in front of her, his eyes fierce as his presence seemed to swell. 
 
    "Wait," Tate shouted, grabbing his arm. "It's Christopher." 
 
    He'd fallen to his knees and now pounded his hands against the glass. The skin split, his knuckles bloody as he stared at something in in its depths. 
 
    Peter murmured to him, the words indistinct but the cadence calming as he crouched at Christopher's side. 
 
    Tate caught a glimpse of a faded Christopher, younger, his expression bright and carefree, and lacking the madness that characterized so many of her interactions with him. 
 
    "You fool, turn back," Christopher shouted. 
 
    He dug at the glass with his fingernails, trying to break through to the scene below.  
 
    The young Christopher followed another man, this one older and with the look of a hawk, his features sharp and slightly cruel. Both men wore the distinctive robes of the guardian.  
 
    "You don't need to know everything," Christopher pleaded. "So curious, always so curious. Well, we found out where that led, didn't we? Madness and death and a broken world that we can't un-see no matter how we try." 
 
    "Do you recognize the other man?" Tate asked Ryu quietly. 
 
    His head tilted in thought. He shook it. "He's not familiar to me." 
 
    "Round and round the laughing tree, where it stops no one knows. The monsters have all gotten up again. Through the veil, puncture it good, and back to the land they crawl," Christopher sang, rocking back and forth. 
 
    He'd given up clawing the vision out of the glass, partly because Peter now cradled his hands in his.  
 
    The vision still played. Christopher walked in unfamiliar tunnels, his gaze fascinated and curious. The scene shifted and Christopher was locked against a wall as a creature, tall and skeletal, and wearing a robe similar to the guardians, pressed a small stone to Christopher's forehead. His eyes rolled back and his body shook as shadows poured from the stone to him, lightning sparking in their depths. 
 
    A high-pitched scream—the sound of Christopher's pain—made her cringe. 
 
    Tate couldn't take any more of this. She grabbed Christopher's arms and hauled him to his feet. 
 
    "Enough!" she shouted. "Snap out of it." 
 
    Christopher's eyes were still wide and unseeing as she shook him. It sent unease coursing down Tate's back. There was nothing there. It was like the base personality that formed Christopher had been wiped clean. 
 
    "This is not you," she told him in a fierce voice. "That thing didn't take Christopher away. Where is the cocky asshole I hate? Are you really going to let a vision do this to you? I thought you were stronger than that." 
 
    The screams of the vision Christopher broke off as if someone had abruptly silenced them, leaving an eerie quiet echoing around them. 
 
    The man in her hands blinked and suddenly it was Christopher's mad gaze looking back at her as he cocked his head. 
 
    "How interesting, I didn't know you cared so much," he said teasingly. 
 
    Tate blinked dumbly at Christopher, letting him smooth his clothes down and step out of her hold. 
 
    He looked around with clear eyes and a faintly interested expression. "Not as bad as I feared. I was expecting much worse." 
 
    Tate's lips parted. She glared as he threaded his arm with Peter's and gave her an expectant look. "Are we waiting for more monsters to attack or can we get moving?" 
 
    She sucked in a harsh breath, anger making her slightly dizzy. This bastard. Was it all an act? 
 
    He whistled a jaunty tune as he and Peter sauntered away. It was the same three notes over and over again, similar to the glass statues. 
 
    "I cannot tell how much of him is real and how much a facade," Ryu said quietly at her side. 
 
    Tate shook her head. She couldn’t either. "I think it's safe to assume it’s a little of both. It’s best to treat everything he says as a potential lie." 
 
    Ryu made a sound of agreement. "We shouldn't let them get too far ahead." 
 
    Tate was about to respond when a flutter of movement drew her attention. A man watched them, his hands clasped behind his back.  
 
    "Jax," she whispered. 
 
    The man turned and strode away. 
 
    "Wait! Jax!" Tate shouted. She tore away from Ryu and sprinted after the figure, desperate to catch him before he disappeared. Again.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    "Grab her. It'll be dangerous if we separate," Peter cried.  
 
    A faint curse sounded before the clatter of footsteps as Ryu chased after her. 
 
    Strong arms wrapped around Tate's torso, hauling her back. 
 
    "Wait. No. I need to follow him." She twisted and strained against Ryu. Every cell of her body yearning to find Jax. He had answers. She just knew it. 
 
    "It's a trap." Ryu pulled her tighter to him as she struggled. "Hush, it's not real, ahveena." 
 
    Tate's body went slack. Jax was gone. Grief and loss sunk its claws deep as she let Ryu rock her back and forth. 
 
    Another missed opportunity. She wondered how many of them she would get before any hope of recapturing her past was gone forever. 
 
    The clatter of Peter and Christopher's passage announced their presence long before they came into view. 
 
    "What is the purpose of this place?" Tate asked tiredly. She felt drained and it was hard not to curl up on the glass and go to sleep. She didn't know how much of the exhaustion was due to the emotional turmoil of these visions or the very real dehydration all of them were suffering from. 
 
    "A mirror, meant to magnify our flaws. Only the strong can survive the monsters built from the darkest parts of themselves," Peter said. 
 
    Tate grunted. That was one way to see it. 
 
    There was a low chime, the even tone rolling over the glass. A ripple spread out from them in an ever-widening arc, as if a pebble had been dropped into its unfathomable depths. 
 
    Christopher sucked in a harsh breath and watched her with horror. "What did you do?" 
 
    "I have no idea." 
 
    Christopher cursed, some of the fear of earlier on his face. 
 
    This time when the vision came it wasn't figures caught in the glass reflection beneath their feet. It was tangible, real, as gray, utilitarian walls formed around them.  
 
    Ryu knocked his hand against one, his expression thoughtful. 
 
    "What is this place?" Peter asked. 
 
    They moved down the long, narrow hallway. Tate touched the walls. Metal.  
 
    "I don't know. I've never seen anywhere like it," Ryu said, his voice distracted as he took in their new surroundings. 
 
    Christopher was quiet, his expression pensive as he looked around. "Whose memory is this?" 
 
    "Mine." Tate ignored the looks the other two shot her. Her eyes met Ryu's, noting the startlement there. 
 
    "Are you sure?" he asked. 
 
    Her nod was slow in coming. "It's familiar." 
 
    More familiar than it should have been considering her memories were mostly absent.  
 
    Christopher rubbed his hands together, avarice in his eyes as he looked around with thinly veiled glee. "Oh, goody. We're about to learn a few secrets." 
 
    Tate's lip curled. Briefly she debated the merits of knocking Christopher unconscious. She didn't like the idea of giving him access to the deepest parts of her mind. The very thought made her skin crawl. 
 
    The only thing that kept her from acting was the knowledge she'd probably end up having to drag his body through whatever form the test took.  
 
    She gave Peter an assessing look. He looked strong. Maybe he could do the brunt of the carrying. 
 
    "Why are you all looking at me like that?" Christopher asked. 
 
    She and Ryu shared a glance.   
 
    "You could always kill him," Ryu told her unhelpfully. 
 
    Her look could have flayed flesh from bone. The faintest twitch of his lips let her know she'd amused him again. It's what she lived for. Really. 
 
    Before she could respond, a man appeared at the end of the corridor. He was clad in strange clothes and moving at a fast clip toward them. 
 
    Tate didn't move, his features coming into focus as he neared.  
 
    "Jaxon Kuno," Peter said with hushed reverence. 
 
    "There you are. I've been looking everywhere," Jaxon said, a carefree smile on his mouth as he smiled at Tate. 
 
    She blinked in surprise. "You can see me?" 
 
    His expression didn't shift, his face still in that relaxed smile, his eyes bright and warm. He looked startlingly young, his face untouched by age and lacking the self-possession and hardness he was normally depicted as having. This wasn't the wise and stern teacher he was normally portrayed as. He was softer, untested by time or war. 
 
    "Where else would I be?" another voice asked, one that sounded like Tate’s, but harsher. And grumpier. 
 
    "Don't be like that. Just because you're not first on the ground doesn't mean you won't get your turn," he said, his gaze still aimed in Tate's direction. 
 
    There was a sigh and then a disturbingly solid Tate stepped forward.  
 
    "I should be first. I have the experience and I've read through all the data on the planet," ghost Tate said, a sullen frown on her face.  
 
    She was dressed similarly to Jax. It was a uniform of some kind, one Tate sensed was more casual than what they normally wore; loose pants and long thin shirts. The colors were somber and dour, but the cut crisp and clean. They looked efficient, like soldiers during training. 
 
    There were sweat stains on ghost Tate's shirt to support that claim. 
 
    "All that is true, as is the fact you told the admiral to go fuck himself when he tried to order the squad into Harding's Corridor with no backup scheduled," Jax pointed out in a mild voice. "Anyone else would have been court martialed." 
 
    Ghost Tate's mouth tilted up in a wicked grin as she gave him a sly look. "Worth every second of the corrective training." 
 
    Jax snorted, giving her an answering look. "Hells yeah, it was." 
 
    Ghost Tate and he took off at a slow jog. "You think this place is going to be the answer to their prayers?" 
 
    Jaxon lifted one shoulder. "The scientists certainly seem excited enough. They said they've never seen anything like it." 
 
    "I can't believe we've been rerouted from the war effort for a couple of stray blips on a screen," ghost Tate muttered. 
 
    "Admit it. You're interested as well," Jaxon teased. "The implications if the data is right, could change everything we thought we knew. They're calling it the magic particle. If we can harness it, the potential is limitless." 
 
    "And to do that we're going to set off a bunch of bombs in the hopes of ripping the hole in space and time wider. Seems like a brilliant idea to me," ghost Tate said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    "Pessimist." 
 
    "Baseless optimist," ghost Tate threw back. 
 
    Before he could say anything more, she sprinted forward, leaving him several steps behind. 
 
    "Cheater," he called, sprinting after her. 
 
    "Perception is everything," she returned. 
 
    A light flashed, bathing the corridor in red as Tate and Jaxon slowed and looked up. A disembodied voice echoed throughout the corridor. "Unknown forces spotted. Report to your post immediately." 
 
    The two shared a grim look, sprinting through the scene as if it was no more substantial than tissue paper. 
 
    This time they stood in a forest, trees all around them and stars peeking through their branches. Several figures moved quietly through the forest, clad in strange garb with odd helmets on their heads.  
 
    "I remember this," Tate said, almost to herself. Her head pounded, her mind spinning as new knowledge settled into place as if it had never been missing. "This is when everything changed." 
 
    Peter stepped closer to one of the figures and bent to look up at the helmets covering their faces—the upper half of which was covered by some type of black, opaque glass. "How do they see?"  
 
    They carried strange weapons, their bodies alert as they moved silently, careful not to make a sound.  
 
    "No sign of the enemy," someone said softly. 
 
    "Could have been one of the rookies getting a little paranoid. Might have seen something and panicked," another said. 
 
    "Quiet." Ghost Tate's voice cut through the chatter. "We're on potentially hostile ground. Enough chitchat." 
 
    A chorus of “yes, sirs” answered her. 
 
    "Look at that, a Tate who inspires obedience," Ryu murmured. "It's too bad that trait didn't survive. Maybe your two friends would get into less trouble." 
 
    "Somehow I doubt anyone could instill caution in those two," Tate said. 
 
    Their surroundings flew by and suddenly they were standing on the edge of a cliff looking out over an ocean as ghost Tate and her soldiers stepped out of the tree line.  
 
    "Was there supposed to be a cliff here?" a voice asked. 
 
    "No, there wasn't," ghost Tate said in a grim voice. 
 
    "It could be interference messing with our instruments," Jax said, taking something from his side and holding it up.  
 
    "Or maybe someone up there doesn't know how to do their job," another person muttered. 
 
    One of the figures reached up and removed their helmet. Ghost Tate's fierce gaze took in the ocean. Her hair was pulled back into a neat braid and her outfit was made of a material that shifted and shimmered, changing color depending on her surroundings. 
 
    "Perfect camouflage," Christopher said, circling them.  
 
    Ghost Tate opened her mouth, but was interrupted by a high-pitched buzz. "Take cover." 
 
    The soldiers shifted, leaping into motion as they ducked the objects darting out of the woods. They looked like oversized bees, but about one hundred times too large.  
 
    "What are those?" someone shouted. 
 
    "I don't know, but if they came from the enemy, they're unlikely to be friendly," another person returned. 
 
    "Take them down!" ghost Tate shouted. 
 
    "Thought you'd never ask," someone said. A figure found their feet, drawing their arm back as if they were throwing a ball. On the forward throw, a long, thin piece of silver metal flashed out, snaking through the air and piercing half of the bees in an instant. It shifted through the air as if it was sentient, searching out and destroying the enemy. 
 
    "Jax, get on the line to overwatch. Tell them we need an extraction," ghost Tate shouted. 
 
    She leapt out of her hiding spot, a long object held to her shoulder. She fired it three times, missing the bees every single time. The projectiles from the weapon embedded in different trees. 
 
    "Take cover," she screamed. 
 
    As one, everyone hit the ground as the world screeched. The bees exploded as the device ghost Tate had fired ramped up the noise further, then a dark red light spread from it in a sheet. 
 
    As the bees rained down in pieces, ghost Tate and her team pushed themselves to their feet. 
 
    "Jax, how is that extraction coming?" ghost Tate asked. 
 
    He lifted his head and shook it. "No one's answering." 
 
    "Could the signal be blocked?" a woman asked. 
 
    Jax hesitated before saying, "It's not that. My systems show the signal is connecting but there's nothing coming through on their end." 
 
    "Keep trying. Either way, we can't stay here. We're trapped with these cliffs at our back," ghost Tate ordered. 
 
    Time shifted and the scene collapsed in on itself.  
 
    Jax looked up, horror on his face. "Tate, the Aurelia's coming down." 
 
    "What?" Confusion chased across ghost Tate's face. 
 
    "She's falling," he said. 
 
    "That's impossible," Suz said. Tate remembered her face and name from her nightmares. 
 
    A loud thunderclap echoed. Above them, the sky turned orange and black, thousands of burning meteors falling toward the ground. 
 
    Ghost Tate's team found their feet.  
 
    "Saint's preserve us," one whispered. 
 
    A bigger meteor, its mammoth body eclipsing the rest as it hurtled downward, broke through the clouds.  
 
    "We're right in the blast radius," Jax said, busy with a wide screen on his lap. 
 
    "Head back to the cave," ghost Tate ordered. 
 
    The rest didn't hesitate, racing along the ground and away from the cliffs. 
 
    Jax caught her arm. "It won't matter. It'll hit the ground with enough force to vaporize everything in a hundred-mile radius." 
 
    "We survive until the very last moment," ghost Tate told him, one hand coming up to cup his cheek. "It’s always darkest before the dawn." 
 
    They didn't hear his response, the scene fading as a new one took its place. 
 
    "Are these really your memories?" Peter asked, looking around the new scene they'd fallen into with trepidation. 
 
    Tate didn't answer, too busy examining this new setting. This place was familiar. She'd seen it many times in her nightmares. 
 
    "The tunnels," Ryu said, crouching next to an overturned table as lights flickered on and off overhead. 
 
    "How can you be sure?" Peter asked. "They don't look like any of the ones I've seen." 
 
    Tate didn't fault him for his doubt. He was right. These were different and if she hadn't visited Ai's hidden chambers or the one where she'd met the minor god Owl, she would have agreed. 
 
    "Don't be fooled, my friend. The ancients were tricky and devious. They hid all the good stuff behind lock and key, only to be accessed by the chosen few," Christopher said. Disillusionment and grim reality filled his gaze. Tate had the sense he spoke from personal experience. "Am I right? Tatum Allegra Winters." 
 
    Tate stared back at him in challenge.  
 
    "Let's go," Ryu said, intervening. "We're not going to escape this place by standing around." 
 
    "But we could finally learn the truth of this world’s beginnings," Peter objected as he looked around. There was a faint hint of greed in his expression. 
 
    "Truth is always dependent on your perception," Tate said, seeing through jaded eyes.  
 
    "You didn't always think that way," a voice said in her ear. 
 
    Tate spun, searching for the person who’d spoken. 
 
    "Tate, are you alright?" Ryu asked, his eyes concerned. 
 
    "You didn't hear that?"  
 
    His head tilted. "Hear what?" 
 
    Tate was quiet for several seconds. "Nothing. I thought I heard something. I was mistaken." 
 
    "Lying, my friend? It is good to see you haven't changed." 
 
    Tate didn't respond. 
 
    "You should take the lead since this is your memory," Christopher said. "You never know what might jump out of it." 
 
    Tate hesitated in mid step, her attention shooting to Peter. "Is that a possibility?" 
 
    "No, of course not," the voice teased her playfully. "Well... maybe." 
 
    Peter looked unsure. "I don't know. This is beyond the realm of anything I've heard of." 
 
    The voice only Tate seemed to be able to hear started crooning a lullaby. "There were once five friends, closer than could ever be. One by one they fell to treachery. The first to fall so powerful and bright, noble of spirit and tasked with flight." 
 
    The others were waiting as Tate tried to ignore the voice which sang of the sad fate of the five friends.  
 
    She stepped forward, her heart in her throat as she took in the place that was at once familiar and strange. She'd seen it in glimpses in her nightmares, but never this clearly. 
 
    The tunnels of Aurelia were mostly empty of anything the Saviors left behind. Tate had to wonder if that was because so much had been scavenged over the years or if it was like Christopher said and the people who'd gone before locked away their knowledge. Why, was the question. Was it to safeguard it? Or pretend it never happened? 
 
    Tate moved through the room, stepping around or over the debris littering the floor, the men following silently.  
 
    The voice in her head had stopped speaking but it still softly hummed the lullaby from before. 
 
    They reached a hallway, one familiar from the time Tate had spent in the tunnels. Unlike those, this didn't glow in the same way, as if possessed of its own inner light.  
 
    Tate walked further down the corridor. 
 
    "How do you know you're going the right way?" Christopher asked. 
 
    Tate paused, flicking him a glance before continuing.  
 
    "Fine, don't answer me. Figure this all out by yourself," he said. 
 
    There was something towing her along, a compulsion. She was losing the fight as she inched closer and closer to her destination. 
 
    There was a feeling of horror inside, as if what she was about to face might change everything. She wanted to turn back and rush forward at the same time. 
 
    "One sacrificed to the next world, the other to the darkness. The last to the betrayal of all," the voice started singing again as Tate reached a door. 
 
    Another scene overlaid this one. Jaxon’s back was to her as he walked away, saying over his shoulder, "Sometimes you're incredibly hard to love." 
 
    Tate was drawn to a table with a body spread out on it. A woman lay there, her hair golden, her skin chalky white. On her arm was a dragon. 
 
    Tate's eyes widened. She knew that dragon. She'd examined her endlessly, trying to figure out all her secrets. Ilith. Her body curled around the naked woman's arm, a tattoo as she was on Tate's. 
 
    "See. I told you, you were the betrayer," the voice whispered in her ear. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" another voice thundered from behind them. 
 
    Tate and the rest whipped around as a man strode toward them, his expression furious as he walked through the image rather than around it as the rest of them had.  
 
    "Jaxon Kuno," Peter said in awe. 
 
    No. Not quite. 
 
    The resemblance was uncanny at first glance, but the longer she looked, the more differences she could pick out. The eyes, a line of the nose and jaw were softer. This man was taller and broader, his coloring slightly off. He was a slightly faded version of a Silva, one who wore Jax’s likeness. 
 
    The Jaxon lookalike fixed Peter and Christopher with an irritated glance, flicking his hand at them. 
 
    They disappeared, the scene swallowing them as if they'd never been present.           
 
    He faced Ryu, his expression stoic as he contemplated the dragon. 
 
    "Wait!" Tate shouted, starting for the two. 
 
    The Jaxon lookalike lifted a hand and Tate was frozen in place. Ryu noticed what he'd done and crouched, a terrible snarl escaping from him. His hands curved as if they were talons. 
 
    "A dragon. Better than others I've seen, but still flawed," the lookalike said, cocking his head. He stepped closer, lifting a hand and setting it on Ryu's shoulder. 
 
    Ryu fell to his knees, a pained scream ripping from his throat. 
 
    The lookalike's head fell back as his eyes closed. 
 
    Tate strained against the invisible bonds holding her in place. She couldn't even lift a fingernail to help Ryu and was forced to watch as he continued to make those agonized sounds. 
 
    The lookalike’s expression shifted as satisfaction filled it. "You'll do." 
 
    The pain filled screams cut off abruptly as the lookalike stepped back, watching as Ryu collapsed facedown onto the ground. 
 
    "What did you do to him?" Tate asked, fury in her voice. 
 
    The lookalike clasped his hands behind his back as he studied Tate. "I've improved his connection with the dragon." 
 
    It wasn't the response Tate was expecting and she was stuck staring at him, not knowing what to think. 
 
    "He will have less trouble now." The lookalike tilted his head as if considering something. "If he lives through the transition period and can find his way back." 
 
    Tate's eyes caught on Ryu's still form, her heart beating loudly, desperation filling her. She wanted to go to him. 
 
    She forced herself to concentrate on the threat in front of them instead. She couldn't do anything for him locked in place. It meant she had to be smart rather than just relying on gut instinct. 
 
    "Let's talk about you, shall we?" The Jaxon look alike arched an eyebrow. 
 
    Tate glared at him, pressing her lips together. "You look like him, but you aren't him." 
 
    The lookalike's lips twitched, even as his gaze remained dark and impenetrable. "Very good. Most assume I am Jaxon Kuno. I allow the assumption when it suits me." 
 
    "What do you want?" Tate asked. 
 
    It was clear he wanted something. Why else would he appear in this place? 
 
    "First, let's get rid of your tag along," he said. 
 
    He pointed at her. At first, Tate felt nothing. Then searing agony burned through her mind. It felt like someone was trying to shove a white-hot needle into her brain, inserting it a millimeter at a time, setting everything alight on a sea of fire. 
 
    There was a popping sensation, one felt in her mind and her chest at the same time as a force seemed to be expelled from Tate. Abruptly the pain ceased.  
 
    She looked behind her, almost unsurprised to find the dim form of the man who’d risen under Aurelia, drawing himself up from the ground, dusting off imaginary dust. 
 
    "You," Tate said. She took a step toward him. 
 
    "He's not actually here," the Jaxon lookalike said. "It's the only reason I could expel him." 
 
    The man smirked at the two of them. His face was exactly as she remembered it. Handsome but cruel. His hair still long. This time he wore clothes over his impressive physique. 
 
    "I'd hoped to stick around a little longer," he said, his lips twisted cruelly. "But I didn't realize there was an avatar watching over this place." 
 
    The Jaxon lookalike didn't say anything, just watched the other man with an expressionless face. 
 
    "I'm surprised he gave you a face so similar to him," the man said. "Jax never struck me as particularly narcissistic." 
 
    The lookalike didn't say anything. 
 
    "What are you doing here? What is it you want?" Tate finally asked, finding her voice.  
 
    The man slanted her a look Tate fought not to back away from. "No, I don't think so. I'm not giving you any hints. You'll find out soon enough. Better to just take what I want." 
 
    He stepped toward her, his hand outstretched. A purple light flew from his fingertips and Tate almost tripped over her feet trying to escape it. She knew if she let it touch her, bad things would ensue. 
 
    The lookalike shouted a string of words. A thunderclap filled the space, knocking Tate to her knees as the man hissed a curse. He ran toward her. The lookalike appeared as if from thin air between them and waved his hand, the ground beneath him trembling. 
 
    "This is my space. Your shade is not welcome here," he said. 
 
    An invisible breeze howled into being, eating away at the man's form.  
 
    "Soon, Tatum. Soon." 
 
    The rest of him crumbled like ash to float away on that invisible breeze. 
 
    The lookalike heaved a sigh. "This string of events is unfortunate." 
 
    "How was he inside my mind?" Tate asked, getting to the heart of the matter. She felt violated on so many different levels. The thought of that sadistic bastard touching her thoughts, trying to influence them, was enough to make her want to throw up. 
 
    "It's more like he was piggybacking off you," the lookalike said, struggling to find the right words. "Examining your surface thoughts." 
 
    "To what end?" 
 
    He shook his head. "That, I do not know. There are many possibilities. It would be pointless to guess." 
 
    Tate bit her tongue against angry words. She was all too aware of her precarious situation. He'd dropped Ryu like it was nothing, sent Christopher and Peter to who knew where, and just expelled an angry former savior from this dreamscape. 
 
    If she pushed too hard, she could very well put herself in even more danger. 
 
    She needed to be smart. 
 
    "Who are you?" Tate asked, though she had a sneaking suspicion she already knew. 
 
    The lookalike gestured to their surroundings. "I am the caretaker of this place. I have domain of everything you see and much of what you do not." 
 
    Tate's gaze was suspicious as she looked around. The glass lake. Funny how it appeared just when they needed it most. It made her think nothing was as it seemed and his reach extended further than anyone had ever guessed. 
 
    "Why have you brought us here?" she asked. 
 
    His lips curled. "To test you." 
 
    Tate was quiet, studying him even as he did the same to her. 
 
    He acknowledged her patience with a small nod. "I was placed here in the event you ever walked the world again. Should you ever stray this far, I was to test you to ensure your courage and morals were as they once were." 
 
    "Did I pass?" Tate asked after a long moment. 
 
    "I am undecided." 
 
    Tate finally realized who he reminded her of. He spoke with that same detached intelligence as Ai. He was part of the world, yet not. 
 
    Tate had to wonder if they had more in common. She wavered over asking him, the urge momentarily strong. Along with it the question of why Ai had stopped speaking with her. 
 
    "Why would I need to be tested? What does it matter if I've changed?" Tate asked instead. 
 
    "Because he wanted me to entrust you with something. He said only you had a hope of handling it. Given the visitor I just threw out of my territory, I would say his fears have started to come to fruition." 
 
    Tate burned with questions. She'd never been so close to answers of her past. This man didn't have the same reticence Ai had over discussing what had happened before her sleep. It was almost enough to make her forget what he'd done with Ryu. 
 
    "This entire trip down memory lane was meant as a test," Tate said, thinking aloud. 
 
    She didn't see the point in it. The scenes had jogged memories. She now recalled being in them, the things that happened, but not the events surrounding the memory. There were still huge gaping holes in her memories.  
 
    "In part. It was meant as a reminder of who you once were and who you could be again if you so choose." 
 
    Tate hesitated, looking around again. A part of her wanted to delve deeper, to find other memories and piece them together until the broken tapestry of her mind was whole. 
 
    She'd start with the woman who had Ilith on her body. There must be a reason Tate's nightmares featured that scene so often. Facing the truth would be the first step in understanding why her mind was so fixated on it and why she was filled with a great sense of loss when she dreamed of it. 
 
    He seemed to read her mind, and gestured behind him, his expression inviting. "You may continue if you wish." 
 
    Tate hesitated, waiting for the catch.  
 
    "However, the longer you spend in this realm, the weaker he will get," he said as his eyes flicked to Ryu. "Eventually he will die." 
 
    Tate froze in place. 
 
    "You must make a choice. Your past—or him." 
 
    "Him." There was no hesitation, her voice firm and resolute. "Always him." 
 
    She spun on her heel and strode to where he lay, crouching beside him. Relief lifted the weight off her shoulders when she felt his chest rise under her palm. 
 
    "He may not return from the journey I sent him on," the lookalike said. 
 
    "And if he doesn't, I'll return here and do my best to end your waste of an existence," Tate ground out. 
 
    The fake Jaxon lifted an eyebrow, the faintest edge of amusement touching his eyes. "You might find that more difficult than you anticipated." 
 
    "I get the feeling it wouldn't be the first impossible task I've undertaken," Tate said, not taking her eyes off him. 
 
    "Indeed," he murmured. 
 
    He disappeared from view. Tate blinked at the spot he'd just been, still on edge, ready for anything. She didn't think he'd give up that easily. 
 
    "This will hurt," his somber voice said from behind her. 
 
    Before she could whirl, his hand settled on her shoulder. Blinding pain seared through her, making her brain short circuit and turning her vision dark.  
 
    "You were exactly as he said," fake Jaxon murmured in her ear. "I'll see you again soon." 
 
    Then the world broke apart, turning into millions of small shards as it fractured around her, leaving her in nothing but darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Tate blinked up at the bright sun, her face hot and tight from the beginnings of a burn. 
 
    "Ryu!" Tate lurched upright as memories of the fake Jaxon and his proposal crashed back. 
 
    She looked frantically around, whipping her head back and forth as she searched. She spotted Ryu face down not far from her. 
 
    She scrambled to her feet, staggering over the sand and sank to her knees beside him. She hurriedly held her fingers to his neck. He had a pulse. Thank all the Saviors. 
 
    She didn't have time to feel more than a second's relief when a small sound warned she was no longer alone. 
 
    She went still, her gaze fixed on the fist-sized rock beside her. 
 
    Tate grabbed it and whirled, rising halfway as she clutched the small rock in her hand. It wasn't much, but something was better than nothing.  
 
    A person stood before her, the fox mask hiding their expression. Their posture held surprise, as if they were shocked at Tate’s presence. 
 
    They lifted their hands, showing they were unarmed. 
 
    Tate hesitated.  
 
    "Who are you? What do you want?" Tate demanded, not quite ready to drop out of her defensive crouch. 
 
    They made a calming motion as they edged forward.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes and bared her teeth. This person thought she was defenseless. She was about to show them the error of their ways. Ilith wasn't the only dangerous one in this partnership. She'd been a force to be reckoned with long before her soul was joined to the dragon's.  
 
    She straightened partially, infusing confidence into her gaze and posture.  
 
    The Morain advanced over the sand on whisper silent feet, their hands held in a non-threatening manner the entire way.  
 
    "I'm not here to hurt you," the fox assured her. The person's voice was muffled and low. Tate couldn't tell if the fox was male or female.  
 
    "That'd be a change." Tate found it hard to believe after everything that had passed.  
 
    "We never meant to bring you harm, Tate."  
 
    Tate arched her eyebrows at the person in disbelief and surprise. How had this person known her name? She ignored the question and the unease it sparked for the moment.  
 
    "I can't feel my dragon. I'm stuck in the middle of a desert with the very real possibility of dying from dehydration, and my friend is unconscious at my feet. I'd hate to see your definition of harm, if this isn't it," Tate said. 
 
    Granted, some of that was a direct consequence of actions she'd taken, but the Morain were responsible for putting her in a situation where she’d had to make the best of a sequence of choices. 
 
    "We never intended this. You would have remained safe if the heretic hadn't interfered." 
 
    "After you kidnapped me." 
 
    The fox inclined their head. 
 
    Tate scoffed. "In my experience, it’s usually not a good sign of your intentions if you have to kidnap somebody."  
 
    The fox was silent as they hesitated. Tate used the time to take in her surroundings. They'd changed again. The glass lake was nowhere to be seen. If Ryu wasn't still unconscious at her feet, she might be tempted to think it was a mirage or hallucination her heat exhaustion had dreamed up. 
 
    Endless sand dunes stretched against a cerulean blue sky behind her. To her front, the ground was hard-packed clay, cracked and parched, as cliffs stabbed the sky's belly. 
 
    Somehow, they'd managed to end up exactly where they needed to be, but she didn't know how.  
 
    Could the guardian of the lake have kicked them out here? Was the act intended as a help or hindrance?  
 
    The fox took a step toward her, stopping when Tate shifted. "Did you visit the lake?" 
 
    Tate tightened her grip on her rock. She didn't answer, just fixed the fox with an expressionless stare.  
 
    She hated this feeling of uselessness. Seeing Ryu still and silent, unable to protect himself, had added another element to a situation that was already high pressure. 
 
    His unconsciousness limited the actions she could take. Awake, they could have run. Right now, she couldn't even attack for fear the fox had friends hiding out of sight. 
 
    The words of the fake Jaxon came back to her. He'd survive if he could make it back. Vague words meant to confuse, given Ryu's body was right here. Unless his mind was the piece that needed to make the journey. 
 
    After all, the lake’s entire purpose was aimed at deceiving the mind, testing it as it peeled back the layers of a person to pry loose their core self. She wouldn't be surprised if the lake hadn't really existed at all except as a shared hallucination.  
 
    The Saviors had accomplished stranger things with their ancient technology.  
 
    It was possible Ryu was locked within his own mind, unable to get out. 
 
    "Tate, don't be stubborn," the fox said. 
 
    Tate stilled, a sudden suspicion filling her.  
 
    "Remove your mask," she barked. 
 
    The fox's irritation had been all too familiar. This person knew her, which meant there was a good chance she knew them too. 
 
    "Tate." 
 
    "Now, or I summon an elemental." 
 
    There was a heavy sigh as the fox reached up, sliding the mask up to rest against the top of her head. 
 
    Distinctive hair spilled out from under the mask. Multicolored strands of brown, gold, and black escaped from the sloppy braid she'd pushed into the collar of her shirt. 
 
    Shock and disbelief hit Tate as she fought not to take a step back. She should have known. She should have recognized her. There weren't that many Silva with hair so distinctive. Somehow with everything else going on, she'd missed it. 
 
    "We both know you don't know how to do that," Gabriella said. She pressed her lips together, her gaze unhappy. There was no shame there, but she didn't look like she was proud of her subterfuge either. 
 
    "Why?" Tate asked, pain and sadness strangling her words. 
 
    Gabriella started to explain. Her face blanched as a pained cry escaped her before she collapsed to her knees and fell forward. Blood spread along her back. 
 
    Christopher gazed at Tate expectantly. "Took you long enough. I've been expecting you for days." 
 
    Tate stood frozen, staring in dismay at Gabriella's motionless body. Why had he taken Gabriella out? 
 
    Uneasiness spread through her. She felt even less safe in his presence than she had facing Gabriella down. 
 
    "What? No thank you?" he asked. 
 
    "Why did you do this?" 
 
    She didn't wait for an answer, moving across the sand and falling to her knees beside Gabriella. She pressed her hand against the raw puncture as blood seeped out of the hole. It was a nasty wound, with scorch marks on the clothes around it.  
 
    From the corner of her eye, she kept Christopher's hands in sight, caution heightening every sensation. It felt like death crouched at her back, breathing down her neck.  
 
    A soft, nearly inaudible groan came from Gabriella. She was alive. For now.  
 
    Christopher had seemed sane when they'd been in the glass lake. He’d been clear and sharp with no hint of his normal madness. Now it felt like they were back to square one. 
 
    "I saved your life. I think that calls for a little gratitude." His tone was genial as he crossed his arms. On one hand was a chain of metal, each finger tipped in a silver claw. Tate had a feeling that was his weapon. Its properties were still unknown. She hadn't gotten a good glimpse of how it functioned when he shot Gabriella. 
 
    Tate's movements were quick and sure as she worked to staunch the blood. The Silva woman might have betrayed her, but she still contained information on the enemy. She might be the only one who could explain just what in the Savior's name was going on. 
 
    Tate held a bloody hand out to Christopher. "I need a strip of your tunic." 
 
    A snort escaped Christopher. "I don't think so. I have no intention of helping you save her life." 
 
    Tate resisted the urge to snarl at him. This version of Christopher was too dangerous to risk angering. Instead, she reached for the bottom of Gabriella’s tunic, tearing off a narrow strip.   
 
    She slapped the wad of cloth against the wound, taking another strip and winding it around Gabriella before tying it tight over the wound. Hopefully, it would help staunch some of the blood.  
 
    "I don't know why you're bothering. Even I can see how her betrayal has affected you.” 
 
    "She's a lead. One you might have destroyed." Tate couldn't help her subtle dig.  
 
    "Pity that." 
 
    "Why did you hurt her? We weren't in danger. She was talking to me," Tate asked, channeling a calm she didn't feel.  
 
    "Was she? Or was she stalling? You’re not always good at telling the difference." Christopher wandered over to Ryu and peered down. 
 
    Tate bit her lip to keep from objecting when the hand with the gauntlet strayed in Ryu's direction. 
 
    "Where's Peter?" she asked abruptly. 
 
    "Around. He should be back soon enough." 
 
    Likely with more weapons and back-up.  
 
    "What happened to you after the avatar sent you away?" Tate asked as she rolled Gabriella onto her side. She bent her head, placing it close to Gabriella's nose to check her breathing. It was strong despite the wound. 
 
    Tate sat back in relief, nearly swallowing her tongue when she found Gabriella's eyes open, watching Tate with unexpected alertness.  
 
    Tate started to ask her a question but stopped at an abrupt shake of Gabriella's head. Gabriella flicked her eyes at Christopher in explanation.   
 
    Tate nodded. Good point. If Christopher realized Gabriella was conscious and alert, he might take steps to rectify that. 
 
    "We woke up a couple of miles from here at the base of the cliffs," he explained.  
 
    She'd been right. The guardian had been responsible for where they'd been placed. She supposed it was a good sign they'd landed near the cliffs instead of the middle of the dunes.  
 
    Still, it didn't explain how he'd managed to find a relic of the ancients so quickly. For she had no doubt that’s what the gauntlet was. A relic designed to create or destroy based on the user's whims.  
 
    "It's been a couple days since he ejected us from your visions." Christopher held up his hand. "I picked up a few accessories nearby. Peter knows all the best Silva stashes."  
 
    "How is that possible? It's only been a half an hour at most." 
 
    "Time is not always linear. The minor gods have always been good at manipulating it and our perception of its passage." There was a hint of bitterness in his words which she suspected had to do with the shadow creature she'd seen from his vision.  
 
    Perhaps the Jax lookalike wasn't the first or second minor god he'd come across. 
 
    She sensed poking at this wound further would make him more unstable. To distract him, she asked, "Can you check the area to see if there are more of her companions waiting?"  
 
    Christopher looked up from where he studied Ryu. "Why do I sense you're trying to get rid of me?" 
 
    Tate's smile was hard, the look in her eyes flinty. "Because I am. I should have listened to Ryu when he said kill you." 
 
    "Probably." He lifted his gauntleted hand for her to see, letting the sun dance across the metal. "But now the tides have turned once again and you'll find I'm not such easy prey." 
 
    "I took your last little toy from you. There's nothing to say I won't take that from you too."  
 
    He studied her, his face expressionless. A quicksilver smile dawned as he swept her a courtly bow. "As the lady wishes." 
 
    Tate didn't release the breath she was holding until he was out of sight. 
 
    She flipped Gabriella onto her back. "That won't distract him long. Talk, or when he comes back, I'll let him finish what he started." 
 
    Gabriella's eyes were considering as she met Tate's gaze. Tate let her see the depth of her resolve. This wasn't the time for niceties or mercy. If Gabriella didn't start being useful, she'd let Christopher have her. She might have nightmares about her actions later, but this was bigger than just her. Ryu's life hung in the balance. She wasn't going to let him down. 
 
    "There's a prophecy handed down to us by the Savior known as Jaxon Kuno. My people have passed it from mother to daughter and father to son for more generations than we can count." 
 
    Tate waited.  
 
    "In it, we were told two people would come to us. One would be someone Jaxon trusted with his life but who deceived and betrayed him in the end. The other would be the person Jaxon had selected to carry the hope of the new world." 
 
    It didn't take a genius to figure out the Silva had identified Tate as one of these two people. 
 
    "And which were you told I am?" 
 
    She already knew the answer. She just wanted to hear Gabriella say it. 
 
    "The deceiver." 
 
    "Is Tala part of this?" Tate put her own feelings aside. This was bigger than her. She needed to know how deep the deception ran. 
 
    "No. Neither of us knew this was coming until you were already taken," Gabriella said around a wince of pain. 
 
    Tate couldn't summon any regret for her discomfort. She felt numb and detached from her feelings. It turned out Ilith wasn't the only one who could think like a predator while sinking deep into the cold rationality of logic, divorced from emotion. It brought her little comfort. 
 
    "All signs point to the deceiver having risen." Gabriella struggled to sit up, relaxing when Tate pressed her back down. "If you passed through the lake unharmed, it means you're not that person." 
 
    To Tate's surprise, there was relief in Gabriella's face at this revelation. 
 
    "Thin logic," Tate said, unable to let it go. 
 
    Gabriella's huff of amusement was tired and pain-filled. "You never would have made it out of the sand if you were. The guardian at the heart of the glass would have destroyed you." 
 
    "You assume the deceiver isn't more powerful than one of Jaxon's constructs," Tate observed.  
 
    Gabriella grimaced, her eyes sliding shut as pain filled her features. "I choose to believe you are who I thought you were. It is enough." 
 
    Perhaps for Gabriella, but maybe not for the rest of her companions. 
 
    "The minor god tested you. The others will have to believe now." Gabriella let her head fall back.  
 
    Tate wasn't so sure. Zealots were unpredictable. It was there in the name. Uncompromising fanaticism against all logic and reason. It was why she was so suspicious of the guardians. Faith was a powerful tool. It held society together in times of strife, but it also compelled people to commit heinous acts they would normally abhor. When blind faith inspired you to compromise your ethics and morals, Tate thought something might be wrong in the belief system. 
 
    The chances of the rest of the Morain giving her a pass simply because she walked through the glass lake were small. She wouldn't want to leave the fate of Ryu or herself up to such nebulous odds. 
 
    "Why did you think it might be me in the first place?" 
 
    That was the part Tate didn't get. Gabriella and Tala knew Tate. They might not be the type of friends who met each other for gossip over tea and cookies, but she had thought they knew her character better than this. 
 
    "The Harridan isn't as she was," Gabriella said. "Our kind are long-lived but occasionally our oldest protectors become clouded in the mind. They gradually cede control to the animal that rests in all of us until little of the human is left. " 
 
    "And you think your Harridan suffers from this?" 
 
    Gabriella's laugh was humorless and painful. "I know she does. Most of her inner circle knows. It's only been out of respect for her and the great person she once was that she hasn't been challenged to let the next Harridan ascend." 
 
    Tate didn't have to ask what would happen to the old one. Roslyn had been very clear about Silva politics. They were often bloody and savage. The new Harridan wouldn't be able to afford to keep the old one alive, even if it was someone they once respected. Too many would seek to use the old Harridan's life against the new one. There would never be any peace, just endless challenges. 
 
    "A stranger came to our lands. He planted suspicion against you before Tala and I were even aware he was a threat." 
 
    Tate stiffened. A stranger arriving and whispering in the Harridan's ear secrets designed to threaten Tate. There were a few people she could think of who might fit that description.  
 
    It couldn't be Christopher. Not with the way he'd upset the Morain’s plans, but the man her life's blood had resurrected under Aurelia? She could see him playing such a role. 
 
    Gabriella continued, unaware of where Tate’s thoughts had wandered. "I don't know how, but he managed to become the Harridan's Ayer. He convinced the Morain you were the deceiver. It wasn't hard. A woman who appears out of nowhere, bearing a dragon of all things." Gabriella bared her teeth in a strained smile. "You see where I'm going with this." 
 
    Tate hated to admit it, but she did. In the Silva's place, with their traditions and myths, this prophecy handed to them by someone they probably trusted inherently, she could see why some might have leaped to that assumption. 
 
    "I'm sorry you got caught up in our upheaval," Gabriella confessed. Her skin was pale and waxen. Tate checked the bandage for signs of more bleeding, relieved when she saw no new evidence of blood. "I didn’t know about any of this until after you were taken, and by then it was too late. We had our part to play and I could only hope you would survive the lake." 
 
    There was the smallest sound from above. Tate knew what she'd see if she looked. The guardedness on Gabriella's face and the way she stiffened as if she wanted to rise but knew better told Tate the situation had shifted again—and not in their favor. 
 
    Tate braced as she rotated, glancing up to where Christopher crouched on the rock like a giant, wingless bird of prey. 
 
    "Oh dear, what are we to do now?" he asked, peering at them with a clinical detachment. "Your kind has always been ridiculously hardy. It's what makes you so difficult to kill. I'll have to make sure I take that into account next time." 
 
    Gabriella reached up and squeezed Tate's wrist in warning. Tate didn't know if it was by accident or design but the Silva's grip rested on the relic of the ancients Tate carried embedded in her skin. It was a reminder Tate wasn't as defenseless as she might seem. 
 
    "Christopher, I didn't expect you back so soon." Her arm slid out of Gabriella's grip as she rose, her focus locked on the dangerous man in front of her. 
 
    He shrugged and glanced around. "Not much to see out here but rock and sand." 
 
    "Are we going to have a problem?" Tate asked. 
 
    He fixed her with a stare. "I don't know. Are you going to try to protect the creature at your feet?" 
 
    They were going to have a problem, Tate concluded. 
 
    Her right arm burned, the ancient artifact there heating as it prepared for use.  
 
    "Would Peter understand you killing one of his kind?" Tate asked as pain burned through her skin and a gossamer thin thread of silver liquid seeped from one of the geometric designs. 
 
    It slid down her finger, dripping onto Gabriella. The Silva made a small sound as the silver beaded before rolling to the edge of Gabriella's bandages and disappearing under them.   
 
    Christopher shrugged. "Peter knows what I am. It wouldn't be the first time I've had to kill in pursuit of our goals. The Morain are zealots, blindly following a thousand-year-old doctrine from a man whose motives were unclear at best. They never question and never stray." 
 
    "I don't know. I can see a definite resemblance between you and them," Tate muttered, careful not to present a threat. 
 
    Every geometric shape in the small chain of tattoos wrapped around her wrist and forearm, ending in the web between her thumb and pointer finger, heated in anticipation. Under normal circumstances they resembled an interesting and slightly unusual tattoo.  
 
    So far, the relic had been only intermittently helpful in dangerous situations as Tate struggled to figure out how control it.  
 
    That was about to change now that she'd seen the use of a device similar to it in the lake—especially since a few things had worked their way free from the shadowed edges of her mind.  
 
    "You disappoint me, Tate. I thought we were finally getting on the same page, our goals similar." 
 
    "I thought so too." In the last few days, she'd seen a different side of Christopher—the man he might have been if not for the event that changed the course of his life. "But I'm not going to let you kill someone just because she's an inconvenience." 
 
    Christopher straightened, a strange wistfulness in his features. "It's too bad. I think we might have been friends under different circumstances." 
 
    "I think you might be right." 
 
    She'd seen the pain on his face when he was confronted with his past, caught the barest hint of what tormented him. She didn't quite understand everything he was doing or why he was doing it, but she got the sense his motives were pure—if misguided. 
 
    They both stared at each other, the chasm between their beliefs seemingly untraversable. 
 
    Tate released a long breath, letting go of all her tension as she reached deep for a sense of calm, if not peace. Peace wouldn't allow her to do what she needed to do, but calm would. 
 
    Her hand and arm tingled, the need to materialize the weapon building until it buzzed through her senses with a siren's demand. 
 
    Her body settled, expectation pressing in around her. She didn't let herself feel fear or dwell on the knowledge of what would happen should she fail.  
 
    None of that mattered.  
 
    Only she and Christopher existed in this moment. Everything else was a distraction.  
 
    He'd try to end her in one shot. He was nothing if not predictable. He'd want to keep his distance, too. The chained gauntlet on his hand was capable of defense, though Tate doubted he knew that. 
 
    He'd be hampered by the newness of the relic, not quite synced yet. She could use that.  
 
    If she survived the first and second salvo, she had a chance. Close the gap, and her odds went up even further. He was shit at hand-to-hand combat. It was a critical point of vulnerability she intended to exploit.  
 
    His hand lifted. Tate dove to the side as an intense beam of light sheared the air. Tate felt the heat of its passage. If it hit her, she was as good as dead.  
 
    Tate rolled, finding her feet. She sidestepped another beam, running full tilt toward the rock he perched on. 
 
    He cursed, standing and trying to line up his next shot. Except trying to hit a moving target was difficult, even for someone with experience. 
 
    She ran up the side of the rock in a fluid move, reaching him in the next blink.  
 
    A sword appeared in her hand just as she brought her hands down. It would have cleaved Christopher in two if it had landed. He raised his gauntleted hand at the last second, catching the sword's downward arc. 
 
    Her grin was fierce as she hammered a kick into his exposed stomach. 
 
    He gasped and folded in half.  
 
    Tate raised the sword but paused as howls and screams distracted her.  
 
    Silva wearing the masks of the Morain swarmed out of the dunes, arrowing toward them with inhuman speed.  
 
    Not good. 
 
    Tate sucked in a breath at the realization Ryu's still form lay between them and her. Defenseless.  
 
    "I guess we'll finish this another time." Christopher raised his hand, his intent clear. Tate barely got her sword up in time to deflect the light beam. 
 
    The force of the blow knocked her off the rock. She hit the ground with a pained grunt. Her back screamed in pain even as she gasped for air and fought to roll onto her side. There was no time to curl into a ball and wait for the pain to pass. She had things to do and people to kill. 
 
    What she saw struck fear into the core of her. Ryu was too far; the Morain too close. She'd never make it to him in time. 
 
    "Call them off," Tate ordered Gabriella. Her body protested as she pushed herself to her feet and staggered forward. 
 
    Gabriella shifted so she could sit up, her face puzzled as she took in the Morain.  
 
    She stood on shaky legs, wavering before catching herself. Gabriella raised her arms before tipping her head back and howling. 
 
    The sound ululated and fell as Tate made her way toward Ryu, her body still throbbing from the fall. 
 
    The howl died and Gabriella shook her head, confusion written in her expression. "They should have stopped." 
 
    "Well, they didn't." 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    Tate did. The Morain didn't care that Tate wasn't the deceiver. They smelled blood and were intent on getting their share of the kill. 
 
    As Tate watched, the lead Morain pulled out a long, curved blade.  
 
    "What are they doing?" Gabriella exclaimed in dismay. 
 
    Something tore inside Tate. Chains she'd never realized existed broke as desperation filled her.  
 
    A tidal wave of power surged up, suffusing every bit of her being. For the first time in their relationship since Tate could recall, she reached for Ilith's power without Ilith pushing it at her.  
 
    She wrenched it loose, tearing at the spot where it crouched inside her, throwing it on like a mantle and embracing the fiery hot pain of the change.  
 
    It felt different than when Ilith guided the transition. Danger, a mere breath away. If she wavered even a second, she'd be lost. 
 
    She forced the power higher, throwing herself headfirst into the change, blindly trusting this would work.  
 
    Awareness rushed at her, conscious, fierce and wise. It was like waking from a long nap, one where you'd slept wrong and your limbs were half-asleep. Tate's skin and awareness prickled as Ilith rose.  
 
    Hope beat in her chest as she urged her dragon's ascent.  
 
    Not fast enough. Tate did something desperate, flooding their connection with every piece of inner power she possessed, pouring all of herself into it until it snapped into place and Ilith roared into place. 
 
    Finally. Tate wasn't sure if the thought was hers or Ilith's. 
 
    The dragon surged forth, trumpeting a challenge as soon as her vocal chords had formed. For one moment, she and Tate were united, with one overriding goal. Protect their mate. 
 
    Ilith leapt, slicing through the air to land crouched over her mate. 
 
    Must. Not. Crush.  
 
    Carefully, she placed each paw precisely so she didn't step on him. 
 
    Finished, she focused on the interlopers. A dragon's smile, full of teeth and menace, greeted them.  
 
    It was amusing to watch as they backpedaled, fighting to escape, now that their prey was bigger than they were.  
 
    Ilith didn't think so. There would be no mercy for those who threatened her hoard. 
 
    Ilith crouched closer to the ground, her rear higher than her head as it wiggled. She sank her claws deep, sand spraying as she pounced.  
 
    She landed on the closest attacker, internally chuckling as his terror-filled scream abruptly cut off. Done with him, she leapt, flapping her wings once to give her pounce distance and speed, finding the second. 
 
    The rest, realizing escape wasn't so simple, turned on her, weapons raised.  
 
    She chortled. Fierce prey that dares to bite. Very well, she'd play with them. It would be like the times of old before the long sleep. 
 
    She dashed across the ground, her bulky form graceful as she rushed one, only to speed past him, just out of reach of his long claw. His attention followed her, missing the tail as it swept up, slamming him into the rocks to his left. 
 
    Ilith chortled again, not pausing as she arrowed toward her next prey.  
 
    He fell to the ground and covered his head. She paused, cocking her head as she considered his prone figure. Strange. Was this some new type of trap?  
 
    Another rushed her from behind, Ilith reared, her paw closing around their midriff as she slammed them into the ground beside the prone figure. The curled-up person squeaked, making a sound like a mouse. 
 
    Ilith was careful to keep her nose and face away as she studied them. The one she'd slammed down looked odd, blood leaking out their ears as they stared up at her blankly. No fear radiated off them as it did the first. 
 
    Boring. She swiped at it with her paw, sending the body flying in the other direction, before directing her attention back to the first.  
 
    It had moved while she was focused on the second, scooting forward as it reached for a small weapon. The jewels embedded in the weapon's short blade caught Ilith's attention, making her heart thump with desire.  
 
    Pretty, deadly jewels. 
 
    She'd hadn't seen their like since before the sleep. 
 
    Ilith sat back and waited, watching as her prey crept closer and closer to the blade, a rare piece capable of severely wounding her if not outright killing her. 
 
    Ilith kept quiet, even her tail was still despite the urge to thrash it in anticipation. This prey was the last alive except for one.  
 
    He was within reach. All he had to do was stretch his arm out. 
 
    It seemed as if the world itself held its breath as it waited for him to make his move, totally silent as his fate hung in the balance. 
 
    Slowly, as if he expected she would see, his arm moved further.  
 
    Ilith waited until his fingers just brushed the hilt before she pounced, covering the distance between them impossibly fast. Her front paw landed on the weapon—and his hand.  
 
    A shriek of pain escaped him as she crushed the hand beneath her majestic weight. She allowed herself time to savor the sound, digging her front claws into the arm under her paw. 
 
    He blubbered as the new pain worked its way to his brain.  
 
    Abruptly, Ilith grew bored with the game, her jaws snaking down as she ripped his skull from his shoulders. She tossed it like a ball as she observed the dunes in front of her and listened to the rapid breathing of the person behind her.  
 
    The tangy bite of terror perfumed the air.  
 
    This was the last one. The rest had all fallen to her amazing prowess.  
 
    Ilith lifted a paw, and flicked a scrap of meat off it before padding silently in a circle until she faced her remaining prey. She watched the person with a calm detachment, her earlier bloodlust sated. 
 
    This prey was different than the rest somehow. 
 
    Ilith inhaled deeply, her nostrils fluttering. The scent was familiar, teasing at memories. 
 
    Silva. Ilith thought they had met before. A vague recollection of a hallway and the scent of bear teased her, along with too small spaces that had had to be widened to accommodate her majestic size. And meat. She remembered the warm taste of meat sliding down her throat. 
 
    Hmm. Female. A friend? 
 
    No. Not friend, but an acquaintance.  
 
    Ilith moved and the Silva flinched. Ilith’s head snaked forward, her teeth meeting with a snap, seconds too late at the spot the Silva had just been in. The female leapt back, landing next to Ilith's mate. 
 
    The female stood protectively in front of him, showing her palms as she babbled at Ilith. 
 
    Ilith curled her paws under her as she fixed the woman with a stare. The female's posture spoke of uncertainty and no small amount of fear. Smart rabbit. Dragons ate prey like her for breakfast. A healthy fear would keep her from doing anything stupid. 
 
    Ilith didn't think she was an enemy. She hadn't reacted like any of the dead around her, and she'd sought to protect Ilith’s mate. 
 
    Ilith would spare her. For now. 
 
    A streak of red on her lower forelegs distracted her from the serious debate of whether she should rend this person limb from limb or force her to gather all the treasure from Ilith’s now dead enemy. 
 
    Ilith lifted her leg, canting her head for a better look and snorted at the sight of blood. Not just a little either, her entire hide was dotted with the blood of her enemies. 
 
    It held a comforting warmth, the heat of the sun baking it into her scales. 
 
    She lifted a paw, her tongue flicking out to taste. Copper and rich iron flooded her taste buds. She paused in the act of washing her scales, waiting for Tate to voice her inevitable objection. 
 
    There was an echoing silence where Tate normally resided. Even her other half being knocked into a deep slumber wouldn't explain why Ilith felt only the very faintest trace of Tate. 
 
    Something was wrong, and the lack of contact with Tate highlighted the fact she had no idea where she was or how she came to be there. Normally that wouldn’t have bothered her. Her surroundings generally shifted and changed unless she was taking an active interest in events.   
 
    Ilith eyed the sandy dunes which looked nothing like the sunbaked city of yesterday. Except for an unconscious prospective mate and the Silva, there was no one else near. Where were the rest of Tate’s companions?  
 
    Ilith put her paw back down and huffed. There was little fun in acting scandalous if her other half wasn’t here to scold her.  
 
    She flopped onto her side, dragging the edge of her snout and shoulder through the sand, wiggling back and forth as she used its abrasive texture to remove the blood from her scales.  
 
    At least that was her intention. 
 
    The feel of the sand on her hide, scratching, scratching, scratching, felt luxurious. Distractingly decadent. Her eyes rolled as she wiggled onto her back, drawing the hard ridges through the sand as soft sounds and whuffs close to a purr escaped her. 
 
    This was almost better than the promise of flying. She'd have to make a point of forcing Tate to take her to the beach from now on so she could do this when they were home. 
 
    A muffled gasp reminded her she wasn't alone. She thrashed until she was on her belly again, looking down her snout at the now wide-eyed Silva.  
 
    Ilith huffed disdainfully. The two-legger could do with a roll in the sand. She looked terrible with blood all over her. 
 
    Ilith pretended the woman hadn’t just caught her rolling with abandonment in the sand. She lifted one leg and examined it, surprised when her scales shone brighter than ever. All the dead bits were now gone. 
 
    She lumbered to her feet, before getting distracted by paper-thin, translucent pieces that were lying where she'd just been exuberantly rubbing. Her scales. They looked like ghostly gems.  
 
    She snorted at one, watching as it lifted in the breeze before falling again. 
 
    She shook her head with regret. There was no time to admire them further, and no way to take them with her. She'd just have to gift them to the desert. It no doubt appreciated the glittering beauty she left behind.  
 
    She picked the jeweled dagger up with her teeth, clasping it carefully—she didn't want it igniting—before prancing across the hot sand to the woman and Ilith’s mate. 
 
    The woman remained motionless as Ilith dropped the dagger at her feet. Ilith waited. When she still didn’t move, Ilith nudged the dagger closer and huffed. It would be safer if the woman carried it. 
 
    The woman didn’t take her eyes off Ilith as she bent ever so slowly, gingerly picking the dagger off the sand. Ilith’s tail snaked around her, wrapping firmly across her waist. The woman let out a cry of dismay as Ilith lifted her into the air, pausing only to gently pick up Ryu with her front paws as her back legs bunched. 
 
    She leapt into the air, her wings snapping out to catch a rising draft. She soared, the feel of the wind glorious against her scales as the high-pitched cries of the female she held with her tail filled the air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Ilith lost herself in the beauty of flight, the wind ripping past her wings, the hot sun above her and the rippling land beneath her. The lessons Ryu's dragon had forced on her had strengthened her wings and whatever had forced her into that unnatural sleep had given her the missing piece she needed to fly. This was the best she’d felt since she and her Savior had returned to the world. 
 
    Right now, she felt like she could circle the globe and still have energy to burn afterward. 
 
    Her body still wasn't quite comfortable, but her muscles were beginning to remember this activity that had once come to her as easily as breathing. 
 
    For a stretch of time, Ilith forgot what she was supposed to do and simply became a creature of air and sky, content to feel and exist.  
 
    Eventually the drag of her passengers reminded her of her purpose. She banked, circling before changing direction as she soared away from the dunes. The shadow of her passing rippled over the land as it gradually became rockier, leaving the sand dunes behind in favor of hard-packed dirt.  
 
    A small tug inside her chest compelled her onward. 
 
    Ilith obeyed. 
 
    The sun was beginning its descent when she saw green dotting the horizon, the beginning of a jungle in the distance promising relief from the endless brown and reds. 
 
    Ilith's sharp vision picked up more and more signs of activity of the two-legged nature. She altered her flight path, following the tracks of what looked like a large caravan. There were signs of wagons and footprints trampling the ground, easy for any creature with a speck of intelligence to follow. 
 
    Ilith banked again, arrowing through the sky as that same tug increased. She was close to whatever was drawing her in this direction. 
 
    The white tops of tents began to take shape below her, where their owners had elected to camp on the very outskirts of what promised to be a lush jungle 
 
    A small figure pushed out of one of the tents and looked up. They pushed their hood away from their face before shouting over their shoulder. They raced for the outskirts of the little camp as a furred creature quickly followed, weaving between obstacles with a predator's precision. 
 
    Ilith circled the camp once, her altitude dropping as she prepared to land. Except, she hadn't taken into account how difficult that would be while clasping her mate in her front paws. 
 
    Her back feet touched down first, her tail lifted unnaturally high as she flared her wings, trying to maintain her balance with her unwieldy cargo. 
 
    She wavered, trying not to tumble headfirst into the dirt. Instead, she flopped onto her side, her passengers held up off the ground. She gently lowered them before she struggled back to her feet, shaking herself all over. 
 
    She kneaded the ground with her front paws, grateful to have their full use again. Carrying things in them was hard. She didn't know how all these two-leggers did it. 
 
    "Ilith," a voice cried, right before the boy Tate called brother threw himself at her chest. 
 
    She tried to shy away only to find her path blocked by her sleeping mate.  
 
    She was forced to either endure the small one hugging her or snap him up in her jaws. She chose to endure, as he buried his face against her scales, his arms reaching as far around her neck as they could go—which wasn't far. 
 
    A purring near her feet told her the two-legger wasn't the only one expressing his admiration in inappropriate ways. The bearcat wove between her feet, pausing to press the sides of his face to every part of her he could reach.  
 
    I am glad to see you again. The words pressed unwelcome into Ilith’s brain, evidence she and the bearcat were forming a mental connection. It was much clearer than the last time he’d tried this. 
 
    She grumbled at both of them. Neither seemed willing to heed her warning. Fear didn't soak their scent. There were no screams of terror.  
 
    She grunted before looking away. Well, if they were going to be so emotional as to ignore the danger, she could allow them this small trespass against her magnificent self—but just for a moment. Some simply couldn't handle themselves in the presence of greatness. 
 
    Ilith narrowed her eyes as movement from the tents produced more people. These new ones were smart, hanging back a respectable distance as they watched her and the two pesky irritations at her side with acceptable awe.  
 
    One radiated power and possessed a scent similar to Dewdrop's. Ilith was familiar with it from Tate's last encounter with him. The Avertine. How did her other half's bond mates come to be here? 
 
    She prodded at the place Tate normally curled in her mind, frustrated when the other still didn't respond.  
 
    Ilith disliked this separation. Her kind were strong and powerful, but emotional and physical bonds were necessary to keep them from fading. Somehow theirs had become worn and frayed.  
 
    What had her other half been up to while Ilith slept? 
 
    She hadn’t seen their bonds so damaged since before the sleep. Only time would heal them, but until then their situation was perilous. Tate was the thread keeping her sane. Her other half's light was a beacon in the darkness and having it walled off for any length of time wouldn't do. 
 
    Dewdrop stepped back, scrubbing at his face as reddened eyes peered up at her. "Ilith, what's wrong? Where have you guys been?" 
 
    His attention shot past her to her mate. Shock filled his expression. "Is that Ryu? What happened to him?" 
 
    He would have dashed toward the fallen dragon if a warm voice hadn't interrupted. "Little grub, let your dragon settle. Pelting her with questions when she lacks the capacity for speech won't get you answers any faster."  
 
    Ilith peered around Dewdrop and snorted at the old woman who stood at the back of the crowd. Her back was slightly hunched and she moved slowly. The wrinkles around her eyes deepened when she noticed Ilith's attention. She bowed her head, the gesture conveying a deep respect without seeming subservient. "It has been an eternity, lady dragon." 
 
    The old woman's scent wafted Ilith's way bringing with it the feeling of patience and serenity. It reminded Ilith of deep mountain lakes, refreshing and cool after a hard day's flight. The type that pooled and burbled with peace no matter the turmoil in the world around them. 
 
    "I'm afraid my appearance has changed slightly over the years," the old lady said with the barest trace of a smile.  
 
    Ilith snorted in amusement. The woman was still the same as ever—cocky and convinced of her indestructibleness among beings not known for their patient or merciful natures. 
 
    Ilith became aware of Dewdrop, running his hand down the outside of her shoulder, over and over again, as if he was petting her. Night had plopped down on her paw, sprawling over her deadly claws as if they couldn't easily rip him in half. 
 
    "Come, give way to your other half. Your friends are worried and aren't likely to relax with you so on edge," the woman said, beckoning with her chin as she ordered a dragon about like she was a tame house pet.  
 
    The woman hobbled the way she'd come, her people parting before her without protest. 
 
    The warmth in her welcome hadn't escaped Ilith or the fact neither Dewdrop or Night had demanded she change place with Tate. They'd greeted her as fervently as she imagined they would have her other half.  
 
    She'd always imagined these two as Tate's, accepting Ilith only because she was a package deal because of her soul bond with their friend. 
 
    Perhaps she had underestimated them. She tended to think those not dragon—with the exception of Tate—as lesser and incapable of establishing the type of connection her kind took for granted. It was something to ponder when she ceded their body to the Savior. 
 
    Ilith reached for Tate and faltered when the change didn't immediately start. Worry flooded her and she tried again, straining for that spot in the in-between that allowed her to fold back and Tate to take shape.  
 
    Nothing happened. She was still dragon, Tate a silent presence inside.  
 
    She made a sound of distress. 
 
    She didn't like this. She didn't like this at all. She'd never been unable to initiate a switch. As dragon, it was unthinkable.  
 
    Dewdrop took a step toward her, his expression expectant. As the minutes piled up and Tate didn't take shape, his face grew concerned.  
 
    Ilith found herself not wanting to disappoint the small two-legger. He was a special entity to Tate.  
 
    Ilith threw herself into the change, waiting for the tingling fire to race through her. She bounced off an invisible wall. She could see where she needed to go, but found herself unable to bridge the gap. 
 
    A frustrated hiss escaped her. Those who lingered drew back with the exception of Tate's two bond mates. No one wanted to be close to an upset dragon. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    Ilith warbled, shifting unhappily. 
 
    She dug her claws into the hard dirt, uneasy. This had never happened before. Not in the before times or since she had made that first transition with Tate.  
 
    It left her feeling exposed, like she was missing an important limb. Dragons were apex predators. They weren't vulnerable. Yet, somehow, she was. 
 
    "Are you hurt? Injured?" Dewdrop asked, drifting closer, as if there wasn't an upset dragon in front of him. He scanned her, his face pinched with worry.  
 
    Ilith was glad now, that she had taken the time to scrub the blood of her prey off her scales. She wouldn't have wanted to listen to the emotional outburst such a sight would have caused. 
 
    Mustn't upset the small, defenseless two-leggers. 
 
    Well, no more than necessary, that was. 
 
    Part of her chaffed at the restrictions such thinking placed on her. She was a creature of the moment, pursuing its transient pleasures with little concern for the consequences. That's why she and the other made such a good team.  
 
    Ilith acted. Tate planned. 
 
    "Little grub, what's the hold up?" the man Ilith had decided was the leader asked. 
 
    Her head lifted and she regarded him with a raptor's intensity. She wasn't sure she liked the way he spoke and knew Tate had been unhappy with him during their last encounter.  
 
    Briefly, she considered the merits of ending his existence here and now. It might please her other. On the other hand, Tate hadn't ended him when she had the chance. She could have a use for the pest that Ilith wasn't seeing. In which case, she wouldn't be happy when she rose to ascendancy to find him dead. 
 
    Ilith made a sound in the back of her throat. Such complicated choices.  
 
    Tate will be unhappy if you eat him, Night said, lifting a paw and licking it. 
 
    She curled her lip to expose a fang before grumbling to herself. She preferred things simple. Clear enemies she could kill. 
 
    "I think something is wrong," Dewdrop was saying. 
 
    She blew a breath at him, irritated he felt the need to state the obvious. He pushed her snout away. Outrage tempted her to show him who the real predator was. But all that was forgotten when he reached up and scratched along the edge of her jaw. 
 
    Ooh, that felt good. Ilith's eyes slid half-closed. 
 
    He could keep his hand if this was what he did with it. 
 
    She tilted her head just the smallest bit so he could reach a particularly good spot, rumbling as a deep purr slipped out of her. 
 
    The conversation around them ground to a halt and Ilith opened her eyes to find herself the focus of all those present. 
 
    Night's tail twitched as he watched her, his expression knowing. He opened his mouth on a silent laugh, careful not to expose his teeth.  
 
    Ilith huffed at him before rolling to her feet as the conversation between Dewdrop and the pest resumed. 
 
    "We need to question Tate to get to the bottom of this," the pest was saying in a crisp voice. "We can't do that if she stays a dragon." 
 
    Dewdrop waved off his concerns and tilted his head up to Ilith. "Can you change?" 
 
    She stared down at him, frustration moving through her. Never before had the barrier of conversation been so annoying. Normally she was content to let the two-leggers chatter around her. Now, however, she needed their help.  
 
    It was an obstacle. 
 
    With a small growl, she took one claw and dragged it through the dirt. This was such an inefficient way to communicate. 
 
    No one spoke as they watched with wide eyes. 
 
    "Have you ever heard of a dragon being able to write?" a man whispered to his neighbor. 
 
    Silly humans. Of course, dragons could write. And read. And do any number of complicated things. Her kind coveted knowledge as much as they did jewels and shiny things. However, most chose not to reveal everything they knew.  
 
    Finished, Ilith folded her legs under her and settled down. 
 
    Dewdrop and several others stared down at the small etching Ilith had made in the dirt. 
 
    "And you still haven't seen a dragon write," someone muttered. 
 
    "It's too precise to not be words," the leader said.  
 
    "It's the ancient language," a man said from the back of the crowd.  
 
    Ilith watched as he stepped forward. She remembered this scent from the boat. He was the one who had unsettled Tate. She saw in him the potential to do great harm. 
 
    Ilith snorted at her other half's concerns. He was small and didn't look particularly strong to Ilith. They could easily kill him if he became too much of a threat. 
 
    He wore loose clothing, what she thought Tate referred to as a robe, that hid his body. No matter, he didn't move like a threat. He lacked the ability to pass through the world silently. His gaze was intelligent and Ilith might have found it fascinating to confuse him with riddles once upon a time. 
 
    The Silva Ilith had brought with her leaned closer. “He’s correct. These are from the era just before the great wars.” 
 
    The man knelt, softly tracing the characters Ilith had written. "Older, I'd say. Look at the roundness in the arcs, the simplicity on the ends. If it had been just before the great wars, the curves would be harsher, and the end would have a stylistic edge that was popular in that time period." 
 
    The man looked up, consideration in his gaze. "I'd place this form as a contemporary of what the Savior's used to communicate back and forth during their war." 
 
    Gabriella's gaze was assessing as she examined the markings. "You've got a good eye. I wouldn't have picked up on those subtle differences." 
 
    The man stood. "I've studied the original documents they left behind quite extensively." 
 
    Gabriella's lip lifted in a snarl befitting a predator. Ilith felt a spurt of amusement at this prey’s sign of aggression. "A guardian. I guess I should have known." 
 
    The man's back was straight, his chin raised as he met Gabriella’s gaze with a cool one of his own.  
 
    "I wouldn't be so quick to talk if I were you, Morain," the leader said with a sly smile. 
 
    Dewdrop spun on his heel, his expression cold and deadly. He drew in a deep breath before releasing a sound that made Ilith's ears prick up. 
 
    "You’re part of the group who attacked us in Auburn. You must have been working for them this entire time," Dewdrop said, his voice cold. “I was wondering how you and Ilith crossed paths.” 
 
    Night stalked Gabriella from the other side, pinning her between Tate's two bond mates. Ilith was impressed by the smaller predator. He moved silently and swiftly, slipping into position before the Silva even knew he was there.  
 
    Night didn't bare his fangs or waste time with pointless posturing, just stared intently at his prey. He was all the more intimidating for his utter silence. 
 
     Gabriella stiffened when she noticed how the two had neatly boxed her in, using Ilith on one side and the leader on the other to cut off all avenues of escape. 
 
    Gabriella frowned as if considering the best course of action. "Yes, I am part of the Morain, but I’m not responsible for the attack or her kidnapping 
 
    "Liar." There was a strange reverberation in Dewdrop’s voice, pulling power from the other world. Ilith regarded him with interest, wondering if this was part of his abilities.  
 
    She knew the creature his kind had been based on, a worthy predator. Dangerous to even unwary dragons. It would be fascinating to see how closely its progeny had developed to the original. 
 
    "Careful, little grub," the pest said, eyeing the younger man. 
 
    Dewdrop didn't listen, staring down Gabriella with a threat in his eyes. "What did you do to them? Why can't Ilith transform back to Tate?" 
 
    There was a compulsion to his voice that even Ilith felt and she wasn’t its target. She leaned closer, fascinated by this development.  
 
    Despite her preoccupation with the possibilities Dewdrop’s new talent presented, Ilith was aware of the guardian when he jerked at her name. He slid her a curious glance but held his silence. Smart. Tate would need to be careful of this one. He saw much more than people gave him credit for. 
 
    "Nothing that will bring either of them harm." 
 
    Dewdrop stabbed a finger at Ilith. "Not bring them harm? She can’t change back. I don't know about the Silva, but my people have many stories about what happens when dragons feel trapped or panicked, none of them good."  
 
    Dewdrop shot Ilith an apologetic glance, saying without words that he didn't really mean it. She flicked her tongue at him to let him know she understood.  
 
    She'd seen Night act similarly when he and Tate played off each other's strengths to someone else's detriment. Strange to be so included. She kind of liked the game and anticipated playing more. 
 
    For that reason, she opened her mouth and roared. 
 
    Night nearly levitated off the ground before landing, his ears and coat fluffing out so he seemed three times bigger, as everyone else jumped.  
 
    Ilith crossed her paws and flicked her tail again in apology. Perhaps the roar was too much. Hm, maybe next time they could work on a signal. 
 
    Night sent her a baleful glare. Was that really necessary? 
 
    Ilith didn’t dignify that with a response, blinking back at him. 
 
    Her ploy had obviously worked when Gabriella started talking, making sure to keep one eye on Ilith at all times. "I don’t know why she’s stuck. She shouldn’t still be suffering from the jade root’s effects. It's been almost two weeks since we dosed her last." 
 
    "Jade root?" There was a hesitation in the guardian’s voice that said he recognized the root. 
 
    "You know it?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    His nod was slow in coming. "It’s an old remedy. I’ve heard of it being given to novitiates who were having trouble after bonding to a dragon. It dulls the connection, allowing the human half some peace." 
 
    "Wait, why haven't we heard of this?" Dewdrop asked with a scowl. "The children who were taken and bonded against their will could have used its help." 
 
    Ilith snorted, letting them know her opinion on the matter. It might have dulled the connection, but at the dragon's expense. They needed a way to interact and vent their frustration or risk going mad and dragging their bonded down with them. 
 
    "Because it's dangerous, especially when administered over long periods of time," the guardian said. "In most cases, when the person who received the treatment went off it, their dragon was more out of control than they had been to begin with. Taking it permanently isn't a solution either as it causes severe paranoia and eventually death." 
 
    Dewdrop spun back to Gabriella, the fury in his expression impressive in one so young. Night inched forward, low to the ground, his belly almost brushing the dirt as he stalked the Silva.  
 
    "You gave her that poison? She's been missing for almost two weeks."  
 
    Gabriella had gone still, her body stiff and alert, aware her life hung by a very thin thread. "She only received three doses, well below a dangerous quantity." 
 
    Dewdrop checked with the guardian, who hesitated before nodding. 
 
    "Then why is she still stuck?" Dewdrop asked, the dangerous echo from before filling his voice. 
 
    Gabriella shook her head. She looked lost and confused "I don't know. An old, dangerous contact of ours took her from us several weeks ago." 
 
    Dewdrop hesitated, his gaze going to Night. Ilith concentrated, almost able to pick out the mental threads as the two communicated with each other. 
 
    "If that's the case, how are you with Ilith?" Dewdrop challenged. 
 
    "By accident. I’d been tracking Tate for days, trying to get close enough to help her." Gabriella’s gaze was serious, her words earnest. "I was wounded. Tate saved me." 
 
    Ilith could smell Dewdrop's skepticism and confusion, sense it in the way he held himself.  
 
    "Describe this man who took her," the leader said. 
 
    "He was once a guardian and is now quite mad." 
 
    Dewdrop and Night glanced at each. "Brown Eyes." 
 
    "Are you sure?" the leader asked. 
 
    "Reasonably. Tate said she didn't think he was stable. She said he was a guardian once who went insane." 
 
    The guardian straightened, his attention swinging toward Dewdrop. "Christopher?" 
 
    Dewdrop nodded. "That's his name. At least, one of them from what we can tell. I have contacts who know him by other names, but that's the oldest one we could find." 
 
    Night chuffed, drawing their focus, his attention now on the guardian. 
 
    Dewdrop nodded. "How do you know him? Don't bother denying it. Night will know if you lie." 
 
    Reluctance was written in the man's posture. "He was once my mentor. I trusted him unwisely. It cost many greatly." 
 
    "None of this explains the dragon's predicament," the pest said. 
 
    Ilith laid her head down and watched them as they watched her.  
 
    "Could Christopher have gotten hold of this root and dosed Tate with it?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    "Possibly." 
 
    "No," the guardian said. 
 
    "What makes you say that?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    "He would have had a reason for taking her. The dragon would have been part of it." 
 
    "He could have been afraid Tate's dragon would take exception to her kidnapping." 
 
    The guardian shook his head. "No, he would have anticipated that and counted on her gratefulness for being rescued. He was arrogant like that." 
 
    The last sentence was said with a bitterness that wasn't lost on any of those present.  
 
    "If the root's not the culprit, then what is preventing the transformation?" Dewdrop asked, looking like he was about to snap with frustration. 
 
    Gabriella shook her head regretfully. "I don't know." 
 
    Ilith's tail flicked behind her, a hint of her own inner turmoil showing through. 
 
    "I might be able to do something," the guardian said after a strained silence.  
 
    Dewdrop studied him, suspicion in his face. "Why would you do that? Every guardian I've met has treated the dragon-ridden and any creature with the touch of the creators on them with extreme prejudice and dislike." 
 
    "Not all of us are the same," the guardian said in a brusque voice. "Just as I imagine many of those in this troop aren't necessarily the same." 
 
    At that, the leader straightened, fixing the other man with hard stare. After several long seconds, he murmured. "Indeed, as is the case in every society." 
 
    "I have some healing ability, and I have an idea of what might be wrong," the guardian said.  
 
    Ilith found her feet and waddled his way. There was an uneasy noise from more than one of the people assembled as they watched her study the guardian. She dropped her head until her snout was right next to his chest. Then she inhaled, drawing his scent in deep. She caught no hint of deception.  
 
    Ilith's tongue flicked out washing across his face. It was unnecessary, but she liked the squeaking noise he made when she did it. 
 
    She chortled to herself as she waddled away, her backside swaying.  
 
    "I'm going to assume that means the dragon has no objections to my help," the man said, wiping his face with a piece of his robe. 
 
    Amusement bowed Dewdrop's shoulders, before he composed himself. "I'm guessing you're right." 
 
    After that, Ilith lost interest in the conversation, making her way over to Ryu and laying down beside him, her snout only inches from his body. She wished her mate would wake up.  
 
    She nuzzled the spot where his dragon rested, his presence calling out to her soul. His mental signature was stronger than it used to be. Clearer. Power radiated from his sleeping body. 
 
    It smelled astonishingly like home. For one brief minute, she allowed her to feel the bone-deep yearning for the place of her birth. But only a moment. Too long, and she wouldn't be able to bear it. That was then; this was her world now. 
 
    She opened her eyes and made a questioning sound. The smell wasn't only coming from the dragon, but the bonded as well.  
 
    Impossible.   
 
    It was a scent unique to her world, one she hadn't had the pleasure of experiencing in more centuries than she cared to remember. It whispered of more innocent times, of freedom and flight and curiosity. Where actions had little consequences and forever wasn’t just a dream. 
 
    Ilith dragged her thoughts from the nostalgic path they'd taken and bent her head closer to her mate, snuffling along his body before pausing. It was as if her mate had traversed the breech and then returned, the smell of it clinging to him as proof of his journey. 
 
    She raised her head. What exactly had Tate and her mate been up to while Ilith was asleep? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    "Um, Lady Dragon," a diffident voice said from behind her. 
 
    Ilith didn't respond immediately, peering down at her mate in consternation and dismay. If what her senses told her was true, he was in more danger than he appeared. It would explain why he was unconscious. Worse was the very real possibility he might not wake up again. 
 
    Human minds weren't meant to undertake that journey. It could cause irreparable damage. 
 
    Curious and curiouser.  
 
    Despite the severity of Ryu's predicament, Ilith found her interest engaged. She'd never been like other dragons, in that she didn't see difficult puzzles and feel driven to solve them, except for on very rare occasions. 
 
    One such puzzle was what had led to her becoming entangled with her Savior.  
 
    The person behind her fidgeted while Ilith kept up the appearance of being engrossed with Ryu. 
 
    Dewdrop stepped into view and rolled his eyes at her, not deceived in the slightest. He, and Night probably, knew that despite appearances Ilith was hyperaware of her surroundings.  
 
    The guardian tried once again to get her attention. 
 
    Ilith's tail twitched the slightest bit, the only sign she was listening. 
 
    Dewdrop bent a familiar, censorious look on her. Ilith had seen him aim it at Tate more than once. How strange to now be the one on the receiving side. 
 
    "He's trying to help you. Maybe don't make his job any harder than it has to be?" Dewdrop cocked his head. 
 
    Impudent whelp. How had Tate allowed these two to become so arrogant? 
 
    Dewdrop misunderstood her message, reaching up and patting her snout like she was some domestic animal to be soothed. "I know he's irritating. Just try not to eat him." 
 
    Night flopped onto his side a few feet away as he gave her a look that said he doubted her ability to succeed. 
 
    Ilith bared a fang at the two of them. 
 
    He wasn't the only one she'd have to try not to eat. 
 
    The guardian joined them, his expression unsure as he fiddled with his sleeves. Ilith glared, not even trying to appear reassuring or agreeable. It was good for him to treat a dragon of her caliber with caution. He might live longer that way. 
 
    "There are a few things I can try to help the change along," he said. 
 
    Doubtful. If Ilith couldn't figure it out, she didn't think this unassuming two-legger would be able to. 
 
    She'd already turned her attention back to the puzzle of trying to figure out Ryu by the time he'd finished speaking. 
 
    He looked at Dewdrop in question. 
 
    "We're going to take that as permission to proceed," Dewdrop said. 
 
    The guardian hesitated. "Are you sure?" 
 
    Dewdrop paused before nodding. "If she'd objected, it would have been much more obvious." 
 
    Night sat by Dewdrop's feet. He must have communicated with Dewdrop, because Dewdrop nodded. 
 
    "We both agree Ilith is unlikely to do anything to harm the two of us." 
 
    Ilith gaze shifted until she stared at him, her reptilian gaze unblinking. The second membrane that covered her eye nictitated. 
 
    The guardian didn't seem comforted.  
 
    Dewdrop shrugged, the gesture careless. "If I'm wrong, you probably won't even see death coming. Dragons are fast like that." 
 
    Ilith let out a small sound of amusement, the sibilant hiss further unsettling the guardian. Sadistic. She approved. Perhaps Tate's bond mates had some use after all. 
 
    Uncertainty filled the guardian’s movements as he faced Ilith and lifted his hands. 
 
    Ilith remained motionless, amused that he thought he had a chance of figuring this out. She prepared to be bored. 
 
    A charge gathered around his hands, a halo invisible to all but the most perceptive eyes. Ilith had a second to brace for its impact, outraged denial filling her.  
 
    The charge burst, hitting Ilith in the chest. She had time for shocked surprise that a human could harness such a strong power before the change was upon her, its familiar energy racing along her scales, down the ridges of her back, to her tail and back up again. 
 
    The transition from dragon to human was never an easy one. It was full of endless possibilities balanced on the knife's edge of failure. Waver more than a little and you tumbled down, lost to the in-between.  
 
    Ilith had only come close to that point twice in her long life. It was a terrifying prospect, to be so lost between worlds that you couldn't find your way back.  
 
    The location dragons referred to, wasn't like the in-between the mortals sometimes called their elementals from. It was much deeper between the worlds where little existed. It reminded her too much of the long sleep and the silent isolation there. 
 
    She felt her balance wavering, the change starting to dissolve. 
 
    She threw herself into it, using every bit of her power to fuel its continuation. She felt the strain on her psyche and body, but didn't stop. She was too far into it now. 
 
    Unknowingly, the guardian had given them the spark necessary to initiate the change, but he'd also thrust them headfirst into peril.  
 
    Ilith hadn't risen to her station in life to die so quietly.  
 
    She snarled and bore down, forcing the change one strand at a time. She mentally beat at the invisible wall between her and Tate, trying to break it through force alone. 
 
    It refused to fracture.  
 
    Despair welled up. 
 
    Wake up! Ilith screamed. You will die. 
 
    No response came from the small kernel of existence Ilith struggled to reach.  
 
    Ryu will die. 
 
    There. A tiny spark, but it was better than the silence of before. 
 
    Ilith shoved every emotion, good and bad, every feeling, every ounce of it at the spark of Tate's existence. She watched as it hesitantly unfurled. 
 
    Ilith? Tate's voice was whisper thin and groggy. 
 
    Reach for me or we'll die. 
 
    Tate obeyed. Ilith grabbed hold as the transition spread, a pained sound tearing from both of them. 
 
    Tate fell to her knees and then onto her side. Once again naked after a difficult change, her body was shaking so hard her muscles spasmed. 
 
    "What in the Savior's name did you do to her?" Dewdrop shouted, rushing to her side. 
 
    Vale gaped as Tate's high whimpers filled the air. "It's never caused this violent of a reaction before. I don't know what happened." 
 
    "Don't just stand there. Get her some clothes," Dewdrop ordered. 
 
    "Hurts," Tate stuttered out through clenched teeth. 
 
    Dewdrop's eyes were wide and concerned, a hint of fear lurking in their depths. She wanted to give him some reassurance, but she didn't have it in her. Her body felt like it had been ripped apart one cell at a time, then those cells were scrambled before being reassembled. 
 
    For a moment all she could feel was pain as her nerves screamed. What the hell had Ilith been doing to cause this much agony? 
 
    "Here, this will do until we can find her better clothes," Vale said holding out the robe he'd pulled over his head. 
 
    Dewdrop took the robe, eyeing the other man's simple long pants and long-sleeved shirt with disbelief. Dewdrop helped Tate into the robe, grabbing her uncooperative limbs and shoving them through the proper holes. 
 
    "Hot," Tate said in a whisper. 
 
    Dewdrop's lips quirked as he read where her thoughts were going. To Vale he said, "How can you stand to wear all that in this heat?" 
 
    Although Tate didn't see the distinctive sand dunes, the heat was still overwhelming, a wet blanket that irritated. 
 
    The guardian shrugged. "Our faith teaches discomfort as something one needs to overcome through discipline and willpower. Too many people think comfortable is safe. Sometimes they pay with their life." 
 
    Surprisingly wise words from someone whose Order did idiotic things on a regular basis. 
 
    Tate's heart jolted as she remembered the reason she'd forced a change the way she had.  
 
    Tate grabbed Dewdrop's arm. "Ryu? Is Ryu alive?" 
 
    Your dragon man still breathes, but we have not been able to wake him, Night said, padding up to Tate and headbutting her lightly on her side before sitting back. I’m glad you’re back with us. The dragon is amusing but unpredictable. 
 
    She allowed herself to relax as the pain lessened from agony to simply the wrong side of uncomfortable. 
 
    She'd never had a shift go so bad—not even the first one where she'd nearly died. Given the raw state of her mind and her bond with Ilith, she would say she'd been a short step from death again. 
 
    The sound of footsteps had Tate squinting up at Evan as his lips quirked. "I see you've finally managed to get her into human form." 
 
    "What's he doing here?" Tate asked, trying to get a grip on current events. Having time and place shift like it just had—with Ilith taking control and Tate so far under she wasn't sure what had happened—was disorienting under normal circumstances, but now it threatened to send Tate's mind spinning. 
 
    "You flew right up to our camp and made yourself at home," he said in a mild voice. 
 
    Tate peered past him to the little community of tents set against the backdrop of a great forest behind them. They weren't the show tents the Avertine had used in Aurelia. These were simpler, designed to be broken down and set up quickly. Somehow, she’d managed to find her way to an Avertine camp containing both Dewdrop and Night. 
 
    How had Ilith known to come here? 
 
    "You're going to have to catch me up on current events," Tate said as Dewdrop helped her stand. "But later, when I don't feel like my body is going to dissolve into a thousand specks of sand." 
 
    "We were kind of hoping you could do that for us," Dewdrop said, grunting under her weight. 
 
    "I'm not that heavy," she told him with an unamused glance. 
 
    Dewdrop hid his grin. 
 
    If she can complain, she's going to be fine. Night whipped his tail behind him as he paced by their side. 
 
    A snicker escaped Tate, one she wished hadn't when it set her body to throbbing again. 
 
    "Don't worry about it. We'll get the other dragon into a tent," Evan said sarcastically, his youthful face at odds with eyes that looked like they’d seen and done everything. 
 
    Dewdrop shot him an irritated expression. "I wasn't." Dewdrop supported the majority of Tate's weight as they staggered past.  
 
    Evan's grin flashed as they passed. "You've become quite the uppity thing since you hooked up with her." 
 
    "I take umbrage with that," Dewdrop returned. "I was always uppity." 
 
    "I'll second that notion, and add cocky and arrogant to it," Tate said. The banter did its job of getting her mind partially off the discomfort still threading through her body. It was like an invisible wound involving the entire body that you tried to ignore, but couldn't help prodding at to see if it still hurt. 
 
    They moved past Evan and a few of his Avertine. Surprisingly, Tate didn't see any of the white, painted doll faces or the loose robes from her last encounter with them.  
 
    Some looked human, but many of the faces Tate saw staring at her wouldn't have passed. One had three eyes, the third of which was at the center of their forehead. Another person's arms almost reached their knees and they had a subtle curve to their spine that made it appear like they had a hunch. Tate suspected the person in question was extremely fast and good at climbing.   
 
    "I'm surprised you brought the guardian here," Tate said, her gaze shifting to her friend. 
 
    Since he and the Avertine had mended the chasm between them, he had become very protective of his former people. Bringing a guardian to the Avertine camp was a risk, especially in light of the conversations among the empire's elite debating the definition of sentient. Furthermore, they’d considered the merits of putting any Creator-touched creature down before they could become a threat.  
 
    "It wasn't exactly part of our plans, but a lot has happened since you disappeared," he said, his face grim. 
 
    "You trust him?" 
 
    The Grand Master had wanted to show Vale a different way of looking at life. He'd hoped interaction with Tate and her merry band of misfits would sway the other man in some way.  
 
    Tate had a feeling he was getting more than he'd bargained for. 
 
    "Do I trust anyone except you and Night?" Dewdrop asked.  
 
    Good point. 
 
    The guardian has given no signs of being a threat, Night said, pacing beside them. His large form came up to Tate's waist. The Avertine are being very careful to make sure he doesn't see more than they allow. 
 
    By this point, they'd reached a tent, their entry made easy when a girl exiting held the flap open so they could duck inside without having to juggle Tate's weight. 
 
    The inside was sparser than the tents she’d visited in Aurelia, but it had enough comforts to make Tate think of warmth and home.  
 
    Rugs covered the small living space, perhaps not as thick as they'd been in the city, but their colorful patterns immediately transformed the tent from stark to comfortable. Small pillows had been set around the area, and numerous candles flickered in the breeze from outside before stilling.  
 
    "Set her there, boyo," the Ahnteela said from where she knelt over a set of three clay bowls, a deep blue and copper pattern dancing across their outsides. 
 
    Dewdrop changed direction toward a small pallet waiting in the corner of the room. The mattress was small and thin but covered in thick blankets that would go unused if nighttime was anywhere near as warm as the day. 
 
    Tate was grateful when she was fully horizontal. She didn't want to show it, but the short walk had taken more energy than she had to give. All she wanted to do was rest and let the world take care of itself for a while.  
 
    She couldn't. There were too many things she needed to know for her to embrace the respite of rest. 
 
    She focused on duty instead. "Tell me what's been happening since I was taken." 
 
    Ryu had explained some, but she wanted to hear it from Dewdrop and Night. Their perspective of the situation would be unique to them and might shed more light on the situation. 
 
    The two shared a glance, having an entire conversation in the blink of an eye. They might not share an ounce of blood between them, but they were brothers in every way that counted. Family in the most meaningful sense of the word. There might be minor disagreements, each picking on the other when they could, but let one of their own be threatened and there'd be a reckoning.  
 
    It was a relationship Tate was proud to be a part of, knowing she was the big sister in this equation.  
 
    It was more than she'd ever expected to have, and perhaps more than she may have deserved if what she'd seen in the glass lake was true. 
 
    She pushed that unsettling thought away, focusing on the here and now. 
 
    "When you were taken, there was a lot of commotion. People were pointing fingers at everyone else, but not a lot of searching was happening," he said. 
 
    We took matters into our own hands. We tracked you through the city before losing your scent, Night added. 
 
    "Ryu decided the mission couldn't wait so he sent Roslyn, Jacob and the others ahead," Dewdrop said. "We were supposed to join them once we found you." 
 
    Tate had so many questions, she didn't know where to start. 
 
    "Tell me how you came to be with the Avertine," she said. 
 
    "My people knew of the mediation the Silva called," Dewdrop said. "They've been migrating toward the Harridan's city for the last few months. They felt it time we had more of a voice on the imperial stage. When our search took us out of the city, I knew we needed a cover. I approached a tribe who got me to the Ahnteela and Evan's caravan." 
 
    "And Ryu?" 
 
    He was with us until a few days ago.  
 
    Dewdrop nodded. "One day he walked out of the tent without a word and took dragon form before flying off. We hoped he'd sensed something about you since your trail had gone cold." 
 
    Tate paused. That would roughly coincide with when she'd woken up in the back of Christopher's wagon.   
 
    "How did Vale end up with you?" Tate asked. "I would have assumed he'd be sent ahead with the rest." 
 
    The two were quiet for several seconds. 
 
    "I was," Vale said, stepping into the tent. 
 
    Tate's eyes lifted to his, a frown on her face as she studied him. He'd obviously been waiting outside for his moment to intrude. Why? 
 
    Seeing her unspoken question, he continued, "The Grand Master sent me to observe you. I can't do that from Silvain." 
 
    "You couldn't do that from here either," Tate said. 
 
    He inclined his head, folding his arms in a manner she recognized from other guardians. It lost some of its authority without the aid of long, wide sleeves to hide his hands. 
 
    He hesitated, his expression hard to read as she studied him. "Maybe, but I thought the chance they would recover you was excellent." 
 
    "Hmm." Tate remained unconvinced. 
 
    It also didn't explain why Dewdrop had brought him to his people, the Avertine, many of whom violated the doctrine of the guardians. 
 
    "It was probably a good thing he ended up with us," Dewdrop said, his expression serious. 
 
    Tate looked at him, keeping her silence as he took a deep breath. 
 
    "Everyone Ryu sent to Silvain has been put under house arrest," he said. 
 
    Tate blinked. Then blinked again. 
 
    Silence filled the tent as she remained speechless. 
 
    Dewdrop continued, sounding like he was forcing each word out. "The Harridan took insult when you didn't appear. We're not sure of everything that happened after that, but from what we've heard from other Avertine and Silva, it sounds like she's threatening to withdraw from the empire and is using your absence as an excuse to do so." 
 
    Tate looked between the two of them with dismay on her face. That was a worst-case scenario. So bad, it hadn't been in any of their planning strategies.  
 
    They'd thought if things went wrong, the Silva might cry blood feud against the Guardians and the Black Order. Maybe declare their territory off-limits to them and others. Not withdraw from the empire entirely. 
 
    "Why would they do that?" Tate asked. 
 
    Dewdrop shook his head. "We don't know." 
 
    Tate let her head fall back as she closed her eyes. "We sent Roslyn into that." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    They couldn't just leave her, not when it was Tate and Ryu's fault she was there in the first place. Tate didn't have it in her to abandon Roslyn. She couldn't have done it even when Roslyn was a stranger and especially not now that she'd become a friend. 
 
    Stop blaming yourself, Night said, his mental voice sour. None of us could have predicted this. If you’re going to blame anybody you should blame Ryu and us for sending her in your place. 
 
    Night’s enigmatic gaze held hers. The bearcat had a very good grasp of how her mind worked. He knew she wouldn’t blame them for something that was out of their control even if she wouldn’t give herself the same courtesy.  
 
    Dewdrop’s expression was grave as he waited. Tate saw what she hadn’t earlier. His guilt matched the weight of the one she’d been trying to put on her shoulders. If she continued in this vein, she’d only make his burden worse, when he and Night didn’t deserve it.  
 
    Tate took a deep breath and nodded. Night was right. None of them deserved to carry the weight for actions that weren’t their fault in the first place.  
 
    “What about Jacob? He’s a dragon. They’re not exactly easy to keep grounded. He should have been able to protect them from this,” Tate said, another thought occurring to her. 
 
    Dewdrop shook his head regretfully. “We don’t know. No information about him has made it out.” 
 
    "Do you have a way in?" 
 
    Dewdrop shared a look with Night before jerking his chin down in a sharp nod. "We've been working on one." 
 
    "Is it something we need to implement now?" Tate asked, her eyelids drooping as exhaustion threatened to get the better of her.  
 
    Whatever she and Ilith had done, had consumed a massive amount of energy. She needed to recuperate. At the moment she was running on dregs, but if Dewdrop told her they needed to act, she'd find a way to drag her weary body off this pallet and get to work. 
 
    "You will rest," the Ahnteela ordered from her corner. She'd been quiet until now, waiting, listening. She got to her feet, her bones creaking as she stood. 
 
    The woman was ancient but looked almost ageless despite the wrinkles in her face. Her eyes were slightly more tilted than a human's, but they were wise and knowing as she handed the bowl she'd been tending to Tate. 
 
    When Tate hesitated, the Ahnteela arched an eyebrow at her. Amusement creased the corners of her eyes and lips. "Do you think I would drug you?" 
 
    "If it suited your agenda—yes." 
 
    The Ahnteela—Tate still wasn't sure if that was a title or name—threw her head back, her warm chuckle filling the room. 
 
    "You're not filling me with confidence," Tate said dryly. 
 
    "Child who is my elder, you are as weak as a newborn. If I truly meant you harm, I would simply need to act." 
 
    A knife appeared at Tate's throat. Vale inhaled sharply. Tate eyed the paper-thin skin of the other woman’s hand, the small signs of age, before meeting the Ahnteela's gaze.  
 
    "Point taken." Tate took in Night's crouch, his focus locked on the Ahnteela's throat. Dewdrop's lips were pursed and his eyes narrowed as he stared at his ancestor. She had no doubt he had one of his deadly screams ready to be released if necessary. "But I think you’re underestimating the extent of my defenses." 
 
    The Ahnteela settled back, an unexpected smile gracing her face. "You have always been talented at making powerful friends who'd lay down their lives for you." 
 
    "Now you make me sound mercenary." Tate raised the bowl and sniffed it. The odor wasn't as unpleasant as she'd expected. It was delicate and hard to pinpoint, the aroma subtle as it teased before dissipating. 
 
    "It'll help with the pain and exhaustion you feel," the Ahnteela said. 
 
    Tate made a face but drank it. The taste was refreshing and soothing, making her think of cooler days where the feel of the sun on her skin didn't make her grimace. 
 
    "Is this your own remedy?" Vale asked as he leaned closer, his eyes bright with interest. "What's in it? Did you take plants from nearby or were they ones you had in stock?" 
 
    His questions came rapid-fire as the rest of them gazed at him in startlement. It was the most animation and interest he'd displayed in the entire time Tate had known him. Normally he was content to hang back. A watcher more than a participant. 
 
    He gave them a sheepish look. "I have a fascination with herbology and its use in medicine." 
 
    "Perhaps you could pursue this hobby at a better time," the Ahnteela said with a hint of reproach. 
 
    Vale got a guilty look on his face as he composed himself, adopting his disinterested mask.  
 
    Tate liked him better for the blunder. It made him less the irreproachable guardian and more human, with the accompanying flaws and weaknesses. 
 
    Tate took several more sips of the drink, draining it in seconds. Once she had finished the bowl, the Ahnteela set another bowl in front of her. This one was filled with a mint green paste. "This one we will put on your skin to help with the burns." 
 
    Tate grimaced at it. Until the Ahnteela said something, Tate had been able to ignore the tight, uncomfortable feeling of the skin on her face and any area that had been exposed to the sun. Her face was the worst of it, her lips swollen and stinging, the skin prickling with warning. In a few hours, her discomfort was going to get a whole lot worse. 
 
    Dewdrop and Night peered into the bowl. Night's tongue flicked out, tasting the paste before disgust wrinkled his nose. He raised a paw trying to scrub the taste off his tongue. 
 
    "That's what you get for being so curious," the Ahnteela chided. "Now, both of you, out." 
 
    Night decided he'd had enough of the Ahnteela's concoctions and prowled out of the tent without even a glance in Tate's direction. After a nod from Tate, Dewdrop uncurled from his seated position on the floor with obvious reluctance.  
 
    "You can resume your conversation when she's rested," the Ahnteela called after her many times great-grandson.  
 
    He grumbled in response. 
 
    "Your relationship seems to have improved," Tate observed. 
 
    The Ahnteela made a sound of agreement.  
 
    "How did you know where to be when he needed you?" Tate asked. She'd heard Dewdrop's chain of events but she had a feeling more was going on than he knew.  
 
    It was too big a coincidence for the Ahnteela and Evan's tribe to be exactly where he needed them to be at the right moment. 
 
    Briefly, she considered whether the Avertine might have had something to do with her abduction, but she discarded the notion as quickly as it occurred to her. For all the Avertine enjoyed a warmer welcome in Silva territory, they were still outsiders. 
 
    "You don't believe in fate?" the Ahnteela asked, taking a big glop of the mint green paste and smoothing it over Tate's forehead. 
 
    Her eyes slid shut at the blessed relief it brought, momentarily replacing the uncomfortably tight feeling. The paste felt cool on her hot skin. 
 
    "Fate is intercepting a pickpocket in a street market or saving a bearcat from a cage, only to have them become two of the most important people in the world to you," Tate said as the Ahnteela continued covering her skin. She finished Tate’s face and moved on to her hands and lower arms. "It isn't arranging for an entire troop of Avertine to be where they’re needed right in the middle of a catastrophe." 
 
    The Ahnteela dipped her chin, her expression warm. "Perhaps it's both." 
 
    She set Tate's hand down and reached for the other. "We have been hunting the man you awoke in the catacombs. Our hunt led us here." 
 
    "That would explain the presence of his shade," Tate said grimly. But not how it became attached to her.  
 
    The Ahnteela inclined her head. “I have not heard of one of those being used since your war and the turbulent years directly after.” 
 
    “What were they exactly?” Tate asked. 
 
    “They were impressions of an individual. Copies if you will. There are many uses for a shade. You could leave it to guide someone along a path after you were gone, or to leave an important message.” 
 
    Tate nodded slowly as the words pricked at a half memory. She had a feeling she’d encountered one of those, but she couldn’t recall where or when. 
 
    “They were often used as spies. Someone would insert the shade into the target’s consciousness, usually when they were unconscious. It would then sit there, gathering information and in rare cases influencing the victim’s thoughts. If you had one attached to you, it would mean someone thinks you know something they need.” 
 
    The Ahnteela paused in her ministrations, her gaze going distant. “It concerns me that you’ve run across one. It points to the old ways being reawakened.” 
 
    As if Tate's other problems weren't bad enough.  
 
    "I find it interesting you were kidnapped around the same time he came to this part of the world," the Ahnteela continued. 
 
    Tate frowned at her. "You think he had some hand in events." 
 
    She wanted to say that was ridiculous, not to mention slightly paranoid, but she couldn't. The words got stuck in her throat. 
 
    "Do you remember his name yet?" the Ahnteela asked. Her task finished, she sat back and wiped her fingers on a wet cloth Tate only just then noticed sitting by her side. 
 
    She started to respond, but hesitated as she thought over the Ahnteela's words. Jaxon was the Savior Tate felt the most connection with, but she'd begun to get glimpses of others as her memories began to return in fits and starts. She didn’t have everything yet, but she could feel it lurking just out of reach. 
 
    "I know he was one of us, but that's about it," Tate said. 
 
    The Ahnteela turned, grabbing a cast iron teapot decorated with several strange beasts. It gleamed with a red gloss as she scooped out a thin mesh strainer and removed the tea leaves. She poured the liquid into two small cups with the same finish and decorations as the pot. She put the teapot down before picking up one cup and setting it beside Tate.  
 
    The other she picked up and held to her lips, taking several bracing sips before she began to talk again, her voice taking on the cadence of a storyteller's. "He was your contemporary." 
 
    "He was my friend," Tate stated. Her glimpse at the hidden archives of the guardians suggested as much. 
 
    "Not necessarily," the Ahnteela disagreed. 
 
    Tate's eyebrows lowered in question. 
 
    "From what my research has shown, he always hung on the periphery of your circle. There, but not quite one of you," the Ahnteela said, her head tilted as she chose her words carefully. "He didn't rise to influence until well after your sleep." 
 
    "He seemed to recognize me.” His words had suggested a personal relationship. He hadn't acted like he was a stranger. 
 
    "I have no doubt. You are similar to how you were then. A bright, shining presence that can't help but leave the world changed in your wake. It is hard to overlook you since even your smallest actions often have far reaching consequences." 
 
    Tate was silent as she considered that. The Ahnteela had more memories of the time before the long sleep than Tate, but she couldn't shake the feeling it was more personal than the Ahnteela suggested. 
 
    "What else can you tell me about him?" Tate asked, leaving the subject of her connection with him for another time. 
 
    "He was not in the main circle as I said. That was you, Jaxon, Suz, Kenneth, and Trace. You five were the leaders. Your paths only diverged after your goals started to change. The stranger's time came long after the infighting began." 
 
    "The five of us didn’t end as friends then," Tate said, letting her head rest against the pillow as she got more comfortable. She'd had a feeling something had happened—otherwise how else had she ended up in that chamber, asleep for thousands of years. 
 
    The Ahnteela's eyes held pity as they met Tate's. "War forces evolution. People adapt and change as their very survival is challenged. This leads to shifts in goals. In your case and later Jaxon's and Suz's, this resulted in a falling out with some in your circle." 
 
    Tate was silent for several long seconds. "Over what?" 
 
    For the first time the Ahnteela hesitated. "I don’t know." 
 
    Of course, she didn't. It'd be too easy, and therefore suspicious, if she had. 
 
    "Talk to your dragon. She knows more than she's telling you," the Ahnteela said. 
 
    Tate's laugh was raw. "Of that I'm sure. The problem with getting a dragon to talk is they're more finicky than cats and more ornery than them too." 
 
    Tate said nothing about the fact she could no longer hear Ilith's voice. She'd hoped after the shift that the issue would fix itself, but apparently not. There was a chance that after she'd rested a little while and replenished her resources, she would achieve homeostasis, allowing her to hear Ilith again.  
 
    It was that little bit of hope that allowed Tate to listen when the Ahnteela said, "Rest now and regain your strength. You have much to set to right in the coming days." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    "There they are." Dewdrop found his feet as Evan and another Avertine crested the hill.  
 
    It had been four days since Tate had awoken after Ilith had flown them to safety, and it felt like they were no closer to the Harridan's city. Not for lack of trying on their part. 
 
    Worse, Ryu was still unconscious and Ilith's presence was considerably subdued. Tate had only caught whispers of her voice, and she was starting to grow concerned. 
 
    "Any luck?" Dewdrop asked when Evan and the other man reached them. Evan and Wilson had left early that morning to scout out another potential route to the city. 
 
    Evan shook his head. "No, that road is blocked too. They have militia posted all along it doing searches of anyone who passes." 
 
    "We had an interesting time trying to evade their patrols," the other man said. He was medium height with a stocky build and a face that inspired trust. His eyes were kind despite his gruff exterior. His hair was shaggy and long, and unlike most of the Avertine, he had a beard. His skin had been weathered by the sun and elements, making him seem a few years older than he probably was. 
 
    The camp had already been moved twice to avoid patrols. Tate wasn't sure how much longer they could keep up this game of cat and mouse—especially when it was Silva after them.  
 
    The Silva were talented trackers. They had a superior sense of smell and hearing. Their time spent in the wilds had further instilled in them the ability to read the land and see the signs left by those traversing it.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before the Avertine were discovered, no matter how confident Evan was they could stay one step ahead. 
 
    Evan nodded. "The Loas and Siva roads are similarly patrolled. We'll need to head to the Kinjisan cliffs." 
 
    Wilson whistled. "Risky. The inhabitants there are the wildest and most untamed of the Silva clans. They don't welcome outsiders—even those of your ilk, old friend." 
 
    "I don't see much of a choice," Evan admitted. "Every other path is likely to be crawling with the Harridan's forces. It's that or allow your dragon to fly you in." 
 
    The last part was directed at Tate. 
 
    She hesitated. If that had been an option, she'd be tempted to take it. However, with the bond between her and Ilith still weak, Tate didn't want to chance another dangerous shift. Not after last time.  
 
    "Let's keep that option in reserve for later," Tate said.  
 
    "Fair enough," Evan said. "We'd have to take this route anyway with the rest of the troop. The Harridan's forces are choking off our retreat." 
 
    "We're agreed then," Wilson said. "I'll give the family heads the news. They'll start packing so we can begin our journey to the cliffs." 
 
    The two men left for their tasks. 
 
    When Tate started to speak, Dewdrop held up his hand. "Don't even think about trying to talk me into remaining behind." 
 
    She closed her mouth and studied him. "I don't know why you would think I was going to do that." 
 
    It was exactly what she'd been about to do. 
 
    He scoffed. "Please, I know how you think. It's not happening. You can get it out of your head. I'm a fully accepted member of this family. I share in its dangers and its victories." 
 
    "You're also not quite an adult," Tate pointed out. "I wouldn't want Willa or Pax joining us if they were here." 
 
    "In my culture I'm considered old enough to marry and start a family," Dewdrop said, calmer than he’d been in the past when she’d made this same argument. "Also, I know for a fact you would leave Night behind too, if you thought he would stay." 
 
    Tate's mouth snapped shut and she looked away. 
 
    Very true.  
 
    "I know it's in your nature to protect," Dewdrop said. "But, we're family. You said it yourself—family sticks together. They have each other's backs in difficult times and good. Don't go ruining it by trying to be a martyr. You'll just make the bearcat angry." 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    "How's he doing?" Tate asked as soon as she walked to the back of the wagon holding Ryu's unconscious body. 
 
    The same, Night said around a big yawn. He gathered himself, rising from where he'd stretched out next to Ryu, keeping watch while Tate was busy.  
 
    He stood and stretched, first his front and then his back legs.  
 
    Tate climbed up into the wagon to take his place. She took Ryu's hand and held it as Night hopped to the ground. 
 
    "Evan wants us to stay out of sight. We're too recognizable," she called after him. 
 
    Don't insult me. I'm only seen when I want to be seen. 
 
    Tate snorted at the arrogant statement. She lifted her hand and brushed the hair back from Ryu's forehead.  
 
    "Do you remember when I was dying?" she asked him, her throat clogged and her voice was rougher than it should have been. "You told me I didn't have your permission to die. Well, the same goes for you. Whatever this is, you need to beat it and come back and help me solve this debacle. Do you hear me? I'm getting tired of waiting for you. Open your eyes, Ryu." 
 
    As he had every time she'd had this conversation with him, he remained still and quiet, locked into whatever the minor god of the lake had done to him. 
 
    Tate sat back with a sigh, scrubbing her hands over her face. She wished he'd just open his eyes and give her that arrogant smile that occasionally made her want to punch him in the throat. He could even be his normal aggravating self and she wouldn't complain.  
 
    She wished they were in Aurelia with access to healers who could at least tell her what was wrong. The Ahnteela and another Avertine healer had looked at him and said there was nothing physically ailing him. She knew that. There wasn't a scratch on him that would explain this coma. 
 
    The Ahnteela had said the battle was entirely in his hands. Nothing they did would help him. He'd have to save himself. 
 
    Tate had never felt so helpless before. It left a bitter feeling in her mouth she didn't particularly care for.  
 
    All she could do was wait and hope and pray—all things she'd never been particularly good at.  
 
    The wagon jolted as they began to move. 
 
    Tate stretched out next to Ryu and took his hand in hers. It was too hot to press against him, but she needed some contact, if only to reassure herself that he was still here. 
 
    The hours passed, boredom setting in as she alternately napped or stared out the back of the wagon. Not that there was much out there that she could see, just the long caravan of the Avertine as they bounced over the rough ground. 
 
    She steadied Ryu as they hit a deep rut, bouncing hard enough to rattle teeth. 
 
    They slowed to a stop seconds later. She heard rustling from the front as the driver and his passenger hopped down. Tate moved to the opening at the rear of the wagon, pausing and listening. 
 
    Why had they stopped? Had they run into some of the Harridan's people? 
 
    Tate waited, crouched just out of sight. 
 
    She hated having to hide. It made her feel weak and useless, two things she had striven to never be. She didn't like feeling this way now, but she also refused to let her feelings control her or impel her to reckless behavior.  
 
    She might not be able to control the situation, and that might inspire feelings of helplessness, but that wasn't the reality. In every situation there was a choice and a decision to make. Right now, she chose to trust the Avertine to uphold their word. She would continue to do so until the very moment they gave her a reason not to.  
 
    So, as much as her instincts begged her to take action, she waited, tense and on edge. 
 
    Evan appeared, his expression serious. "Everyone alright back here?"  
 
    Tate nodded, relaxing. "A little bruised but hanging on." 
 
    He slapped the side of the wagon as he pushed off. "It's going to get more difficult from here on out. The terrain is rockier and when we reach the cliffs, we may have to leave the wagons behind." 
 
    Tate nodded.  
 
    "We're far from the roads. It should be safe for you to get out and stretch your legs," he said. "One of my people can sit with the dragon for a time." 
 
    Tate hesitated, looking back at Ryu. It felt wrong to leave him to someone else. 
 
    "You're not helping him by sitting at his side being mournful," Evan said. "You have to look after yourself too, or you'll burn out. Get out, take a look around. There's plenty of time to mope over his unconscious body later." 
 
    "You're a regular barrel of cheer. It's shocking, really, how you and Dewdrop ever fell out with each other." 
 
    The grin he flashed her was merciless, full of steel and hard edges. "You don't live as long as I do without acquiring a few sharp edges. I give good advice. It's up to you whether you take it or not." 
 
    He walked away before Tate could respond. 
 
    She sighed before climbing down. He had a point, even if it galled her to listen to him. Evan, more than the Ahnteela or any other Avertine, rubbed her the wrong way. She still held a trace of animosity for him because of the way he had treated Dewdrop. She didn't know if she'd ever get to the point where she and he would see eye to eye.  
 
    She winced as she took several steps, her body aching from being cooped up in the wagon too long. Parts of her were bruised that she didn’t know could be bruised.  
 
    She waited by the wagon until a boy younger than Dewdrop approached. He was short and gangly, with a mop of curly hair falling over one eye. His smile was crooked as he jumped into the wagon with a single bound. 
 
    With someone watching over Ryu, it left Tate free to explore. 
 
    She took in her surroundings, different than anything she’d seen in Silvain so far. The land here wasn't flat, nor did it hold the promise of green, growing things in the distance. It was as arid and dry as much of the terrain Tate had found herself in over the past few weeks. Stark but beautiful. 
 
    Red monoliths towered over their little caravan. On the other side of their path, the peaks and valleys of the land rolled into sharp hills and rocky cliffs. At least they weren't sand dunes, Tate thought pessimistically.  
 
    Not that they were any less difficult to traverse, especially in the wagons. One hidden rock could destroy an axle and delay them hours.  
 
    They could have left them behind, but that would have meant leaving Ryu—something Tate wouldn't consider. 
 
    To her surprise, Evan had felt similarly.  
 
    Avertine's lives were held within their wagons. It made for slower travel over terrain that would probably be more easily navigated by foot or horseback. But leaving them behind was tantamount to losing their identity. 
 
    Tate's long legs took her further and further from the caravan as she sought to get rid of some of her excess energy. She pulled the airy cloak that Evan had given her closer, making sure her head was adequately covered. The Ahnteela's green paste might do wonders for sunburns, but Tate didn't want to risk another one so soon. 
 
    Her skin was still recovering from the last one. 
 
    She made her way along the faintest impression of a trail that wound up the side of one of the monoliths. She paused halfway up and took a seat, watching as the Avertine got out and stretched their legs beneath her perch. 
 
    There was a slight scrape of claws on rock before Night bounded up beside her. Tate didn't stir, unsurprised he had decided to join her.  
 
    He’d been tailing her since she left the wagon.  
 
    He shook himself all over before flopping onto his side and stretching out on the hot rock.  
 
    "You look like you're enjoying yourself," Tate said. 
 
    It's been a long time since I've enjoyed a place like this. 
 
    "Do you ever think about leaving Aurelia and finding somewhere similar to this?" Of leaving her and Dewdrop? She kept that last part unvoiced, afraid it revealed too many of her own insecurities. "I know Tala offered you the choice." 
 
    He was quiet as he thought over her question. This place makes me remember I’m not some tame pet. I was built to kill. Out here, no one would judge me for my instincts, but as free as this place makes me feel, it’s not without its own dangers. To live here would be to embrace my more savage side. It would be a hard life.  
 
    Tate didn't say anything as they stared over the red tinted landscape.  
 
    My life in Aurelia is stifling at times, but it suits me. The hunting is different, but it is still hunting. That is enough. 
 
    Tate hid her relief, keeping her face aimed at the scenery in front of them as they sat in silence, waiting for the tail of the Avertine group to catch up below. 
 
    She didn't know what she'd do if Night, Willa and Pax decided they wanted to embrace the needs of their non-human side. She wouldn't stand in their way. She knew what it was like to have a part of yourself missing and not know how to fix it. Losing them would hurt, but she wouldn't want them to sacrifice huge pieces of themselves to keep her from feeling loneliness.  
 
    Even she felt the wild beauty of this place. It pulled at her instincts, whispering of a simpler life without the politics or rules of the capital. The Silvain territory was dangerous and harsh, but it left you feeling alive. Each moment was precious because the next wasn't guaranteed.  
 
    Night lifted his head, his body tensing the slightest bit. To a stranger he would still seem relaxed and unconcerned. For Tate, who had been with him through many dangerous situations, that slight shift in posture was as loud as a shout on someone else. 
 
    He had sensed something. 
 
    She didn't bother asking what, not wanting to interrupt his concentration.  
 
    She pretended relaxation she didn't feel, her senses becoming hyperalert as she held herself ready. 
 
    We’re being watched.  
 
    Tate didn't give any indication she had heard him. She didn't want their possible watchers to know she and Night could communicate. 
 
    We should head back and warn the others. 
 
    "You take the quick way," Tate murmured, pushing herself to standing. 
 
    He flashed her a look of protest. 
 
    "I can take care of myself. You've seen me do it more than once. There are those more vulnerable down there. Warn the rest. I'll catch up," she told him, her thoughts on Ryu. 
 
    None of them have been kidnapped twice in less than a few months, he told her sourly. 
 
    She grimaced. She'd known he’d find a way to bring that up eventually. 
 
    Night turned toward the side of the small outcropping they'd been sitting on. Try not to let anything happen to you, or else I'll have to listen to Dewdrop whine about being left out again. 
 
    "Hasn't he had enough of being kidnapped already?" Tate muttered.  
 
    Night shot her a smug look over his shoulder, his eyes gleaming as he tilted his whiskers at her. That's right—I'm the only one smart enough to not get caught. 
 
    Tate rolled her eyes at him as he disappeared from sight. Arrogant bearcat. 
 
    She started down the small trail she'd taken up the side of the cliff, finding to her dismay going up was easier than going down. Her heart leapt into her throat several times as her feet slid, threatening to send her over the drop next to her. 
 
    She ended up with scrapped hands before finally reaching the bottom. With the caravan in sight, Tate hurried toward it while trying not to give the appearance of hurrying. 
 
    She was only halfway there when Silva materialized around her one by one, as if ghosts. Tate froze in place, conscious of the threat radiating off the strangers. 
 
    They gave off a different feeling than other Silva. Wilder, almost feral. As if their proximity to this untamed setting had soaked into their very souls, leaving its mark on them.  
 
    A slim youth stood between her and the caravan, staring at Tate with inhuman eyes, their color a silver so pale it was almost white, her hair long and snarled where it had escaped her braid. She'd pushed back the wooden eagle mask she wore, the wood cracked and brittle with age, the beak curved and sharp. Out of the mask’s sides, gray and white features sprouted. A red string was all that held the mask in place.    
 
    She was dressed warmer than Tate thought comfortable for the weather. It wasn't as hot here as it had been during the trek across the Dunes of Revelation, but it wasn't cool enough for the hooded jacket or the fingerless gloves she wore.  
 
    She was the wind given form, fierce, wild and capricious. Tate could see why people feared this place if this was an example of who stood sentry.  
 
    She might be young, perhaps even close to Dewdrop's age, but she wielded the two curved blades she held with precision and ease. 
 
    Tate glimpsed a backpack-like contraption on the Silva’s back, small fabric protrusions barely sticking out on either side as if they'd been retracted.  
 
    Wings, a faint voice whispered in the back of her mind. 
 
    Tate stilled, while her heart raced with excitement. Ilith? 
 
    The youth remained behind as her companions moved on silent feet toward the caravan. 
 
    A warning hovered on Tate’s lips, one she swallowed when the sharp tip of the girl's blade touched her throat.  
 
    Tate held her tongue, not because of fear, but because the girl's companions weren't alone. Others dropped out of the sky like silent birds—unseen until too late. Ilith had been right. The thing on the girl's back were wings of some sort. 
 
     The caravan was already surrounded. No amount of warning on Tate's end would prevent what was coming. Tate preferred to die for a good reason, not because of stupidity. 
 
    Trouble? Already? Ilith grumbled. 
 
    An overwhelming sense of relief distracted Tate from the danger around. You're alive. 
 
    There was a small grumbling as her dragon wound her way from the bottom of Tate's shoulder blade, over her shoulder and down onto her chest. 
 
    Of course. I am Ilith.  
 
    You've been unresponsive for four days, you daft dragon! Tate's excitement swung from relief to anger. 
 
    There was a small harrumph. Only two days. 
 
    Tate's eyes narrowed. Either her dragon wasn't aware of how long she had been sleeping or she’d been playing dead for the last two days. Judging by the small trace of smugness threading through their exchange and the fact Ilith's voice had conveniently returned when Tate needed her most, Tate thought it might be the latter. 
 
    Why didn't you answer me? Tate snapped. 
 
    Despite her relief at Ilith’s return and her frustration over its delay, it wasn’t enough to distract her from the Avertine being dragged from their wagons and forced into a circle. They went calmly enough, submitting when the Silva guided them to where they wanted. As far as Tate could see, no one was being hurt. 
 
    However, she didn’t see either of her friends among those being herded into the circle. 
 
    Recovering, was Ilith's short answer. 
 
    You couldn't have at least let me know you were alright? 
 
    Recovering, Ilith sent emphatically. 
 
    Tate internally sighed at the stubbornness and lack of guilt in that statement. Recovering, indeed. 
 
    Tate left the argument with Ilith for later, tuning back into her surroundings as she considered her best course of action. 
 
    We fight? Ilith asked hopefully.  
 
    Tate got the image of a forearm long dragon staring up at her questioningly as she fluttered her wings before settling them along her back. 
 
    We're outnumbered. 
 
    Never outnumbered. We are dragon, was the emphatic statement. 
 
    "You nearly died last time, stupid," Tate muttered. 
 
    That was past. Now is now, Ilith said, sounding philosophical. 
 
    "That was only four days ago," Tate reminded her. 
 
    The youth in front of them shifted, the implacable expression turning questioning as she started paying more attention to Tate. Her brow furrowed as she tried to figure out who Tate was talking to. Tate shifted as she resolved to speak mentally. It wasn't easy. Hence her slip into speech. 
 
    I become ascendant and eat the flying prey. Not outnumbered, Ilith thought smugly at Tate, whipping her tail back and forth in anticipation of the hunt. 
 
    No. "No." Tate repeated the emphatic rejection aloud as well. She ignored the way the girl's head moved slightly. 
 
    Never any fun, Ilith thought sulkily. 
 
    Tate heaved a small sigh of relief that her dragon wasn't going to push this issue.  
 
    Commotion from the caravan caught her attention. Her heart tightened painfully as she noticed the Silva congregating around the wagon where Ryu's unconscious body was.  
 
    She tried to keep her worry hidden deep inside, knowing if Ilith sensed a threat to their mate, Tate might lose control of the entire situation. There she went, using Ilith's term for him, Tate thought to herself in disgust.  
 
    The youth abruptly whipped the bottom of her staff up, jabbing it toward Tate's face. Tate barely had time to react before she found her hood thrust back from her face by the butt of the staff. 
 
    The youth's eyes widened before she turned toward the caravan and roared a warning. 
 
    The sound was drowned out seconds later by a deeper more primal roar coming from the caravan. Everyone started, the fear of a bigger, badder predator taking hold. 
 
    The youth forgot about Tate as she took two steps toward the noise. Too late. 
 
    The wagon splintered apart as a large, reptilian body burst out of it, wings spread wide as he roared a challenge. 
 
    "Ryu," Tate breathed, relief making her dizzy. 
 
    The youth whirled on her, realization on her face. She strode over to Tate. 
 
    "I wouldn't do that," Tate tried to warn as the Silva grabbed her wrist and yanked her sleeve up. 
 
    "Dragon-ridden," the girl murmured. She lifted her head to meet Tate's gaze, anger and something else on her face.  
 
    Fear. It was fear. 
 
    Understandable, given a dragon had erupted out of that wagon like some beast out of the belly of the earth. 
 
    Night leapt from the small shrub he'd been hiding behind, unseen, until he landed on the girl, knocking her away from Tate and riding her to the ground.  
 
    The girl landed on her back, spear still clutched in her hand. Tate stomped on the end, making sure she couldn't use it on Night. 
 
    She needn't have worried as the girl lay still, Night's teeth wrapped around her neck. It would take less than a pound of pressure from the bearcat's jaws to rip out her throat. 
 
    One of the Silva looked back to see what was happening. A howl ripped loose in warning as they sprinted Tate’s way.   
 
    A shadow arrowed from the sky, hitting the ground hard enough to make it tremble. Ryu's dragon landed between Tate and the Silva, his large, intimidating form an effective obstacle. The Silva stopped, their postures wary as they eyed the dragon with a mix of fear and suspicion. 
 
    Tate crouched next to the girl. "I did warn you not to touch me." 
 
    The girl didn't answer, even as her eyes rolled Tate's way, a steely reproach in them.  
 
    Right, Tate supposed she would have had a similar reaction if someone had given her that advice too. 
 
    "Let her up, Night." 
 
    Night grumbled, the sound muffled since his teeth were still wrapped around the girl's throat. 
 
    Tate rolled her eyes. "Yes, yes. I know you're a fierce predator, but we won't get anything out of her if she can't talk." 
 
    Moving slowly to show his reluctance, Night peeled his mouth off her neck, but didn't move from his crouched position on her chest.  
 
    "That's not helping." 
 
    Night swished his tail. You said she couldn't talk with my fangs in her throat. They're no longer in her throat. 
 
    "Way to split hairs, buddy," Tate said.  
 
    Ilith put her head on her paws. I wanted to play too. 
 
    Tate sighed and looked up at Ryu where he loomed protectively over her. His eyes were surprisingly clear, given the fury with which he'd torn out of the wagon. She'd been afraid they'd have a half-mad dragon on their hands when he took to the sky.  
 
    She pressed a hand to his side, needing the reassurance. His scales were warm under her hand, supple, like velvet. 
 
    "I'm glad you're back," she told him.  
 
    Despite that, there was still a tight feeling in her stomach. She suspected she'd have it until the dragon took Ryu's shape and she could touch the man, assure herself he was flesh and bone and here with her. 
 
    Ilith lifted her head in Tate's imagination, a crafty look on her face. Mate in truth now. Took you long enough. 
 
    Tate didn't respond to the statement, ignoring her dragon but knowing she'd have to deal with Ilith's assumptions at another time. 
 
    "You should probably stay in this form," she told the dragon.  
 
    They could use a dragon-sized reminder of why the Silva should avoid escalating the situation any further. 
 
    The dragon ducked his head and ran the side of his jaw against Tate, scent-marking her. A deep, husky voice brushed across her mind. As our mate wishes. 
 
    A shocked breath escaped Tate. That hadn't been Ryu's voice. "Ilith?" 
 
    I heard it. 
 
    "How?" 
 
    There was a long silence where Tate got the sense Ilith was considering her words as she peered at the other dragon. 
 
    I don't know, she said. There was longing and just a hint of unease in those words. They didn't fill Tate with confidence. 
 
    A thought occurred to her. One of the reasons Ryu had been so concerned about Tate in the beginning was the fact she could hear Ilith's voice. He'd said it was a symptom of dragon madness—one of the biggest signs indicating the human’s mind was deteriorating under the weight of the dragon's. 
 
    What they hadn't known at the time, was that Tate had already had dragon madness before her long sleep. Something about her time in stasis had resolved the problem, perhaps it had given her mind time to adjust to Ilith's presence and restore the sanity she'd evidently lost. 
 
    It didn't fill her with confidence to hear Ryu's dragon—especially since Ryu had admitted to straying perilously close to madness in the past. His awakening to the bond had been full of devastation and death. It had taken its toll on him and he'd fought a long battle to reclaim control. 
 
    We've heard other dragon's thoughts before, Ilith reminded her. 
 
    Once, and Thora's dragon was mad too. 
 
    Ilith didn't respond to that and Tate let the topic go. There was no way to tell at the moment, and Ryu's dragon was behaving itself considering there was at least twenty Silva with sharp weapons pointed at him. 
 
    She'd leave the question for later. No point in losing her mind without proof. 
 
    "Who is your leader?" Tate asked in a voice that carried. 
 
    She couldn't see the reaction her words had caused because Ryu's dragon had planted itself between her and them, obstructing her view, and now refused to move. 
 
    When she tried to sidestep him, he shifted with her, making the task impossible. 
 
    The look she sent him was irritated and carried enough heat to flay skin. His reaction was a throaty chuckle that resulted in the Silva near them jerking and reacting with fear.  
 
    She gave him a quelling look. She needed these people to talk to her, not attack because they were too afraid to be sensible. 
 
    "You talk to me," the girl said from behind her. 
 
    Tate twisted, taking in the girl where she lay perfectly still under Night’s weight on her chest.  
 
    "What do you think?" Tate asked Night. 
 
    He lowered his head and snuffled along her neck, before sneezing in her face. Not strong enough yet. She might be in line for leader when she is older, but right now she doesn't carry enough authority. 
 
    "I agree," Tate said. 
 
    She faced the rest. "Are you really going to let this child take your place?" 
 
    Tate waited, listening. Nothing. She found herself wishing she could see their faces, read their expressions to guess what they were thinking. One glance at Ryu's dragon told her that wasn't happening. 
 
    "No," a voice whispered, a split second later a force struck Tate across her lower back. 
 
    She grunted in pain as she stumbled forward. Ryu’s dragon roared in fury and Tate sensed her grip on the situation fading.  
 
    Her wrist burned as the liquid silver bubbled out of her skin. It whipped up between her and her assailant, stopping the next attack. With a thought, she redirected several drops, wrapping them around the staff and immobilizing it. 
 
    Before her, fire sparked deep in the dragon's belly. His mouth dropped open as he prepared to spray everyone around him. 
 
    Urgency and need combined to forced her to achieve new heights as she reached for the silver, twisting it to her purpose. It answered her call, boiling out of her skin in rivers and flooding through the air to form an impenetrable wall between the dragon and everyone else.  
 
    It condensed in seconds, just in time, as fire roared out of the dragon’s mouth. 
 
    Tate strained. The weapon responded to mental discipline. She might have been given a glimpse of its capabilities at the glass lake, but Tate was unused to controlling it on a larger scale. Her mind balked.  
 
    She gasped as the wall collapsed, the silver dissolving.  
 
    Liquid drops fell from her nose. Tate pressed her wrist to it, unsurprised when it came away with a smear of blood. 
 
    A shocked silence descended. The Silva were motionless as they realized the price they’d almost paid. 
 
    Ryu's dragon still glared, but he closed his mouth. His mind brushed against hers in an unspoken apology. 
 
    Tate panted before whirling on their leader. He stared past her, his eyes wide and shocked. 
 
    He was a big man, bigger than she'd expected, the size of a small, human-shaped boulder. His face was gruff and his features rough, his hair wild around his shoulders. Like the girl and the rest, he didn't seem quite tame. He behaved as if civilization and all its trappings sat ill on his shoulders.  
 
    Two steps took Tate to his side, Ilith lending her strength as she grabbed him by the throat. She was stronger than she should have been as she forced him back, a fact she attributed to the almost incandescent rage pouring through her. 
 
    "A leader is supposed to protect. Not get everyone killed," Tate hissed, Ilith's and her voice combining until it took on an eerie resonance. "You don't attack a dragon or its companions unless you wish for death." 
 
    It took more control than Tate wanted to admit, not to squeeze the life from him. Her head pounded from the use of the relic and her soul trembled at the close call.  
 
    "You—" he tried to speak but her grip on his throat made that difficult. 
 
    Tate couldn't find it in herself to care, Ilith's cold practicality taking control as their personalities and spirits meshed. It was a dangerous state. The dragon didn't care for such things as human morality. She was a cold bitch who was only concerned about protecting what was hers.  
 
    And she was all too happy to help her with whatever was needed. The cold logic pushed Tate to a dangerous edge she might not have approached on her own. 
 
    Sharp claws against her leg brought her back to reason. 
 
    She glanced down to find Night peering up at her with a reproachful expression. If I can't tear their throats out, neither can you.  
 
    The bearcat took in the man she had clutched in an unbreakable grip, his expression unimpressed. He will find it hard to talk with you holding him like that. 
 
    A small growl escaped Ilith at the thought of Night trying to steal her prey. 
 
    Tate took a deep breath and forced the dragon back, just a little. Ilith resisted before easing into the background, grumbling about stolen kills. 
 
    "That's better," Tate said with a relieved smile. She might still end up killing the man she held, but at least it wouldn't be an accident. "Now, explain." 
 
    "You're trespassing," a stubborn voice said from behind her. "We don't allow outsiders on our land, and that's what you are, mad dragon." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Tate paused, shifting slightly to keep the girl in view. With no Night to hold her down, she'd found another weapon and held it loosely in her hands. 
 
    Most would have used Night's distraction to flee, hoping to outrun danger. 
 
    Interesting that the girl chose to stand and fight. It said she was either very loyal, a lot stubborn, or slightly stupid. Possibly all three. 
 
    "Lita, enough." the man Tate held said in a gruff growl. 
 
    "Why? You said we must protect our land from all comers."  
 
    "Quiet, girl." This time his snap held a thread of command even Tate felt.  
 
    Lita's mouth slammed shut but his order didn't stop the mutinous look she shot at Tate and him. 
 
    "That's the smartest thing I've seen you do," Tate told the man as she released him and stepped out of swiping range. 
 
    It was a mistake to have gotten so close, even with the silver relic acting as a type of armor. The Silva didn't need weapons to be dangerous. They were the weapons.  
 
    She was a little surprised he hadn't tried to disembowel her. He'd certainly had the opportunity. 
 
    "Even outsiders can bite," Tate told the girl. 
 
    "I second that sentiment." Evan stepped into view around Ryu's bulk, Wilson a silent shadow at his side.  
 
    The other man was bulkier than she remembered, his hair longer and wilder, almost like a mane, standing straight out from his head. The way he held his hands, the fingers slightly spread and tense, told Tate he had some type of claw on them.  
 
    Her attention focused on Evan as she narrowed her eyes. She hadn't heard a banshee scream or felt the pain of its cry. How had he escaped the Silva's attention? 
 
    The look he gave her was wry. "I told you, my nephew is young. I've much more control." 
 
    "So, I see," Tate said. She couldn't help but be a touch impressed.  
 
    He'd disarmed the Silva guarding him with no one the wiser. A talent like that must come in handy.  
 
    "We would not have been easy prey even without the dragons among our number." To her surprise, there was no anger in his words or expression, only sincerity and an apology. 
 
    The man Tate had threatened drew himself up, shaking his body like a dog as if to rid himself of the memory of Tate maneuvering him as if he weighed no more than a wet kitten. 
 
    His eyebrows lowered as he glanced between the two of them. "Which of you speaks for these people?" 
 
    Tate spread her hands. "That answer is a bit murky." 
 
    "The lady dragon does not speak for my people." Evan hesitated before adding, "Nor do I speak for hers." 
 
    Tate waited to see what the stranger would do. 
 
    He made a small sound in the back of his throat, frustration and irritation chasing each other across his face. "Fair enough. Either way, you've trespassed into Kinjisan territory." He pointed at Evan. "Your kind at least know this. The berserker at your side should have made you aware of such." 
 
    "Indeed, doyen," Evan agreed inclining his chin. "Please believe me. We would not be here if we were not desperate." 
 
    Night's ears flicked. There are still others concealed. 
 
    "Are you sure?" she asked. 
 
    The doyen's eyes flickered as Night chuffed an assent.  
 
    She sighed. For once she wished things were simple and easy.  
 
    Liar, Ilith whispered.  
 
    Tate didn't respond as she fixed the doyen with a dark stare. "Would you like to tell the rest of your friends to come out of hiding?" 
 
    He studied her before dropping his attention to Night. A thoughtful expression moved across his face as Night watched him, his tail flicking with restlessness. 
 
    "Can he take human shape?" the doyen asked. 
 
    Tate couldn’t help the way her hands curled into fists at her sides in reaction. Beside her, Night's body was deceptively relaxed.  
 
    "What would you know about that?" Tate asked softly. 
 
    Ryu's dragon rumbled above her, a reminder she needed to keep her temper if she didn't want this to turn into bloodshed. 
 
    The doyen's gaze flickered as if Tate had confirmed something for him. He tipped his head back, a howl erupting from his throat. 
 
    Silva appeared—lining the cliffs above, the boulders around them. Tate caught sight of several on the valley floor who hadn't been there before. 
 
    Ryu's dragon snarled in startled response. There must be hundreds surrounding them. This wasn't some ill-thought-out ambush attempt.  
 
    If she'd killed the Silva who'd attacked her, she had no doubt the entire caravan would have died before they even knew there was another threat. 
 
    Evan's eyes met hers, the same realization in his expression. 
 
    The big man stepped toward Tate and gestured to her wrist. She lifted it, still reeling and unwilling to risk escalating the situation to an all-out battle. 
 
    He brushed his fingers over the design. It had grown more complicated in the short time since she'd used it against Christopher. A dizzying array of swoops and shapes had been added to the already complicated pattern. 
 
    "A relic," he said. "First generation. It's rare one from that time period will bond to anyone nowadays. It's said they were created specifically for the Saviors and their enemies." His eyes were watchful as he released her wrist. "You've either been blessed by the gods. Or cursed." 
 
    "I'm going to go with cursed. Somehow that seems more fitting in my current circumstances." 
 
    His lips twitched the faintest bit. "Follow. We will hear your petition." 
 
    Tate opened her mouth and then closed it, unsure what to say to his order.  
 
    "Ah, you'll have to leave the wagons, and your dragon will need to return to a man's form." The trace of a smile widened into something approaching humor. "Neither will fit where we're going." 
 
    He strode toward his people before Tate could get a word out. 
 
    Evan drew closer, leaving Wilson where he'd been standing. Probably a good thing, since the other man looked as if he was still waiting for the battle that had just been called off. 
 
    "What do you want to do?" Tate asked Evan.  
 
    Of the two of them, he had more experience with the Silva.  
 
    He stared at the wagons with resignation. "He's right. The wagons won't make it much further in this terrain. I'll have to leave my people behind." 
 
    "You don't have to come," Tate pointed out. "This isn't your battle. Without us you can return to the road." 
 
    All of them could except her and Ryu—and possibly Night.  
 
    Evan was silent as he considered. "The majority of my people will return to the road. They'll travel to the Harridan's city by more normal means and meet us there." 
 
    Tate lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    "It’s time we take a more active role in events. We've been relegated to the outskirts for too long and the unscrupulous have taken advantage of our seeming weakness."  
 
    Tate frowned, not liking the idea of having one more person to look out for. 
 
    "You should be happy," he said. "You're the one who inspired us to walk this path." 
 
    "Yay, me," Tate said grumpily. 
 
    He slapped her on the back and glanced at Ryu. "I'll leave it to you to convince the dragon." 
 
    Tate didn't respond, following his gaze. She sighed.  
 
    "I don't envy you the task," he said with a smirk. 
 
    "Nor I you, breaking it to the Ahnteela she'll be remaining with the wagons." Tate might not be able to tell Evan no, but she put her foot down over dragging the old woman with them. A possible battle was no place for the Avertine's Ahnteela. Tate didn't want her possible death on her conscience.  
 
    Evan grimaced before he walked off, shaking his head.  
 
    When he was gone, Tate propped her hands on her hips and tipped her head back to take in the large dragon. "Are you going to make this easy or difficult?"  
 
    His mouth parted in a dragon grin before he lowered his head and shoved his snout into her stomach. His head tilted to give her access to a particularly scratchy spot on his jaw. Left with little choice, she scratched under his chin, at first lightly and then harder as his eyes closed and he nearly collapsed in pleasure. 
 
    All the while she glared at the nosy Avertine and Silva, who stared at them with confusion and something approaching awe. Guess nobody had ever seen a dragon acting like a kid with a treat before.   
 
    "Spoiling him isn't likely to inspire his return to human," the Ahnteela observed, moving slowly across the unsteady ground. 
 
    "Somehow I don't think issuing demands is going to work either," Tate responded as the Ahnteela came to a stop next to the dragon’s great head. The dragon's almost inaudible purr stopped, the only evidence he noticed the Ahnteela's presence. 
 
    Brave woman to get so close. Many wouldn't have dared. 
 
    If Ryu's dragon was anything like Ilith, he'd be contrary, just because he could. 
 
    The Ahnteela gave a small harrumph before addressing Ryu's dragon. "Lasoso tee, you are looking better. Not so comatose." 
 
    He blinked at her but didn't move. 
 
    The Ahnteela cut her eyes toward Tate. "My son tells me you've forbidden my presence on this journey." 
 
    The words caught Tate off guard. She gritted her teeth as she thought several nasty words about the state of Evan's courage. She should have known he'd assign the blame to her, so the bulk of the Ahnteela's displeasure would fall squarely on her shoulders. 
 
    "Can you make the climb to the Silva's stronghold?" Tate challenged. 
 
    Behind the Ahnteela, she watched Dewdrop approach with several packs. The smallest he handed to Night who sat patiently as Dewdrop secured it around his chest and back. Both made no effort to hide the interest they had in Tate's conversation with the Ahnteela. 
 
    "Lasoso tee can carry me," the Ahnteela said, jerking her chin at Ryu. 
 
    Tate snorted. Even the Ahnteela wouldn’t be so presumptuous as to ask for a ride on a dragon.  
 
    Ryu lifted his head from Tate's hand and sat back, staring at the two women with a patient expression. 
 
    The Ahnteela let out a puff of air, a sharp sound of amusement escaping her. "I'm a warrior who has outlived her time. I can feel the coming storm in my bones, taste it on the air, yet my body is far too old for battle." 
 
    Tate smoothed her hand down Ryu's side, understanding some of what the Ahnteela wasn't saying. The woman's body might be old and past its prime, but her mind still remembered its younger days. It would be hard to watch your son and great grandson go into an uncertain situation—still harder, if you would once have walked in their place.  
 
    "Old friend, kick a little ass for me," the Ahnteela said with a tiny smile. 
 
    "I can do that," Tate said.  
 
    The Ahnteela glanced at the Silva still watching them and the Avertine as they readied to return to the road. "I regret I will not get to see you teach a new generation the meaning of your name, but I will look forward to the stories told." 
 
    "Not going to lie, I'm hoping those stories are boring and uneventful," Tate said. 
 
    The Ahnteela snorted as a chuckle escaped. "You always say that, yet somehow you always manage to be right in the thick of things." 
 
    For a second Tate saw a younger version of the Ahnteela superimposed over the older one. "Teela, I'm glad you got the chance to grow up and have the family you wanted." 
 
    The Ahnteela's laughter fell away as her eyes softened. "Me too, T. Perhaps when you return, we can reminisce about the before times while sharing some of the fire's breath my son likes to pretend he doesn't make." 
 
    "I'd like that," Tate admitted. 
 
    The Ahnteela held her arm out. Tate clasped it near the elbow as they touched foreheads. 
 
    "Safe travels, old friend," Teela whispered. 
 
    "You as well." 
 
    Teela's eyes were moist as she stepped back. "Great grandson, I expect you all back in one piece when this is over." 
 
    "Yes, Ahnteela," Dewdrop called from where he'd been caught blatantly eavesdropping. 
 
    "He's not as good as I was at his age, but he'll do. I've had him practicing these last few days and he's improved," the Ahnteela said with a faint smile. 
 
    Dewdrop made a disgruntled sound as his great-grandmother slowly picked her way back toward the caravan. 
 
    "I don't know what she's talking about. I've always been considered advanced," he muttered. 
 
    Tate smothered a laugh as Dewdrop stared up at the large dragon with a healthy amount of wariness. "The Silva aren't going to let the overgrown lout into their home."  
 
    Tate sighed, knowing he was right. "We'll figure something out, just like we always do." 
 
    "Is this how you normally operate? Without a clear plan?" Vale asked, joining them. Like Dewdrop, he was attired for travel and carrying a pack. 
 
    Tate took this to mean he didn't plan to be left behind. A pity.  
 
    Gabriella stood beside him, taking in the situation with interest. Tate had managed to avoid the woman for the past few days, not wanting to deal with the uneasy feelings she triggered.  
 
    Tate understood her loyalty to her people—her doyenne and the Harridan. It made her no less reluctant to spend time in Gabriella's presence.  
 
    "From my experience, this is normal operating procedure," Gabriella said with a trace of amusement. 
 
    "What's she doing here?" Tate asked.  
 
    "I'm not leaving her with my people when she’s a known danger," Evan said as he strode up, Wilson at his back.  
 
    "Your people could break her in half with little effort," Tate pointed out. 
 
    Evan shrugged. "I don't care. We have many who are vulnerable among our ranks. I won't put them at risk unless it’s absolutely necessary." 
 
    Tate wanted to argue, but she saw his point. It might make her uncomfortable to have Gabriella along in light of recent revelations, but she could look after herself. Many of his people might not be able to say the same. 
 
    "I'm curious as to why you don't simply allow his dragon to carry you to the city," Vale said, his head tilted up to stare at the majestic creature. 
 
    Gabriella looked slightly ill at the suggestion. "I've ridden by dragon before. I don't recommend it." 
 
    A muffled laugh escaped Dewdrop. 
 
    "Let's go," Tate said, ignoring the two. "It looks like our hosts are getting restless." 
 
    Indeed, although the vast majority of the Silva had disappeared shortly after the doyen walked away, enough remained behind to pose a clear threat.  
 
    The looks they leveled at Tate's group weren't quite what she would consider hostile. On guard, but not yet on edge. More like they were waiting for a threat that had yet to materialize. 
 
    Tate took her pack from Dewdrop and stopped next to Night where he crouched. 
 
    “Any thoughts?” she asked. 
 
    None that will be helpful, Night said grimly. 
 
    Tate sighed. If the bearcat was uneasy, then things were serious. 
 
    She moved past Night, heading for where the big man watched them with arms folded over his chest. 
 
    "What about the dragon?" he asked. 
 
    Tate shrugged. "If you want to tell him to change, be my guest. Word of advice, dragons don't really obey anyone." 
 
    "Even other dragons?" Lita asked. 
 
    Tate snorted. "Especially other dragons." 
 
    At that moment, Ryu sprang into the sky, his wings beating as he arrowed away.  
 
    Tate aimed a brilliant smile at her hosts. "Shall we get moving?" 
 
    Lita stared at her doyen, her jaw clenched and her eyes narrowed. 
 
    He let out a weary sigh. "Follow." 
 
    Tate waved at the others as the Silva took the lead, following the trail Tate had come down earlier.  
 
    "You have an interesting notion of negotiation tactics," Vale said lightly when he reached her.  
 
    He didn't say anything else as he set off after their hosts, Evan and the others falling in with him.  
 
    Tate waited for Dewdrop and Night to catch up. 
 
    "This is not how I thought this trip would go," Dewdrop said quietly, pitching his voice so their escorts couldn't hear. 
 
    "Neither did I," Tate muttered back. She'd thought the hard part would start when they reached the Harridan's city. She’d had no idea the journey there would be so difficult or hazardous—much less contain so many detours. 
 
    Really? Because this is exactly how I thought things would turn out, Night thought grumpily as he padded forward. 
 
    Dewdrop rolled his eyes at Tate before following their friend. 
 
    Tate glanced up at the sky. At least Ryu was keeping an eye on them from above. It was the one spot of luck in this whole situation. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    They walked for hours, taking only a few breaks to let Tate's party rest. The Silva had little need for the stops. They were used to the difficult terrain, moving with an ease and familiarity cultivated from years of making this same trek.  
 
    Night was the only exception, traversing the trail with ridiculous effortlessness as if he'd never lived in the city or spent years underground. 
 
    Her friend was curious, ranging ahead of the group before circling back to check on the rest of them. Tate caught the doyen's thoughtful gaze on Night more than once. The consideration and interest she saw there made her uneasy. Night drew people. Some were fascinated by his uniqueness, others sought to profit from it or take advantage. She didn't know which category the doyen fell under. Until she did, she'd have to keep an eye on her friend. 
 
    Ryu remained an elusive presence in the sky, a small dot high above that occasionally disappeared from view. She assumed he was checking to make sure they weren't being followed or led into a trap.  
 
    The doyen lifted a hand. "We'll stop here for another break." 
 
    Dewdrop released an exaggerated sigh of relief as he dropped his pack and collapsed next to it, reaching into a side pocket to pull out a water bladder. Finished, he offered it to Tate. 
 
    "No, thanks, I still have some in mine," she said, spotting Vale where he'd sunk wearily onto flat rock. The guardian's head hung low, every line of his body pointing to his exhaustion. 
 
    Seeing where her attention had wandered, Dewdrop raised his eyebrows in question as he took another greedy gulp of the water.  
 
    She hadn't made time for Vale during the journey, perhaps she should do so now. 
 
    She set her pack down at the base of the rock he'd chosen as his seat, finding her water bladder before putting her back against the rock and sitting. It felt good to be off her feet, even if it was only for a short rest. 
 
    A lengthy silence stretched between them, each content with their own thoughts. 
 
    "You're not how I imagined," Vale said finally. 
 
    "What were you imagining?" 
 
    Tate found herself interested in the answer. Partly because she could claim the same about him. When she'd first met him, she'd seen disturbing similarities to the other guardians who'd contributed to the events in the tunnels. Those events had led to countless children being sacrificed because they were considered expendable—some were targeted because they shared blood with one of the other races, others because they were too poor to matter or be missed. 
 
    He'd been arrogant like them. Puffed up on his own self-righteousness and convinced his people could do no wrong. 
 
    Over the last few days she’d watched him and come to the conclusion she may have been a little hasty in her judgement, stubbornly seeing only what she wanted to see. Night and Dewdrop treated him with a respect that pointed to there being more to him than she'd given him credit for. Those two weren't the type to suffer a narrow-minded ass for long. They would have left him on the side of the road without a second thought—if Night didn't lead him out into the desert and bury him first.  
 
    "Angrier and more self-righteous," he admitted. 
 
    Tate muffled her snicker. The first she could almost see, but the second? She wondered where he'd drawn that conclusion from. 
 
    His lips tilted in a half smile as he watched their escorts with a tired interest. "I never thought I'd visit the Kinjisan clans and survive the encounter." 
 
    "You still might not. They could decide to kill us once they hear what we have to say."  
 
    "This is true. It's still a unique experience." 
 
    "Why do they call them the Kinjisan?" Tate asked. 
 
    He looked momentarily surprised at her question before his expression shifted to thoughtfulness. "I suppose it's because they're considered ghosts. They rarely stray from their territory, and as you've seen, they're not very accepting of strangers." 
 
    "They're outcasts," Gabriella said, joining them. "The Kinjisan take in those considered too feral and those whose human side is rarely dominant. Others accepted into the Kinjisan have been cast out of their former clans. It's given them a reputation as thieves and murderers." 
 
    "It is funny to hear a Morain refer to us as murderers."  
 
    Tate controlled her jolt of surprise as Lita appeared on the boulder beside Vale. How long had she been listening? 
 
    Gabriella didn't startle, making Tate think she had known Lita was near. 
 
    "Especially considering the Morain often act as the Harridan's assassins." 
 
    Tate gave Gabriella a sidelong look. Assassin? That hadn't been covered under any of Roslyn's lessons. 
 
    Lita's cool gaze found Tate. "It's an open secret among our people. They're the Harridan's shadow force. They listen to and follow her every order, whether those orders hurt innocent Silva or not." 
 
    Gabriella's expression grew stony as she listened to Lita's accusations.  
 
    "You visited the glass lake, didn't you?" Lita asked abruptly. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Tate saw Vale twitch. He leaned forward in interest as Tate hesitated. How had Lita known? 
 
    "I heard that one talking," Lita said, reading the question on her face. She nodded at Dewdrop who glared at the Silva girl. "You're lucky you survived." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You saw the glass figures? The statues?" 
 
    Tate nodded. 
 
    "There’s a price to be paid by Silva who venture there. Those glass statues are Silva who didn't pass the minor god’s test. They say the lake is meant as a trial, to force you to face your inner demons and overcome them. It's also meant to weed out the undesirables. More and more of our people fail the test each year. Few attempts are made anymore." 
 
    "I knew you would pass, Tate," Gabriella said. 
 
    "Liar. Only Silva ever survive that test. She meant to kill you." Lita didn’t wait for any further arguments, stalking away. 
 
    "Teenagers." Dewdrop rolled his eyes. 
 
    The statement broke the tension. 
 
    "Tate," Gabriella started. 
 
    Tate held up a hand. "You didn't force me into the lake. Ryu was the one who decided we would cut across the Dunes of Revelation, not you." 
 
    But he had made the decision knowing they were being followed, while Gabriella, along with her fellow Morain, had chased after them which forced them deeper into the dunes. Would Tate and Ryu have stumbled onto the lake if they hadn't been running for their lives? 
 
    Gabriella's shoulders relaxed and she nodded, a hint of relief peeking through.  
 
    "Let's get moving," the doyen called.  
 
    Tate rose before Gabriella could say anything more. Dewdrop shot her a questioning look and she shook her head. She wasn't in the mood for more conversation. She wanted to be alone with her thoughts for a little while. 
 
    After their break, they didn't have far to go, their journey taking them closer to the red cliffs.  
 
    A short while later, Tate, Dewdrop, and Night stared down into an opening in the ground, the dark interior taunting them. It was a hole more than anything. Lita and several of their hosts dropped out of sight through it.  
 
    Tate edged closer, trying to see the bottom. It was no use, the way the rock had weathered hid what was beneath. They'd be falling blind. 
 
    "Why is it always a cave or tunnel?" Dewdrop moaned. "Just once I'd like it to be a regular building with windows and normal rooms." 
 
    Night grunted, staring into the hole with his ears tilted forward. I blame Tate. Her adventures always lead underground at some point.   
 
    Vale edged closer to the hole, his expression uncertain. Taking a deep breath, he stuck his foot out and plunged out of view. 
 
    "Oh great, even the guardian is braver than us," Dewdrop said sourly. 
 
    "You could always change that," Evan said with a smirk. 
 
    Dewdrop gave him a dour look. 
 
    There was a rush of air above them. The Silva ducked and reached for their weapons as a dragon plunged from the sky. His wings were folded close to his back as he dove. At the last minute his wings snapped out, breaking his momentum. 
 
    The dragon's shift took him midair, his body folding in on itself. Ryu dropped to the ground, landing hard, his head up, his eyes nearly feral as he took in the weapons now pointed at him.  
 
    He was wearing the same clothes he’d had on before his shift. 
 
    "Took you long enough," Tate observed. 
 
    His smile was slight. "We needed to stretch our wings." 
 
    "I don't care," the doyen said flatly. "Let's go. I don't have all day." 
 
    "Grumpy," Dewdrop coughed. 
 
    Evan smacked him in the back of the head. "Don't antagonize the people who hold our lives in their claws." 
 
    Dewdrop grimaced, wasting no further time dropping into the entrance, Evan following quickly behind. Night was the last to go, diving through head first. 
 
    Ryu's touch was warm on her back as he joined her. She searched his eyes for a hint of the dragon madness. 
 
    There was a tight feeling in the pit of her stomach that refused to loosen. No amount of self-assurance was going to get rid of it. Not until she was sure this was Ryu and not a half-mad version of himself.  
 
    "I'm fine," he assured her. 
 
    She didn't move. His eyes were clear with no evidence of the madness she feared, just the Ryu she'd grown to love.  
 
    He caressed her cheek, his expression warm, the brutality of before wiped away as if it had never been. He was different, but she couldn't put into words how. It was like he was more comfortable in his own skin, when he'd already seemed pretty comfortable in it before. 
 
    "Shall we?" he asked, canting his head at the hole. 
 
    She made a small sound of assent. "Let's get this over with and be on our way."                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
    Tate was the first through. She landed lightly on a rock lip, loose gravel cascading down with her. Dewdrop and Night waited a few feet in front of her. 
 
    The dark passageway she’d expected never manifested. Light bounced off the red walls from patches of sky visible above. What she had thought was a cave was actually the beginnings of a slot canyon, water having worn the surface of the walls smooth, while creating deep, interesting, twisting passageways. They traveled single file through the canyon until it widened into a large, round chamber.  
 
    Like the passageway, the roof hanging over them was uneven and filled with holes. Bright rays of light shone down, dirt and dust dancing in the beams and setting the walls aglow. 
 
    People lined the ledges along the walls, their gazes riding the line between watchfulness and unfriendliness. One wall was pockmarked and weathered, large bore holes spaced throughout, making it look like a honeycomb. Tate thought it might have been a natural phenomenon at one point, until the Silva had carved deeper into the rock creating small burrows for their homes. 
 
    She caught sight of several children peering out of those holes, only to be jerked back into their burrows as soon as Tate noticed them. Their parents met Tate's gaze with flinty expressions. 
 
    "Have you ever seen anything like this?" Vale asked in a hushed voice. There was reverence on his face as he took in the unexpected beauty of their surroundings. 
 
    They stood in a large depression in the earth, rock curving around them. The walls of the chamber rippled and twisted, horizontal striations marking their surfaces. No doubt a river had once run through this place, carving deep into the stone and molding it around its rushing waters. Small spires joined the ground to the roof, the rock columns delicate and curved. 
 
    There was evidence of Silva occupation spanning years. Wood walls met rock, providing privacy and creating living spaces.  
 
    "I wouldn't think you would find this impressive, given where you live," Dewdrop said, referring to the tunnels the guardians had carved out for their temples. 
 
    "That's man-made," Vale said. "As talented as our artisans are, they can’t hope to compare with something like this." 
 
    Tate agreed. There was something alien and wondrous about standing in a space that had taken thousands, if not millions, of years to create.  
 
    "Welcome to the home of the Kinjisan," the doyen said.    
 
    "Thank you," Evan said, the spokesperson for now. "We appreciate your hospitality and offer no violence against you and yours." 
 
    "Some of you anyway," Lita muttered. 
 
    Gabriella lifted her chin, but didn't retaliate at the obvious dig against her. 
 
    "You'll have to excuse my daughter. She is simply protective of me," a woman said. Her voice echoed from a honeycomb burrow halfway up the wall. The person inside would have a bird’s eye view of everything below but those standing on the ground wouldn’t be able to see her unless she stood at the very edge of her burrow. 
 
    Gabriella stiffened as the woman swung onto a ladder that had been propped against the wall next to her home. She landed on the ground with feline ease. 
 
    "Mia," Gabriella breathed. 
 
    Mia's expression was reserved as she acknowledged Gabriella with a small nod. "Gabby, it's been a long time." 
 
    "I thought you were dead." Gabriella sounded off-balance, her expression stunned and upset. 
 
    "I would have been if not for the Kinjisan. They took me in when I was left for dead." 
 
    Mia moved with a predator's confidence as she approached, her passage silent.  
 
    Dewdrop choked in surprise as the woman got closer. 
 
    It wasn't the fact she was short, her limbs muscled and strong or the danger radiating off her. No, it was the furred, pointed ears on top of her head, the thin covering of fur they could see on her exposed arms. 
 
    She moved like Night, as if her bones were liquid. Each step precise and elegant.  
 
    "This is impossible," Dewdrop whispered. 
 
    Tate made a sound of wordless agreement. 
 
    Mia was a bearcat—one with a human form like Night's children. 
 
    Until this moment, they'd been under the assumption Night and his children were the last of their kind—the rest discarded when the Creators decided they were too flawed. 
 
    Suddenly, so many things made sense. The interest Gabriella and Tala had expressed in Night when they'd met him in Aurelia. The doyen's shock when Night first appeared. Everything. 
 
    Tate started to ask if Night had known about this but stopped when she noticed how still he’d become. He hadn’t moved since the woman appeared. 
 
    It was more than a predator’s alertness. His posture spoke of shock, as if everything he thought he knew was being realigned to take in this new curve ball the universe had thrown. 
 
    Tate knew what that was like. No words would help. All Tate could do was sit tight and hope Night didn’t get too emotionally banged-up in the interim. 
 
    Dewdrop’s eyes met Tate’s over their friend’s still form. Understanding reflected there, and the urge to help. 
 
    She nodded at him. He and Night shared a special bond. He might be able to help. 
 
    “Night,” he said softly. 
 
    I don’t want to talk about this. We’re here for a reason. Focus on the mission. 
 
    Dewdrop’s face fell and he swallowed hard. 
 
    Night’s stance softened as he sat, his expression calm and remote. I appreciate your help, my friend, but I can’t deal with this right now.  
 
    “Whatever you need, Night,” Tate said softly. 
 
    Night’s gaze turned to hers, pain shone in their depths. She nodded to show she understood. All they could do was be there when he was ready. It wasn’t much, but it would do for now. 
 
    Dewdrop looked slightly lost when Tate glanced at him, then he straightened his shoulders and sent a glare toward Mia. He might be the youngest, but his heart was just as fierce and protective as the bearcat’s. They’d get through this together. 
 
    “Hello,” Mia said as she watched Night with soft, wondering eyes. 
 
    Tate cleared her throat when Night didn’t respond. “How are you alive? We thought the rest of his kind had been destroyed.” 
 
    The woman pulled her attention from Night, focusing on Tate with sharp, intelligent eyes. “The ancients loathed waste. They rarely destroyed their creations in case they ever needed them again. After our kind came into being, they decided they preferred a form closer to the Silva’s.” Her lips tilted in a bitter smile. “We were a touch stubborn and difficult to control.” 
 
    Both Tate and Dewdrop nodded in understanding. They were well acquainted with the stubbornness in a bearcat’s makeup. 
 
    “There’s no evidence of your existence,” Dewdrop said. “We looked for others like him.” 
 
    Mia inclined her head. “Our younger cousins protected the secret of our existence. It’s one of the reasons the Morain was formed, along with clans such as the Kinjisan. Both groups took in our kind and protected them when it was thought we would suffer from the prejudice of the other races.” 
 
    “There are other like you here?” Dewdrop asked. 
 
    “A few,” Mia responded. 
 
    The doyen shifted at her side, his expression hard. 
 
    She made a hum of assent. “That’s not what you came here to ask, however.” 
 
    "I don't understand how you’re here," Gabriella whispered. 
 
    "It's simple. The Morain turned on me," Mia said. "The Kinjisan found me. They gave me a home after nursing me back to health." 
 
    "You betrayed the Harridan," Gabriella said, recovering from her shock. 
 
    "I did not. The person we knew as the Harridan is gone. Her mind is clouded and vague. If she continues to rule, she'll pull all of the Silva down with her," Mia returned. "Ending her life would be a mercy. It's what your doyenne should have done years ago." 
 
    "Tala is hoping she returns to herself." 
 
    "In the meantime, your Harridan has brought war to our doorstep. Do you think the Emperor will allow us to continue as we have been if either of his dragons are harmed?" Mia gestured at Tate and Ryu.  
 
    The smile Ryu aimed at Mia had a lot in common with his dragon's, toothy and fierce. "You'll find we're not such easy targets, lady." 
 
    Mia's attention landed on Tate and Ryu, her expression thoughtful. "No, I suppose you aren't. Still, I do not see good things in our future. Not when the Harridan has lured you here for another's purpose." 
 
    "The deceiver?" Tate wasn't surprised when Mia nodded. "Do you know who he is?" 
 
    "I haven't seen his face. We've tried to get several of our people close enough, but he always sees through our attempts," Mia said.  
 
    The heavy weight of sorrow in the air told her they'd lost more than one in the endeavor. 
 
    "I have a feeling you know who he is." Mia's amber eyes pinned her in place. "He has a marked interest in you. Everything he's done has been designed to draw you out and lure you from your allies in Aurelia." 
 
    Tate didn't see the connection. "I'm here because the Emperor ordered my presence." 
 
    "Convenient after so many months of denying the Harridan's request," Mia said. 
 
    "She's right," Gabriella said, seeing the doubt on Tate's face. "The Harridan has sent at least three requests that I know of." 
 
    "The assassination attempt," Ryu murmured. 
 
    He's right. A good predator might have anticipated the Emperor's need to get you out of the city, Night said. If you survived, they'd want to send you somewhere they thought you'd be safe.  
 
    Ryu nodded. "It makes sense. If you somehow managed to survive an attack, this would be the logical outcome." 
 
    "I don't understand why he would draw me all the way out here." 
 
    "You should return to the capital," Mia said. 
 
    Not an option. "She has my people." 
 
    "You could always leave them behind." 
 
    The words seemed like a test. Still, Tate couldn't help the way her eyes hardened or her tone lowered in threat. "You don't send people into danger and then forget about them." 
 
    "How very Savior-like," Mia murmured, then paused. When Tate didn’t react, she prowled past them, saying over her shoulder as she disappeared into the shadows. "Come, I have something to show you."  
 
    Tate and Ryu glanced at each other. He shook his head in resignation. They might as well play along for now.  
 
    Mia led them through a narrow tributary that ran at a slight angle from the main artery of the slot canyon. Their pace was leisurely as they moved through the passageway. Abruptly, the canyon widened. Light stabbed through the darkness from long openings in the ceiling. They moved through shadow to light and back to shadow again as Mia and Lita waited on the far side next to a long smooth wall. 
 
    "You shouldn't show them this." Tate caught Lita saying just as she arrived. 
 
    "Hush, child. If she's who I think she is, they need to know." 
 
    "You're being too trusting again, Mother." Frustration colored Lita's words. 
 
    The woman lifted a hand, brushing Lita's hair back from her face. "That's one thing a Morain has never been accused of." 
 
    Tate jolted as the wall paintings behind the two finally registered. White symbols marched up and down the length of the wall, reaching to the slab of sandstone above in some places. It filled every bare piece of rock. There were so many symbols, Tate had trouble focusing on any one. They were impossible to decipher.  
 
    The simple image of a dragon, wings spread caught her eyes. It was bigger than many of the other symbols. Important. Under it, the name Allegra was carved into the rock. 
 
    "What is this?" Tate asked, shock making her words harsher than she intended. 
 
    Mia didn't answer, her eyes enigmatic as she waited. 
 
    "I recognize this handwriting. It's Jaxon Kuno's." Excitement ran through Vale's voice as he pushed his face close to the wall, staring at the symbols from only inches away. 
 
    Emotion and turmoil froze Tate's vocal chords. Jaxon was everywhere she turned recently. She wanted to know why. This couldn't all be coincidence. 
 
    "Why do you show us this?" Ryu asked harshly. 
 
    Mia met his gaze with the same strength and stubbornness Tate often found in Night. "Because I believe I know what this deceiver is after." 
 
    "What's that?" Dewdrop asked in challenge. 
 
    Mia pointed to a section of the wall, the symbols slanted with urgency. Jaxon had drawn the symbol for death, over and over again, his turmoil bleeding through. "A weapon." 
 
    Tate's attention caught on a depiction of a hand several feet away, chains wrapped around it, each finger tipped in a metal cup. It had no connection to where Jaxon had urgently scribbled, but it was familiar. Christopher had been wearing it during their confrontation.  
 
    Tate stepped close and rested her hand on the paint, her head bent. "What is it exactly that you're asking us to do?" 
 
    "I want you to recover the weapon Jaxon Kuno trusted us to safeguard. I want you to find it and steal it." 
 
    Of course, they did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Tate moved through the Kinjisan’s rock home, noting how the Silva kept their distance while still sending curious gazes her way. She wondered how many of them had ever seen strangers. Something told her they didn’t get regular visitors this high in the cliffs. Understandable, given the less than friendly greeting she and the Avertine had gotten. 
 
    Her group had been instructed to wait while the Kinjisan prepared for the journey to the Harridan’s city. By land, it would take a week or more—especially if they had to continue to dodge the Harridan’s forces. That’s why the Kinjisan’s doyen had decided to go by air. 
 
    All that remained was for the Kinjisan to decide who among their people were skilled enough to act as guides and navigators. 
 
    The wait while a decision was made allowed Tate’s party a little time to explore the unusual city they’d found themselves in—an opportunity Tate had grabbed hold of with both hands. She’d left Vale and Gabriella in the cavern going over the cave paintings. Dewdrop had been content to find a place to sit, while Ryu was talking with the doyen.  
 
    Spotting the bearcat she most wanted to check on, Tate slowed. Night lay warming himself in a patch of sunlight. His attention was focused on one of the beehive burrows in the canyon walls. 
 
    She heard a small snuffling before a cub stumbled to the edge. She sucked in a breath at more proof of how integrated Night’s species was in this clan. 
 
    The cub was young, its fur lacking the markings of an adult bearcat, but even then, Tate could see the promise of what it would one day become.  
 
    The cub peered over the edge of its burrow in curiosity before turning and scooting backwards toward it. Claws, not quite as sharp or lethal as a full-grown bearcat, dug into the stone as it stretched its back legs to the floor, not quite reaching.  
 
    The cub let go, landing and falling over backwards. It rolled to a seated position and shook its head, opening its mouth on a squeaky complaint.  
 
    The cub was adorably inept and reminded Tate of Pax and Willa when she’d first met them. The twins had been slightly older but still had had that same awkwardness.   
 
    Its complaints grew louder until Night stood with a sigh, padding over to the cub and placing one paw on its head. The cub reached up, ineffectually trying to knock Night’s paw off. Distracted by the new game, he wrestled with Night’s leg, nipping and swatting as he rolled onto his back. 
 
    Tate bit back a giggle at the antics. She wasn’t quite successful, and the cub shot her a curious look. 
 
    She walked over and crouched next to Night. “Hello, young one. Are you having fun?” 
 
    The cub rolled to face Tate, making a curious chirping sound. Tate raised her hand, bringing it in close to let the cub playfully swat it.  
 
    A slight noise from behind announced the presence of someone. Tate lifted her head and glanced up.  
 
    Lita waited, watching the two of them with the cub, a frown on her face. Now that Tate knew Mia was her mother, she noticed similarities between the two. They had the same eyes and there was an echo of Mia in the shape of Lita’s face.  
 
    “Taine, you know your mother said you weren’t to leave the burrow until the strangers were gone,” Lita mock-scolded, putting her hands on her hips. 
 
    The cub grumbled its disagreement.  
 
    “Don’t back talk. She gave you that rule for a reason,” Lita said. “Now, go home. The adults want to talk to them.” 
 
    Taine’s face fell as he made a sad sound. Night stood, grabbing the cub by the scruff of his neck before rising to his back legs and putting the cub back into its burrow. He nudged the cub when it continued to sit there. 
 
    Reluctantly the cub ambled back inside as Night dropped to four paws.  
 
    Tate gave Lita a guilty look as she stood. The other girl didn’t comment except to say, “My mother and the doyen expect you at the winger cave shortly.” 
 
    Tate nodded. “We’ll be there.” 
 
    Lita hesitated. “You’d better not bring trouble down on them, mad dragon.” 
 
    She walked away without waiting for a response.  
 
    “Charming. I’m thinking a sharp tongue is definitely a bearcat trait,” Tate observed without looking at Night. 
 
    He shot her a look that she saw out of the corner of her eye. She pressed her lips together to stifle the smile that wanted to grow. 
 
    You are incredibly childish, Night said in disgust. 
 
    “Then I fit in well with our band of misfits.” 
 
    They walked in the wake of Lita, trailing her slowly.  
 
    Night was silent and Tate thought she’d lost him to the darkness in his mind. 
 
    “It’s not a bad thing to find you’re not alone,” she observed.  
 
    He grunted but didn’t respond. 
 
    She couldn’t help but remember their conversation on the edge of the cliff before the Kinjisan had waylaid the caravan. She had to wonder if his answer had changed since then. Would he still say he was happy in Aurelia now that he knew he and the twins weren’t the last of their kind? 
 
    I’ve always thought we were alone, Night said finally. I’m not sure how I feel with this new information. This changes everything and nothing at the same time. 
 
    Tate made a thoughtful noise. “Do me a favor. Keep in mind you’re not dealing with this alone. Dewdrop and I are your family, even if we don’t share a speck of blood between us.” 
 
    And I’m yours, Night promised. Which is why if you try to talk Dewdrop or me into letting you do this alone, I will rip your arm off. 
 
    Tate stopped walking to stare at him openmouthed. “That’s a little harsh.” 
 
    It seems to be the only way you learn. Night continued walking, his tail swishing behind him in satisfaction. 
 
    “Here I am, trying to have a memorable moment, and you threaten me. Sometimes I regret rescuing you from that cage.” 
 
    A slight laugh was his only response. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    "Please tell me you're kidding," Dewdrop said, aiming a faintly pleading look at Tate. 
 
    She shook her head. "They said this is the fastest way. And safest." 
 
    Night's tail whipped as he stared at the cliff, several contraptions with wings sitting near the edge. His expression was no happier than Dewdrop's. If my kind had been meant for flight, we would have been given wings. 
 
    "You could stay here," she suggested. 
 
    Identical snarls crossed their faces. 
 
    She should have known they'd be stubborn. At least she'd tried. "Then I guess you're going where no Avertine or bearcat has gone before." 
 
    That's not necessarily true. Night's tail flicked. 
 
    "It doesn't change anything," Dewdrop snapped. "You belong with us. No woman bearcat is going to get in the way of that." 
 
    Night shook himself as he gazed up at Dewdrop. Tate’s already had this conversation with me. Don’t worry, my friend. I know I’m not alone.  
 
    Dewdrop stared down at Night, his lips pressed together. He nodded once. “As long as you don’t forget.” 
 
    The two ambled away to investigate the winged devices, leaving Tate behind.  
 
    She would be lying if she said she didn’t share in the two’s uneasiness at the thought of flying in the wingers, nothing between the ground and her but a few scraps of canvas and wood.  
 
    "How is he?" Ryu appeared next to her, his approach as silent as Night's. 
 
    "Coping."   
 
    They were quiet as they watched the bustle of the Kinjisan as they prepared the wingers for flight. 
 
    "Ryu, I think you were right," Tate said uneasily. 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "We should have killed Christopher when we had the chance." 
 
    His gaze swung to her. "Why do you say that?" 
 
    "The wall paintings. Christopher had a device that looked very similar to one of the drawings. I can't help but think someone is guiding him in his agenda." 
 
    And she thought that person might be Peter, she added silently. Christopher had said the Silva was the one who'd procured the device for him, but maybe that was another of his misdirects. 
 
    His head bent as he thought. "Then it's a good thing you talked me into letting him live." 
 
    Tate studied him in surprise. 
 
    "If you hadn't, we wouldn't know there was another person on the playing board," Ryu said. "They'd be free to move without us being the wiser. Now, we can anticipate their moves."  
 
    Yes, but if they'd eliminated Christopher, he would no longer be a threat. The mystery person would have to find a new patsy, one who might not be as adept at slipping through Tate's defenses. Of course, the opposite was also a possibility. This person might find someone who was even more dangerous and unhinged than the heretic.  
 
    "How are you doing with all this?" Ryu asked. 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Coping." 
 
    She felt his regard as he studied her. "It is a lot to take in, I expect—learning you were a Savior and that your former Savior lover had left a powerful weapon behind. It'd be difficult for anyone." 
 
    Tate watched as Dewdrop and Night prodded the wings, only to be ushered away by one of the Silva as they prepared the small contraptions for flight. 
 
    "Don't bother denying it," he said. Unexpectedly his eyes were warm, showing no hint of anger or upset. "I'm more observant than you give me credit for." 
 
    The words held a hint of a bite.  
 
    "I never thought I could hide anything from you. You're always the one who seems to know things, even before I do." 
 
    He waited, silently asking if that was the case, why hadn't she ever told him about her past or what she suspected? 
 
    Tate lifted a shoulder, shame crossing her face. "I didn't want anyone to know. I didn't want it to change things." 
 
    Because it would, if it ever got out. 
 
    "Those people, Jaxon and everyone else. They don't belong in this era." Tate didn't belong here either. "I didn't want to bring their war here." 
 
    But it seemed no matter how hard she fought against it, the past just kept dragging her back. First, the ancient she'd awoken, now this weapon Jax had hidden that she needed to make sure didn't fall into the wrong hands. 
 
    "You're afraid," he said as if just realizing. 
 
    Tate looked away, fighting the urge to curl in on herself. 
 
    He stepped closer, touching her arm. "Why?" 
 
    How to put into words, something you didn't entirely understand yourself? 
 
    "What if I remember everything and I find out I'm a terrible person?" she confessed. "You don't sentence someone to an eternal sleep if they don't deserve it. My memories might still be patchy but I sense I've done terrible things." 
 
    Unforgivable things.  
 
    The comfort of ignorance had been ripped from her. She was afraid if she remembered everything, it would destroy the person she was trying to become. The one Dewdrop and Night considered a sister, the woman Ryu had finally started letting behind the wall he’d erected between him and everyone else. 
 
    Ryu was silent as Tate looked away, unable to meet his eyes after that confession. 
 
    She couldn't help but feel what they'd started between them was over before it had even begun. Selfishly, she wanted more. 
 
    But that wasn't how life worked. Sometimes it kicked you in the teeth when you were already down. Life was a cruel bitch and you had to take things as they came, instead of wishing they were different and becoming bitter. 
 
    "You know some of my past," Ryu finally said. "You know some of what I did." 
 
    Tate finally lifted her head. 
 
    "I know you," he said, the words reaching through to the place in Tate that felt lost and oh-so-alone. It was something that had been with her for as far back as her memories went. "Nothing you say could change that." 
 
    Tate wanted to believe him. She wanted it all the way down to the marrow of her bones. It was just so hard to trust he meant what he said, to put faith in the fact he wouldn't abandon her or look at her differently once he knew everything. 
 
    Some things he might suspect, having put them together with the other pieces he'd gleaned, but that was different than knowing. Once he did, there would be no going back.  
 
    "Were you two lovers?"  
 
    "I don't know."  
 
    He arched an eyebrow.  
 
    "I don't. Everything is still a blur. I know there was something there, a depth of feeling I can still recall, but whether that is the degree of feeling I have for Dewdrop and Night or the way I feel for you, is hard to say." 
 
    All of this was complicated. For the rest of the world, Jaxon's passing would have been a millennium ago. For Tate, who was just now getting her memories back, it felt much more recent.  
 
    "It's strange how he keeps popping up." 
 
    Tate nodded. "I think so too. It's almost like someone is trying to guide me to him." 
 
    Which made her trust what she felt and knew even less than normal. 
 
    "Do Night and Dewdrop know you were part of the Saviors’ circle?" Ryu asked. 
 
    Tate shook her head. "If they do, they’ve kept it to themselves." 
 
    She didn't like keeping secrets but this one felt too momentous to casually entrust to others. 
 
    "The Grand Master suspects." 
 
    Tate shifted, her gaze turning guilty. "He knows. The guardians have a secret storeroom with artifacts from that age. I'm in one of them." 
 
    "Then Vale knows, too," Ryu said, turning his gaze toward the guardian. 
 
    Tate shook her head. "No, the Grand Master said he didn't. That room is only for the highest of their order." 
 
    Ryu nodded slowly. "You're right to keep this quiet. It would have far-reaching repercussions if it got out." He pulled her against him, his arms wrapping around her. "I'm glad I know. It explains a few things." 
 
    Tate let her head rest against his chest, breathing in the warm scent of Ryu and his dragon. It was one of her favorite things about him. 
 
    He pressed a light kiss to her forehead, whispering. "This doesn't change things between us. I worked too hard to draw you into this dance, to give you up for someone who is long dead. If you ever left me, I'd follow you to the corners of the earth. Into the underworld and beyond." 
 
    He stepped back, staring down at her as if mentally willing her to understand the depth of his resolve. Tate nodded. She'd do the same for him. 
 
    "Are you two ready?" Dewdrop shouted at them. "Or are you going to be lovey-dovey for a bit longer?" He glared at them, still not over what they were about to do. 
 
    Tate waved to let him know they were coming. 
 
    She looked up at Ryu. "Are we good?" 
 
    She had to know. 
 
    He stared down at her long enough that she felt her heart sinking. His smile when it came was slow, filled with carnal knowledge. "Never better." 
 
    Relief had her smiling up at him.  
 
    He waited until she'd walked away before murmuring. "Especially since you just admitted you were mine, and mine alone." 
 
    Tate shot him an alarmed look, the dark promise in his voice telling her she might have given away too much, too soon. It was the sort of promise that said he now considered her his and nothing would stop him from staking his claim. He was already difficult enough under normal circumstances. She couldn't imagine how he'd be now there were no barriers between them. 
 
    There was none of the pain or uncertainty in his gaze that had been there before. It was like he'd led her to the spot he wanted her to go and now she was trapped. 
 
    Tricky dragons and their traps. She hadn't even seen this one until it was too late. 
 
    "Oh, you sly dragon," she said in sudden understanding. 
 
    His grin turned playful as he winked at her. "Now that you're sticking around you might learn a thing or two." 
 
    She watched, open-mouthed, as he strode past her, stealing a caress along the way. 
 
    Tate remained fixed in place as she watched him join the others. Evan paused beside her, looking at Ryu in the same way she was. He shook his head. "When you play with dragons, you have to be prepared for head games. They're all capable of them. Ryu's better than most." 
 
    She shook her head wordlessly. "I didn't even see it coming." 
 
    "He does have a few centuries on you, despite your situation," Evan observed. He slapped her on the back, making his way over to where the others who were going on the journey waited.  
 
    Because of his relationship with the Ahnteela, he knew much more about her past than she would have given him on her own. 
 
    Dewdrop and the rest had each paired off with a Silva. The unwieldly wooden birds for multi-person use were different from the individual winged devices the Silva wore for personal use.  For one, they were bigger, just a bit smaller than a carriage but without the advantage of being pulled by a beast of burden. She thought she might actually be more comfortable with all this if they had been attached to some strange creature’s back. 
 
    She wasn't that lucky. 
 
    Instead, the wings were made of a unique wooden reed found only in their lands. The material was lightweight enough to fly but sturdy enough to handle strong winds—or so Tate had been told. 
 
    The wingspan was nearly as wide as Ilith's. These were fixed, unlike the personal wings Tate had seen retract into the backpack like contraption. 
 
    "Fascinating," Vale said, lightly touching one of the wings. "How do they work?" 
 
    His eyes were alight with curiosity, and for a moment he resembled an enthusiastic child receiving a present. He even had a journal out as he wrote down observations. Tate caught a glimpse of a surprisingly accurate sketch of the craft. 
 
    "Trade secret," the Silva behind him grunted. 
 
    "You're with me," the doyen told Tate, distracting her from Vale’s disappointment. 
 
    She lifted her chin in acknowledgement, heading toward him. It had been decided Tate and Ryu would ride in the contraptions despite their ability to shift to dragon. The whole point of this exercise was to infiltrate the city without being seen. A dragon the size of a building might have made that difficult. 
 
    It was why they were leaving just a few hours before sunset. By the time they arrived the veil of night would have fallen, obscuring their descent. 
 
    Tate hesitated in front of the craft he'd indicated. She wouldn't exactly describe what she was feeling as fear. More like extreme trepidation. She knew these things worked. She'd seen the Silva use similar ones when they’d ambushed the Avertine—although those had been considerably smaller personal crafts not meant to carry more than one person.  
 
    These should work on the same concept. Tate hoped.  
 
    The reassurance didn’t quite dispel the disquiet in her stomach. 
 
    Except for the wooden reeds that made up the frame and a long, low-backed bench in the front, there would be nothing between Tate and the ground far, far below. Wheels had been attached at the front and back third of the winger. 
 
    In the back, there was a small stool and two footholds for the Silva navigator. Behind him was a small device she thought looked like the sun engine most Aurelian ships had. It resembled a giant fan, powered in a way Tate didn't understand. She was told not many knew the intricacies of those engines. Those who could operate them could name their price and were in high demand. 
 
    Other than that, there wasn't a lot to the contraption—definitely not enough to make Tate feel confident about this endeavor. 
 
    Suddenly she understood Dewdrop’s trepidation and wished she was making this journey in Ilith's form. 
 
    Ilith snorted in the back of her mind, still sulking over the fact she wasn't going to get to do any flying. 
 
    Tate ignored her and stepped forward, taking a seat on the bench. The doyen kept his words monosyllabic and interspersed with grunts as he showed her how to strap in, so she didn't accidental fall in the event they hit turbulence. 
 
    Once she was situated, the doyen headed to the rear of the winger and started pushing. Tate grabbed the sides in a death grip as they rolled toward the edge of the cliff. Suddenly, she understood the reason for those wheels, and she wished she didn't. 
 
    She'd thought they'd lift off from the ground like Ilith did, not head straight for a drop. 
 
    Her heart leapt higher in her throat as they got closer and closer to the edge. Every muscle in Tate's body was braced as they approached it. Even Ilith was alert, ready to shift if necessary. Not that it would help. By the time they became dragon they would have crashed into the rocks below. 
 
    Then they were over the edge, its safety a dim memory as they plunged. Tate snapped her teeth shut on a scream, her butt lifting partially off the seat.  
 
    The wings caught the air and suddenly they were gliding instead of falling. 
 
    Tate got caught up in the thrill of the moment as the land zoomed under her, wind pulling at her hair as they soared.  
 
    The closest she had to describing the feeling was standing at the bow of the Marauder as it cut through the ocean.  
 
    It felt like freedom. Utter and complete freedom. A feeling at once familiar and oh-so-alien. 
 
    "Ilith, is this how you feel when you fly?" Tate asked softly, her heart still thumping at the sheer exhilaration of defying gravity. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “I don't know how you ever cede control when this is waiting for you," Tate said softly. 
 
    Ilith didn't respond, her thoughts surprisingly content. 
 
    Hours passed, the scenery unfolding under them slow and fast at the same time. As the afternoon deepened into evening, the sun dipped low on the horizon until it was a giant orange fireball. Shadows lengthened and stretched as night began to awaken and the temperatures dropped.  
 
    Chilly, Tate reached for the blanket she'd been handed before takeoff. Now, she saw why Lita and several other of the Silva had been dressed so warmly. It was cold this high up. With the sun down, it was only going to get worse.  
 
    Tate huddled in on herself, the bitter cold making her wish for Night's fur—or at the very least, warmer clothes. The thin fabric of hers, designed for the hot climate below, did little to protect her from the air’s bite. 
 
    Just when her hands ached and the cold had settled so deep into her bones she thought she might never get warm again, the doyen tapped her on the shoulder and pointed at the faint outline of several mountains. 
 
    "We're close. I'm going to take us down," he shouted into the wind. 
 
    Tate nodded as she shifted on the hard bench. Her butt had long since gone numb and her back protested being forced into one position for so long. She didn't know how the doyen could remain standing in one spot for the journey.  
 
    Their altitude dipped, sending Tate's stomach into her throat. They flew along a flat plain, the mountains rapidly approaching. Mia had called the Harridan's home, the City of Stairs. A name taken from the thousands of stairs built into the face of a small mountain. The best way to approach was from its base, in the hopes the gliders wouldn't be as easily spotted against the ground. The sky was cloudy, one of the reasons they'd chosen the path they had. 
 
    With night softening and veiling its form, Tate only caught impressions of the city and the mountain which served as its foundation. It was difficult to pick out details beyond stone and buildings, their shapes appearing misshapen and ominous in the dark. 
 
    Gradually, they landed, the winger bumping across the ground as it threatened to tear apart. Or so it felt. The doyen handled the craft easily, unafraid as the wood frame buckled and groaned around them. 
 
    Only when they had safely ground to a halt, did Tate let her feet touch the ground. Her legs were shakier than she wanted to admit as she stood. As convenient as the winger was, she preferred any future landings be made as a dragon.  
 
    The Silva set down beside them one by one, Tate's friends disembarking. 
 
    Dewdrop staggered off his winger and sank to his knees on the ground. "I'm never doing that again." 
 
    Night was a dark, silent shape as he joined his friend. I don’t care if others of my kind have done this before. This bearcat does not belong in the air. It is an unnatural way to travel.  
 
    Ryu stepped off, looking as cool and collected as ever. If he'd had any uneasiness about flying, it didn't show. Of course, theoretically, he could assume his dragon shape at any time and wing away to safety. A luxury the rest of them, Tate included, didn't have. 
 
    "This is as far as we go," the doyen told her.  
 
    "Of course. Thank you for taking us this far," she said, sticking out her hand.  
 
    He hesitated, before taking it, his claws pricking her skin. "You're fools, all of you." 
 
    "I'd like to argue, but I can't," she said with a sigh. They were indeed fools. 
 
    His teeth flashed in the dark. "It's a good thing fools are the reason we have this world. If the first generation hadn't been so foolhardy and obstinate, we might still be the creators’ pets." 
 
    That was one way to look at it. 
 
    He clasped her on the shoulder and stepped back. A low chirp came from him and the rest of the Silva began to take off. 
 
    "What was that about?" Ryu asked 
 
    "He wanted to wish us luck." 
 
    Ryu made a noncommittal sound as the last of the Silva took wing, leaving one slight figure in their wake. 
 
    "I thought your people didn't intend to get involved," Tate observed neutrally as Mia joined them. 
 
    A fact Dewdrop had been quick to jump on since Mia was the one to put the responsibility of retrieving the weapon on Tate.  
 
    "I can’t exactly send you alone when I’m the one who made the request. I couldn’t ask the Kinjisan to participate in this undertaking. They have no real stake in this battle and their priorities lie in safeguarding the ones the rest of the world deem too strange or dangerous. I might be one of them now, but that doesn’t absolve me of my responsibilities.” Her attention strayed to Night. “Besides, it's time I face my past and get my affairs in order." 
 
    "You should know getting into his good graces won't be as easy as playing guide," Tate told her.  
 
    "Nothing worth having ever is." 
 
    Tate narrowed her eyes. What was Mia's end goal with Night? She didn't like the thought of Night being pursued because this woman wanted a playmate of her own kind. 
 
    Mia seemed to read her thoughts. "My species are compatible with the Silva. A result of us being so closely related." 
 
    The bearcat could have children with others. Good to know. That still didn't put Tate at ease. 
 
    "He deserves to be wanted for who he is, not what." Tate abandoned subtlety. She'd never been particularly good at it anyways. 
 
    Her friend was noble and kind—also annoying and obnoxious. He was a complicated enigma who deserved to be solved by someone who'd appreciate the time spent unraveling the riddle of Night. 
 
    "Of course. We all do, but I would be lying if I said his species is not part of my interest. For now, I simply wish the chance to know him better to see if we'd fit. That's all." 
 
    Tate pressed her lips together, wanting to drive the other woman off. She resisted the urge. Tate might not like the woman's answer now, but the reasoning was sound. That's how attraction started. You saw someone you liked, then got to know them, their likes and dislikes, who they were inside, only then could attraction turn to something more. Didn't Night deserve that possibility? 
 
    Her gaze caught on Ryu. She wondered if that was how his interest had started before becoming something more. 
 
    She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. She wasn't qualified to make these decisions for her friend. That was Night’s job. Until then, she would remain a neutral party.  
 
    Still, she'd leave Mia with something to think about. "He loved his former mate. It won't be easy drawing his eye." 
 
    Mia inclined her head, a silent thanks for the warning. 
 
    Tate looked around at the assembled group. Two dragons, a teenage banshee, a couple of bearcats, an Avertine with suspicious motivations, and a guardian who looked like he'd be more at home in an archive cataloging books. Not who she would have picked to infiltrate the Harridan's city, but you made do with what you had and hoped for the best. 
 
    "Let's get this done." Next time Ilith decided to steal the Emperor's crown she was going to strangle her dragon. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    They ended up hiding in a storage shed on the outskirts of the city. Dawn wasn't far away, but Mia said many predatory types of Silva were nocturnal. It would be safest to travel during sunrise, when they were finding their beds and those waking for the day were getting out of them.  
 
    Ryu settled down beside her and pulled her into his arms, his body a furnace against her back. 
 
    Dewdrop looked over and raised his eyebrows. "Is this the type of behavior we can expect from now on?" 
 
    "Shut it," Tate fired back, not bothering to move. Ryu's heat felt good and his scent wrapped around her, lulling her into a restive state. She was too on edge to actually sleep, but she no longer felt like she was about to come out of her skin. His arms around her were too comfortable to give up, and she was too tired to even pretend to put a distance between them anymore. 
 
    Ryu's soft chuckle was a rumble under her ear as his arms tightened.  
 
    "This is probably old hat for you. How many cities have you had to infiltrate?" Tate asked, running her fingers along his dragon's back. 
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath and shivered. 
 
    She lifted her head to look at him. He'd felt that?  
 
    "Not as many as you think, but more than a handful. I've had a very long life. Things happen." 
 
    Tate raised her eyebrows. She just bet they did, especially when he acted as an agent of the Emperor.  
 
    "This is the second time I've snuck around this city," he confessed. 
 
    "What happened?" She raised her head to get a better look at him. 
 
    He drew her even closer, as if seeking comfort against a painful memory. "Someone important died and those in power chose to blame me. It was either run or die. I chose to run." 
 
    "I'm surprised," Tate said. 
 
    Ryu grimaced. "Our relationship with the Silva was much more fractious then." 
 
    "Natalia," Gabriella said in realization. "You're the one who killed her. She was said to have the makings of a great leader." 
 
    "She was a great leader," Ryu said. "She'd won the challenge for Harridan before her death. She just didn't last long afterward." 
 
    "Why would the Emperor send you here after that?" Tate asked. 
 
    "Because he's a reminder that we serve the Emperor, not the other way around," Gabriella said 
 
    Tate thought Gabriella might be right. The Emperor was a difficult man to understand. He had layers wrapped in layers, machinations under machinations. She'd managed to pick that much up from the few, brief encounters she'd had with him. 
 
    He was smart. And tricky. Kind of like a certain dragon she knew.  
 
    It was feasible he would send Tate to mediate and also send Ryu as an implicit threat of what might happen if they pushed too hard.  
 
    Treat and stick all at once. 
 
    Duplicitous, but also a special kind of genius. She didn't know whether to admire the man or fly far away from the realm of his influence. 
 
    "I didn't kill Natalia," Ryu said softly. "I considered her a friend. She was assassinated by one of you. They poisoned her drink because they knew they couldn't beat her in battle. I was simply the outsider, easy to blame." 
 
    "It doesn't matter if you did or didn’t." Mia had taken a seat across the small hut and a bubble had formed around her that no one seemed willing to enter. "Her death created a power vacuum. The clans warred against each other for supremacy. It's what opened us up to being conquered by your Emperor." 
 
    Ryu's body was tense and hard under hers. She ran her fingers over the tops of his hands, before threading them through his in silent solidarity. 
 
    His chest expanded against her back and slowly he began to relax.  
 
    They needed to find a different topic.  
 
    Tate glanced at Vale who seemed engrossed in the notebook in front of him. The world around him had faded into insignificance. "Read anything interesting?" 
 
    He jolted and looked up, startled. His hair stuck straight up in spots where he'd absently run his hands through it.  
 
    He opened his mouth and paused, his mind hadn't quite returned from wherever it had wandered. 
 
    Mia glanced over his shoulder. She frowned and snatched the small notebook out of his hands. "These are from the cave I showed you." 
 
    He grabbed the notebook and held it pressed to his chest, glaring at the other woman. "I took some notes before we left." 
 
    "I didn't show that to you so you could steal our knowledge," Mia said through gritted teeth. 
 
    "You have no right to hide it away. Jaxon is everyone's Savior. His words deserve to reach all of us. You can't suppress knowledge," he fired back. "We compile the writings and teachings for a reason. Otherwise you risk losing them to time or disaster."  
 
    Gabriella scoffed. 
 
    "What?" Vale asked. 
 
    "It's interesting you say that when we all know the guardians lock the Saviors’ knowledge away. Your people only allow the smallest bit to reach the rest of us," she said. 
 
    "That's not true," Vale protested. 
 
    "She has a point," Tate said. 
 
    He blinked at her and frowned. "What do you mean?" 
 
    She shouldn't have said anything. It wasn't her place, and she didn't want some of those secrets getting out anyways. 
 
    Instead of mentioning the hidden room of artifacts in the guardian's own headquarters, Tate pulled out the book the Grand Marshall had given her.  
 
    "How many people have had a chance to read this?" She tossed it to Vale. 
 
    He caught it and thumbed through its pages. "This is Jaxon Kuno's writing. I'd guess from the latter half of his life." He sifted through several more pages. "It might even be from the time period when he visited this city." 
 
    Grand Master Keel had insinuated as much, so Tate wasn't surprised at his conclusion. 
 
    Gabriella reached over him for the book, but he blocked her, hunching in on himself as he flipped through it  
 
    "How do you have this?" he asked. 
 
    Tate suddenly found herself the focus of several pairs of eyes. Only Ryu was uninterested. 
 
    She affected a nonchalant shrug. "The Grand Master gave it to me before our trip. He thought it would make good reading material considering our destination. 
 
    "But why?" Vale sounded confused and skeptical. "Their writings aren't supposed to leave the Keep." 
 
    "And you say your order doesn't hide their knowledge away." He'd just proven her point. 
 
    Vale didn't respond, his expression unsure as he glanced down at the book.  
 
    He paused, his forehead wrinkling.  
 
    "What is it?" Tate leaned forward. 
 
    "This word. Allegra. You can find it throughout his texts, but we've never known its meaning or why it’s repeated so much." 
 
    He might not, but Keel did. And so did Tate. 
 
    "It was also on the wall paintings," he said. 
 
    Mia's expression was careful as she avoided Tate's eyes. It confirmed for Tate that Mia knew, or at least suspected, her significance to Jax.  
 
    "Why is that important?" Tate asked. She'd deal with what Mia did or did not know, later. 
 
    He looked up, his gaze distant. "Many in our sect believe Jaxon left a puzzle behind to be solved. It's a bit of a risqué belief, but it's persisted over the centuries." 
 
    "What's the puzzle?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    Vale shook his head. "No one knows." 
 
    "Then how do you know there's a puzzle?" Evan asked. The Avertine had been quiet until now, content to let the rest of them set the pace and agenda. He, like the rest of her friends, would know the significance behind the word Allegra.  
 
    "There are patterns in his texts. Symbols, phrases. Allegra isn’t the only one," Vale explained.  
 
    Jax always did like his riddles. It was a game to him. Almost compulsive. Even Tate hadn't been immune. Guess right and he'd reward you. Wrong, and he'd think up an interesting, vexing punishment.  
 
    Like the time he had rigged the showers and ended up turning everyone's hair blue. 
 
    Tate blinked at the thought that seemed to come out of nowhere. 
 
    A memory, or at least half of one.  
 
    "See, I think we've been looking at this wrong all along," Vale said excitedly. He held up the two books side by side.  
 
    On one was a diagram, dots in the middle connected to lines that seemed to go nowhere, as if the drawer had lost interest before completing it. Tate recognized it from the wall. The other drawing was in the notebook she'd given. The edge of the pattern in her notebook looked similar to the one in Vale’s. 
 
    "I think they're connected," he said. "I think everything he's written is part of one large riddle." 
 
    There certainly seemed to be a connection between the two drawings. 
 
    "Now look." Vale flipped to another page. 
 
    "Another part of the pattern," Evan said. 
 
    Vale nodded excitedly. 
 
    "To what purpose?" Ryu asked from behind her. 
 
    To hide something in plain sight. Tate kept the dangerous thought to herself.  
 
    "It could be a misdirect," Tate said. "I'm sure you're not the only person in all these centuries who thought to connect them." 
 
    "But we didn't have this missing piece," Vale said. 
 
    "It might not be the only piece missing," Gabriella pointed out.  
 
    They were all quiet as they considered that.  
 
    "We are going somewhere Jaxon hid his greatest accomplishment,” Mia said. “If that pattern points to anything, it'd be that." 
 
    "What about Roslyn and the rest?" Dewdrop asked. "We should free them first." 
 
    Gabriella shook her head. "The others are fine. Tala has people looking out for them, and they have the dragon at their side. At the first sign of threat, he'll be released from the terms of the mediation and be able to act. My people will get the others out at that time." 
 
    "Either way, once they're freed, it becomes a race to escape," Mia said. "We need to recover the weapon first."  
 
    "We can't do that," Dewdrop protested. 
 
    "He's right," Tate said. "Which is why Ryu and I will be facing the Harridan while the rest of you get the others out." 
 
    The small hut erupted in quiet protest. 
 
    "I'm not leaving you behind," Dewdrop said. 
 
    "That would be a mistake," Mia and Evan said at the same time. 
 
    Gabriella held her silence, her expression thoughtful.  
 
    "We were called in for a mediation," Tate said firmly, quieting the protest. "Right now, we have suspicions, but little proof. I won't doom thousands of people without being very sure I'm right." 
 
    She glanced at Ryu. "What would the political fallout be if we returned now?" 
 
    Ryu stared above her head, thoughts turning behind his eyes. "That's complicated. Until now, the Silva have been a powerful opposing voice against the pro-human movement. Their loss could hurt the Emperor's power base. However, if they’re no longer loyal, they need to be excised." 
 
    The stakes were high. It wasn't just their lives they were talking about. Many would be affected if they didn't handle this properly. 
 
    And if she kills you? Even small predators can bring down bigger ones if they have enough numbers, Night said. 
 
    "Then you'll have your answer, and you can tell the Emperor we did everything we could," Tate responded. "I need to know if the Harridan is as lost as she seems." 
 
    It was the only way Tate would be able to sleep at night.  
 
    "Your weapon is not my main objective," Tate told Mia. "Preventing a war is." 
 
    Mia was quiet for several moments as she studied Tate. She dipped her chin in acknowledgment. "You are wise. I hope we are deserving of such wisdom." 
 
    Tate hoped so too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    The sun had peeked over the horizon by the time Tate ducked out of the shed they'd found shelter in. Bright rays heralded its return to the world as it stretched out fingers of pinks and oranges, purples and blues.  
 
    She stopped, taking a moment to pause and admire the Harridan's stronghold. City of Stairs indeed. It was aptly named.  
 
    Staircases ran throughout the length of the city. Her thighs burned just thinking about climbing all of them. If she'd thought Aurelia's hill was bad, she was sadly mistaken. This looked ten times worse, the stairs doubling back on themselves until they created a twisting maze.  
 
    The city itself, nestled into the mountain's base, was a monument to the Silva's fortitude and stubbornness. Not many would see the stone slab of the mountain, its craggy exterior and brutal drops and decide to carve a home into it, but that's exactly what the Silva had done. They'd burrowed into the bedrock, using it as their base, as they built the city around them in terraced levels connected by endless stairs, in some places so steep she wouldn't be surprised if people plummeted off them on a regular basis. 
 
    There were architectural similarities to the port city of Auburn in the domed shapes of the roofs and the circular towers on most buildings. The same balconies and terraces popular there had found a home here too, but on a scale unmatched by any place Tate had ever seen. 
 
    The city looked ageless, as if thousands of years had gone into its making and in a thousand years it would still stand unaltered. Every stone, every board and building had a history. Tate couldn't imagine living in such a place, where the ghosts of your ancestors lurked on every corner.  
 
    The higher up the mountain, the more the buildings gave the illusion of being built on top of each other. The crowning glory was the imposing structure built in the shadow of the mountain’s peak. It dwarfed the rest of the city, austere and silent as it stood sentinel. If Tate had to guess, she'd bet that was the Harridan's residence—and her destination. 
 
    "I don't like the thought of us separating," Dewdrop said from behind her. He took in the city with a brief glance before focusing on her. "You need someone to watch your back." 
 
    "You don't think the dragon will be enough?" 
 
    Ilith snorted at that. Dragons are always enough. 
 
    Dewdrop made a sour face and folded his arms, unable to argue. Even if Ryu hadn't had the dragon, he would still be a powerful force. Deadly in his own right. The dragon just tipped things in his favor. 
 
    Night prowled toward them. The dragon isn't family. 
 
    "Not yet anyway," Dewdrop said with a sly look. 
 
    Night ignored his innuendo as Tate rolled her eyes at the subtle jab. We'd feel better if one of us was there. 
 
    Tate understood. In their place she'd feel the same, but she couldn't let them have their way. Not this time. 
 
    "There's a chance I might not come out of this." A good chance, if she was being honest. "I need people I can trust to get Roslyn out. You two are it. Ryu's focus is on the primary mission." 
 
    She knew without asking that he wouldn't alter its parameters to include Roslyn. Not with everything at stake. He might have done it for Tate, but others were a different matter. 
 
    "Not to mention he's so lost on you he wouldn't let you go into this alone," Dewdrop muttered. 
 
    The corner of Tate's mouth lifted as she conceded that point. 
 
    "We owe it to Roslyn to get her out. She wouldn't be here if not for us." Tate paid her debts. Dewdrop and Night, as much as they might argue, were the same.  
 
    Their vexed expressions said they might not like it, but they reluctantly agreed.  
 
    "Do you really have to take Gabriella?" Dewdrop asked, his shoulders slumping. "I don't trust her anymore." 
 
    "You trusted her before?" Tate raised her eyebrows skeptically. That was news to her. Dewdrop wasn't known for being overly trusting. His paranoia made her look gullible in comparison. 
 
    Night chuffed. She's right. 
 
    "I liked you better when you were a dragon," Dewdrop grumbled as Vale stepped out of the shelter. 
 
    They all watched silently as the guardian approached them hesitantly. 
 
    "Just try not to get stabbed in the chest again," Dewdrop said. "Ryu about lost his mind last time." 
 
    "It's not an experience I plan to repeat," Tate said. 
 
    Dewdrop and Night ambled back to the shelter where they would wait while Tate and Ryu got a head start. Mia would then lead them to where she suspected the others were being kept while Tate's confrontation with the Harridan distracted the rest of the Silva. 
 
    "I'm going with you," Vale said without preamble. 
 
    Oh, was he? That sounded an awful lot like a demand. 
 
    "You're trying to keep the mediation alive. You'll need me, if that's the case. There will be questions otherwise." Vale was calm and reasonable as he laid out his reasoning.  
 
    Tate had to admit, he had a point. 
 
    "The situation we're walking into is dangerous. There's a very good chance we won't make it out alive. Are you sure you want to volunteer for that?"  
 
    Uncertainty and fear crossed his face. His shoulders straightened and he lifted his chin. "The Saviors have had a larger than life presence in my existence for as long as I can remember. I've spent years studying them, trying to understand why they did what they did, and where they got the courage to save so many when the cost was so high. For the first time, I might actually get to experience a small taste of what they went through. How can I back down now when I have striven to imitate them for so long?" 
 
    Strong words. Noble even. Only time and experience would tell whether he could follow through. The threat of imminent death affected people in wildly different ways. Some rose to face it head-on, never wavering, never compromising their core selves. Others crumpled like dirty clothes, sacrificing anything and everything to escape it.  
 
    Which side Vale would land was unknown.   
 
    "I won't stand in your way," she finally said. 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    Ryu stepped out of the shelter, his eyes going straight to Tate as Gabriella followed him. 
 
    "You ready for this?" Tate asked him.  
 
    "Only one way to find out." 
 
    Tate wasn't surprised at the vague answer from her dragon.  
 
    "We have a long way to climb," Gabriella said, moving past them. "We should get going." 
 
    "Talkative," Ryu murmured in a voice only meant for Tate. 
 
    "And I have excellent hearing too," Gabriella said, raising her voice.  
 
    Gabriella picked up the pace, leaving the rest of them with no choice but to follow as she loped for the city, moving across the flat plain at the city's feet. They reached the edge quickly, disappearing into the twisting streets. 
 
    Their passage among the buildings wasn't quite so obvious as it would have been on the plain, but with Silva waking all around them, it didn't feel much safer. 
 
    They were quiet as they made the climb, Gabriella leading them to one worn staircase after another. The air was cool and crisp on Tate's skin, but not for long, as the exertion stole her breath and heated her limbs.  
 
    "Why is it so hard to breath?" Vale panted next to her where she had paused to look up.  
 
    Their current staircase stretched far above, curving in places before looping back on itself where a building blocked its path. 
 
    "It's the altitude," Ryu responded. Sweat dotted his forehead. He'd pushed up his sleeves to reveal strong, tanned forearms. "You're not used to it." 
 
    Neither was Tate, judging by how exhausted she already was. 
 
    Even with the chill of morning, she felt hot. They'd left the desert climate behind at some point during their night flight. A fact she was grateful for. All the climbing would have been so much worse in that heat. 
 
    "How much further?" Vale asked. 
 
    Tate looked up. The buildings blocked her view of the Harridan's den, but she had a feeling they still had a long way to go. 
 
    "Not far," she lied.  
 
    Ryu shot her a look. He knew as well as she did, they were nowhere near the top.  
 
    They resumed their trek, catching up to where Gabriella waited several steps above. Here, there was no railing. It would be easy to take a tumble and fall, only the buildings below breaking their descent.  
 
    The stone of the steps was weathered and worn in places, at times broken, making their path perilous. Gabriella said she had chosen a route not many walked for that very reason. It was an older section of the city and hadn't been kept up for many years.  
 
    "I'm starting to wish we'd gone with option one," Tate told Ryu. They'd discussed changing to their dragon selves and simply flying to the top.  
 
    "We didn't know if the Harridan would be there," he pointed out. 
 
    "We're dragons. I'm sure if we'd landed on top of her home, someone would have done us the courtesy of summoning her," Tate grumbled. 
 
    Vale choked on a small, nervous chuckle. "Yes, but such an action would have announced your presence to everyone." 
 
    Including their enemies.  
 
    "I'm not sure we haven't already," Tate said, sharing a look with Ryu. 
 
    There were only so many ways up this mountain. If the Morain were smart, they'd have posted guards on all the stairs, including ones not in use anymore. 
 
    "Until they act against us, we can't either," Ryu said softly. 
 
    That's what Tate was afraid of. 
 
    Gabriella started climbing as soon as they neared, her legs powerful as she resumed her path up.  
 
    An hour slid into the next as they continued up the side of the mountain, the ground far below. The plain spread out before them, stretching endlessly before running into the embrace of mountains in the distance.  
 
    Buildings towered above them as they wound through the streets, some of which were as narrow as the slot canyon they'd traversed to reach the Kinjisan's stronghold. Gabriella was careful to keep to the shadows and out of the main arteries, sticking to the back alleys and less visited routes.  
 
    They approached another staircase, and Gabriella pushed forward, taking the lead as she watched their surroundings with a predator's focus. 
 
    The rest of them followed her to the gray steps that led up to a small overlook.  
 
    They reached another landing, the untouched rock of the city's foundation acting as a wall. 
 
    The slightest scrape of sound, boots against stone was all the warning Tate got. A body dropped onto the railing next to her as another appeared on the landing above. 
 
    A startled cry from Vale indicated their retreat had been blocked too. 
 
    Tension crawled through the air as three Silva regarded them, their expressionless animal masks giving no hint to their thoughts. 
 
    Tate straightened and lifted her chin, stepping up to join Gabriella on the top step. "We've come at the Emperor's behest to mediate with your Harridan." 
 
    Tate was careful to keep her hand away from the dagger sheathed in the belt at her side. Dewdrop had slipped it to her before they left. Its familiar weight acted like a security blanket. 
 
    All of the Silva held weapons, but they had yet to aim them in Tate’s direction. 
 
    The one at the top of the staircase stepped aside.  
 
    "I'll assume that means they’ve granted you an audience," Ryu said. 
 
    "Lucky us." Tate didn't take her eyes off their new friends as Gabriella clasped Tate's arm, giving her a reassuring look. 
 
    Tate was conscious of Ilith's presence inside her as the dragon focused on the three Silva with deadly intensity. She glanced at Ryu, unsurprised at the same predatory intent there.  
 
    The slightest gleam of the dragon moved behind his eyes and Tate caught the sensation of a large shape wrapped around Ryu, scales rasping as they slid past. She blinked and the double image faded, but not before leaving suspicion behind.  
 
    Why did she get the feeling his dragon was a lot more present than he should have been? 
 
    Ryu glanced at her in question. Tate shook her head, dismissing her concerns. Ryu was fine. He would tell her if he wasn't. 
 
    Ilith, do you sense anything different about Ryu or his dragon? Tate asked silently. She needed to be sure. 
 
    Ilith cocked her head, using Tate's eyes to peer out. I can feel something, but I'm not sure what. 
 
    Ilith's confusion didn't help with Tate's own unease. 
 
    The sound of Vale's labored breathing distracted her and let her focus on something else. "Steady. Deep breaths. You're still alive. Keep telling yourself that."  
 
    "That's not as comforting as it should be." 
 
    Tate shrugged. "It always works for me." 
 
    There was little humor in the sound he made, the end sounding closer to a sob. "Look at me. My first test and I've already failed." 
 
    Tate studied him before glancing back at their escorts. The one beside her, walking with perfect balance along the slim edge of the railing, turned toward her slightly, listening.  
 
    "You haven't failed until you're curled in a ball unable to move." She meant it. "Do you think your Saviors never felt fear? They did, more than you'll ever know. Fear of failure, fear their decisions would kill their friends, fear of death. That's what really makes them special. They held their line against everything, even their own self-doubt. They didn't let fear define them." 
 
    Vale's breathing slowed as he listened, calm settling on his shoulders. She waited until he met her eyes, until she had assured herself that he wasn't going to break and get himself killed. He was still afraid, she could see that, but he was handling it. Controlling it, rather than letting it consume him. 
 
    "Better." Approval moved in her tone. 
 
    A brief, scared smile was his answer. 
 
    Suddenly, a pair of arms went around her, pulling her firmly into a chest she recognized. Ryu's chin dropped down on her head. "My mate." 
 
    Tate blinked, at both the behavior and the voice.  
 
    Ilith thrust her way forward. "Only if we decide." 
 
    He glared down at her, his face adorably disgruntled. "Mine." 
 
    Ilith/Tate narrowed their eyes back and bared their teeth. "Maybe." 
 
    At that, Ilith abandoned Tate to her own mind, settling down in the corner and waiting.  
 
    Tate shook her head. Dragon mating behavior was so weird. Ilith had been referring to the other dragon as her mate for months. Practically from the moment they first spotted Ryu, before they knew he was dragon. Only now, she was playing hard to get. 
 
    "Enough flirting, keep moving," Gabriella ordered.  
 
    "Why did you save her?" Tate muttered to Ilith. She could have left Gabriella behind in the desert. 
 
    Tasty snack. 
 
    "I thought we discussed sentient creatures being off-limits as food," she hissed. 
 
    You did. Didn't listen, Ilith said. 
 
    Tate grunted in frustration.  
 
    Ryu paused next to her, his eyes glittering down at her. 
 
    Was he having fun?  
 
    He dropped a kiss on her nose before prowling past. She stared after him. Yes, yes, he was having fun. Crazy dragon. Didn't he realize how much danger they were in? Or, like Ilith, maybe he just didn't care? 
 
    Probably the second. 
 
    "We're here," their lead guard said, breaking her out of her consternation.  
 
    They'd reached the top of the staircase, but unexpectedly they hadn't been led to the large building at their back. Instead, the Morain turned away from it, striding over a cobblestone courtyard toward the mountain peak, which wasn't an actual peak at all. It looked more like an amphitheater, molded by nature and then perfected by artisans.  
 
    Two statues the size of tall buildings stood on the opposite end across from Tate. Their size was breathtaking, rivaling the statues of the Saviors in the underground temple of the guardians. These had their hands upraised, bare inches separating their fingers from one another. Yearning and love were on both statues’ expressions as they faced each other. 
 
    Behind them, wind howled through a huge gap in the mountain peak, blue sky visible on the other side.  
 
    Walls curved to either side of the statues. 
 
    At their feet was a bowl like depression filled with columns of varying height and size. They looked like basalt, the sort you might get from extreme heat before being rapidly cooled again. For instance, when lava hit water. Except Tate didn’t think the sea had ever reached this far inland.  
 
    Which pointed to a less natural formation, perhaps of Savior or Creator interference. 
 
    The height of the basalt columns followed the lines of the depression, leaving the higher columns toward the edges, and the shorter ones toward the inside. The tallest of the columns only came up to Tate’s hips—except for one in the very middle which was as tall as a man.  
 
    A ledge several feet wide lined the wall, overlooking the small depression in the ground. On it, Tate could see various Silva statues, male and female, armed, their expressions fierce as they stared down at the depression. Unmoving guardians watching the world pass them by.  
 
    "What is this place?" Vale asked. 
 
    "The Song of Tranquility," Gabriella asked. 
 
    Tate heard why seconds later, as the wind rolled through the narrow opening between the giant statues and music danced on the air. It sounded like pipes, but no human's fingers had ever plucked this melody out.  
 
    Tate listened, her eyes closing as the wind played her a song of countless ages, moments missed and caught again, as it frolicked so high above the earth not even gravity could catch it as it flirted with the sun.   
 
    For a moment, she felt that way herself. Wild and free, something no person could ever tame. The bonds society had placed on her forgotten as her soul took flight. 
 
    It's beautiful, Ilith whispered.  
 
    The serenity filling Tate trickled to Ilith as well, the moment indescribable. It was like realizing there was a god standing beside you when you'd been convinced you were alone this entire time. Holy. Almost transcendent as the wind tickled and teased. 
 
    Whether natural or created, this place was a miracle. 
 
    Tate's head tilted back as she gave herself over to the experience. The peace of the place deepened until it sank into her very bones, whispering across her soul.  
 
    Gradually, she became aware of a woman humming softly to herself.  
 
    "Who is that?" Vale asked softly. 
 
    "The Harridan," Ryu answered, the timber of his voice deeper than usual. 
 
    The Morain made no move to force them forward. They spread out, leaving Tate and her party alone. If not for the weapons at their side and the speed she knew them capable of, Tate would have thought they left the Harridan defenseless.  
 
    The woman sat in the middle of the depression with her back to them. The long, silken skirt of her dress draped over the columns around her. Her head tilted as she glanced up at the archway the two statue’s upraised arms had formed, humming her strange melody as she gently swayed. 
 
    She appeared more delicate than Tate would have expected of someone who led such a fractious race, one as inclined to dominance challenges as it was to loyalty. She was either well-loved by her people or utterly ruthless. 
 
    Long, white hair flowed down her back. Despite the age the hair color hinted at, her bare arms, toned and strong, suggested she was young. Cuffs on each bicep and a heavy torque around her neck completed the outfit. 
 
    "Am I what you were expecting?" The Harridan's melody cut off abruptly. Like her singing, her voice was lilting and melodic.  
 
    Tate didn't want to lie—Tala could sense a lie, and there was no reason to assume this woman couldn't as well—but she also wasn't sure the truth would serve her well.  
 
    "Not really," Tate finally said. "But I wasn't quite sure what to expect of the woman who lured me here under false pretenses." 
 
    She kept one eye on their escorts, who were careful not to get close to the columns as they circled the perimeter.  
 
    "Do you think I'm mad?" the Harridan asked. She still hadn't looked at Tate. She remained motionless, facing away.  
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "They do." The Harridan finally moved, her voice hardening as her head twisted toward the Morain. 
 
    Tate stepped forward, not liking the loathing or sly anger there. It was the first hint of madness she'd detected. "Did you give them reason to think so?"  
 
    The Harridan stilled and withdrew as if thinking. Muttering reached Tate as the Harridan bent forward. Tate edged closer, taking the path the Morain had. 
 
    "Careful, Tate. Don't get too close," Ryu cautioned. 
 
    She nodded. She didn't plan to. While the Harridan seemed coherent for the most part, Tate had seen enough to suspect Gabriella and the others were right. There was something wrong with the Silva's leader. 
 
    She circled around, using the small ledge until she could see the Harridan's face. She caught a few words as the Harridan talked to herself. 
 
    Abruptly, she straightened, her pale amber gaze finding Tate's. "I don't remember." 
 
    Not really the words of a woman right in the mind. 
 
    "Do you remember ordering my friends taken prisoner?" Tate asked carefully. 
 
    The Harridan glanced away, her expression clouded and vague. There was a wistfulness on her face as she listened to the chiming of the wind. Her ear tilted to one side as she whispered, "They weren't the mediator. I couldn't accept second place." 
 
    "But I sent them to you until I could arrive," Tate said.  
 
    The Harridan softly hummed to herself as she started swaying again. Tate was losing her.  
 
    Tate stepped forward. The Silva closest to her caught her arm. "Careful. The stones are beautiful but they exact a price." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "They will sooth the beast within." The Silva touched the middle of Tate's chest. "The human side will know peace, but stay too long and your mind will become clouded." 
 
    "Is that what happened to her?" Tate jutted her chin at the Harridan. 
 
    The Silva hesitated. "Harridans do not die of old age. They are either killed by a challenger or are claimed by the madness of their station. She lingers longer than is wise so she doesn't fall to her inner beast." 
 
    Tate was quiet. This might explain why Gabriella was so hesitant to discuss her doyenne challenging the Harridan for her position. 
 
    The Harridan stood and held her hand out to Tate. "Walk with me?" 
 
    The Silva released Tate and stepped back, leaving the choice in her hands. 
 
    Tate glanced at Ryu, asking his opinion. He hesitated. The events weren't any more palatable to him, but they couldn't accomplish what they'd come for standing on the sidelines. He nodded, once, his expression full of warning. Proceed, but be careful. 
 
    Moving slowly, Tate stepped onto one of the columns near her. It was the easiest to reach from the ledge. Walking across them would be an interesting task. She'd have to pay attention to every step or risk falling on her face. 
 
    The notes changed, jangling discordantly as the octave shifted. The column under her glowed softly before the ones next to her took on the same glow, the effect rippling out. Each new column that changed color caused a shift in the wind's notes. It was like watching a pebble thrown into a still pond and then listening as the air around it reacted to the change. 
 
    The Silva behind her sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    Ilith's interest distracted Tate enough that she almost missed her next step. The small dragon scurried from Tate's arm to her shoulder where she perched, winding around Tate's neck to create a sort of dragon necklace tattoo. There, she listened with fascination as Tate hopped to another stone, again causing a shift in octave of the notes. 
 
    "Beautiful," the Harridan said with a faint smile. Her eyes were distant and distracted. "They said you might one day come. I did not think to be near the end when you did." 
 
    Tate hesitated, not sure how to take those words. "What is this place?"  
 
    The Harridan rose, her bones full of liquid grace as she stepped from one column to another. Her feet were bare, and Tate saw there was a slit in her skirt to make movement easier. "Who knows? A gift. A curse. There are many stories; most fanciful." 
 
    Tate glanced around them. This place invited the imagination.  
 
    Her attention snagged on a column, wider and taller than the rest. It was the size of a person, dwarfing the columns around it, interrupting the flow of the place. 
 
    Seeing where she glanced, the Harridan smiled her foggy smile. "You're interested in my new friend." 
 
    "Friend?" Tate asked as the Harridan moved toward the mystery at the same stately pace. 
 
    She faced the column and beckoned Tate. "Come and meet him." 
 
    Tate advanced, a sick feeling in her stomach. She didn't like this. Not even a little bit. 
 
    The Harridan stepped aside, a foggy smile on her face. "He was your friend first." 
 
    The front of the column came into view. Tate sucked in a harsh breath that burned her lungs. Horror filled her as her gaze went from the column to Ryu in stunned disbelief. This couldn't be happening. 
 
    "Tate, what is it?" he asked.  
 
    She didn't answer. She couldn't. 
 
    "Tate?" He stepped toward her. 
 
    "Stay right there." Fear made her voice abrupt. "Do not come." 
 
    Because the column wasn't a column at all. Jacob was locked in its depths, his face frozen in shock, scales dotting his skin as if he was caught on the cusp of a shift. 
 
    She didn't know how this was possible, what magic the Harridan had wrought, but she didn't want Ryu caught in it. 
 
    "What did you do?" Tate's voice was guttural and horrible. She sounded like the dragon, even as she realized too late, Ilith's presence had diminished until it was barely felt. Something about the stones muffled their bond. 
 
    "He was in pain. I took it away." The Harridan trailed one finger along the column. 
 
    "You killed him." 
 
    "He's not dead." The Harridan lifted her head from where she'd rested it against the column. 
 
    Relief loosened the hold rage had on Tate. Not all the way. Tate doubted the sick feeling in her stomach would disappear until they figured out a way to get Jacob out of the stone.  
 
    "Release him," Tate ordered. "Release him now." 
 
    Tate was seconds from throwing away any hope of salvaging the situation. Jacob being frozen in stone was all the proof they needed of the Harridan's intent. It was a clear act of war. The Emperor would take it as proof and retaliate with all the might at his disposal. 
 
    "I can't," she said.  
 
    "Ryu, your trick with the stone. Can you use it on objects you didn’t place in the stone yourself?" Tate asked. 
 
    His expression was questioning. It quickly turned cold and unforgiving as he figured out why she didn't want him over there. 
 
    Vale, meanwhile, had circled around in the opposite direction. His loud gasp when he caught sight of Jacob's stone prison was all the answer Ryu needed. 
 
    "Yes," Ryu hissed. The dragon's sibilant voice reverberated in Ryu's words.  
 
    Suddenly, Tate was looking at the dragon instead of Ryu, the same double vision from before veiling his form. Wrath burned in the dragon's eyes. Tate sensed it wouldn't take much for him to cover the ground between them and rip the Harridan from her side. 
 
    "I will release him, if you perform a task for me," the Harridan said in a sing-song voice. 
 
    Tate wasn't listening. She'd gotten what she needed, and Ryu would likely be able to pull Jacob out. Whether the other dragon was still alive or not was unknown.  
 
    "Open the gate, and I'll restore your friend," the Harridan bargained.  
 
    Tate flicked her a look. She didn't bargain with people who hurt those she considered hers.  
 
    The Harridan had picked up a curl and was rubbing it along her cheek. 
 
    "What gate?" Tate finally asked. 
 
    "That one." The Harridan used the curl to point at the two statues whose hands almost touched. 
 
    "I don't see a gate." Tate prepared to give Ryu the signal to transform.  
 
    "It's right there." Frustration caused the Harridan to stomp her foot. 
 
    "You can't blame our Tatum too much, my dear Esme," an amused voice said from the lip of the containment wall. "She was never one for brains. She always preferred brute force to accomplish her goals." 
 
    A tall man stepped off the wall, making his way to the sunken area where the columns were. All the while, a small smile played along his lips.  
 
    The deceiver. The man under Aurelia. Former Savior; suspected Creator. She'd really hoped they'd all been wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    The Harridan skipped in a circle around Jacob's column, either not realizing the threat the ancient presented, or no longer caring. 
 
    Tension filled the air, but their escorts were very careful to keep their hands away from their weapons. They watched the ancient with an unexpected caution and wariness.  
 
    The ancient spread his hands. "What? No words for your old friend, Tatum?" 
 
    Movement told Tate their Silva escorts were no longer the only danger in the room. Creatures climbed over the retaining wall and filtered through the pass until twenty of them formed a small circle around the stones and Tate's people.  
 
    Seeing where her eyes had gone, the ancient let his arms drop to his sides. "Ah, you've met some of my friends already in Aurelia. I swung by a few of my old haunts and woke them up." 
 
    It was confirmation of what Tate had only suspected. The ancient really had been the one behind the assassination attempt in Aurelia. His sticky web was spun through everything since then. 
 
    "It's quite amazing how well-preserved they were. Better even than when they were sent to sleep. It’s an unexpected bonus." The ancient looked over his monsters with a proprietary air. "I suppose I have your besties to thank for that. They should have destroyed them all. Empathy. It really will kill you." 
 
    He stepped off the wall and strode across the small ledge before stepping onto a column. 
 
    A thunderous roar tore through the stones as they wailed. Their agony cut through the hands Tate clapped over her ears. The din burrowed into her mind, building and building.  
 
    Pain pounded in her head. 
 
    Vale crumpled to the ground, his body curling in on itself as he sought escape—only there was no escape from the terribleness. It dived deep into the bones where it lingered, vibrating, reverberating until it felt like she would fly into a million pieces.  
 
    Dewdrop's banshee wail wouldn't even get close in magnitude to this. 
 
    Prolonged exposure would result in liquefied organs and eventually—death. 
 
    Tate forced her head up. Blood dripped from her nose as she met eyes the color of ice against the dark northern sea. The ancient was the calm in the storm, unaffected by the cacophony.   
 
    His hair was shorter than last time, shorn close to his skull. There was nothing to distract from the cruel lines and strong bones of his features.  
 
    The sound faded into the same soothing babble of before. Tate's body ached. Even her molars hurt, a dull twinge running up into her sinuses to trigger a headache that pounded at her temples.  
 
    She gradually straightened, never taking her eyes off this new enemy.  
 
    If you passed him on the street, you'd never know what he was capable of. But there was a bottomless pit of darkness inside him. She'd felt it during their last encounter. It was what drove him to such extremes. It would never be satiated, not even when he consumed the entire world in his greed.  
 
    He might have it hidden now, but you don't forget something like that. At least, not when you don't have a millennia long sleep fucking with your head.  
 
    A half smile formed as he held her gaze.  
 
    Something wet trickled out of Tate's ears and nose. She reached up, touching the liquid. Blood. So, the stones had some bite.  
 
    Ryu was silent as he burst into movement, evading the monsters that grabbed for him. He was on the columns beside Tate before she could stop him. His speed inhuman. Death lurked in his eyes as he stared at the ancient with a white-hot rage. 
 
    "Ryu, wait," Tate warned. 
 
    The man flicked his eyes at the dragon and smirked. "Yes, Lord Ryuji, wait. You mustn't be impetuous or else you'll lose your head, and Tatum will be so very sad." 
 
    Tate darted into Ryu's path. She pressed her hands against his chest. "You can't. Feel." 
 
    Something had shifted. An almost intangible feeling of wrongness. Tate hadn't noticed until it was too late, but now it was all she could feel. 
 
    It was like a veil had been slammed down between her and Ilith. She could still reach the dragon, touch her, but it felt like they were encased in cotton, everything muffled.  
 
    "Ah, yes, I was wondering how long it would take you to figure that out," the man said. "A parting gift from Jaxon Kuno. It's meant to help the Silva control their inner beasts by soothing them and lulling them to sleep.” He snorted derisively. “What a waste. We made their kind aggressive for a reason, but I guess it works out in my favor, since a side effect is it also muffles the bond between you and your dragons. Shifting here would mean your death most likely." 
 
    Tate's hands were tense on Ryu as he listened with an inscrutable expression. They needed to tread carefully, now more than ever.  
 
    She'd been willing to play the Harridan's game up until now, biding time as she thought of a way to salvage the situation. Concerns about plunging the empire into a disastrous civil war faded in the presence of their new enemy. A man more dangerous than anyone else she could think of. Someone who had come out of their last encounter with nary a scratch on him while Tate had come perilously close to death. 
 
    She didn't know what would happen if Ryu attacked now, while they were outnumbered and the man in front of them was at an advantage. And she didn't want to find out. Not when the price might be Ryu's life. Some things were just not worth the risk. 
 
    Ilith was an uneasy presence inside of her. She didn't like the man any more than Tate did. 
 
    Tate thought she detected a note of fear from her dragon. Surprising, given Ilith lived in the moment and seemed convinced she was invincible.  
 
    The air around Ryu shimmered, his fury pouring off him in waves, almost scalding hot against Tate's fingers. Confusion filled her as warmth radiated from him. It almost felt like he'd swallowed a sun.  
 
    She eyed him carefully, an abrupt vision of a dragon swimming through the air beside Ryu filling her mind, the dragon's proud head lifted as he hissed a silent warning. That dragon's head swung toward Tate, as if feeling her eyes on it. It made a sound like a purr before the heat and vision faded. 
 
    She blinked dumbly at Ryu, questioning if she'd just seen and felt what she thought she had. That hadn't been the precursor to a shift. She was almost sure of it. More like the dragon was close to breaking the veil between worlds on his own. Almost like he was a separate entity. Which was impossible. 
 
    Tate wanted to question Ilith about this new development but the stones made communication difficult. She needed to conserve her strength.  
 
    Ryu's face relaxed. Suddenly it was only him looking out of his eyes as he winked at her and dropped a small kiss on her nose.  
 
    She gaped at him. This was neither the time or place for amorous intentions. Especially when she'd been seriously concerned she was losing him to the dragon madness.  
 
    On the other hand, it was a very Ryu-like thing to do. 
 
    His hands fell to cup her waist and he gave her a squeeze of reassurance.  
 
    The man behind them scoffed. "And here I thought you would always be loyal to your one true love." 
 
    The words should have rocked her to her core. Instead, they did just the opposite. Ryu and Tate watched the man with interest. 
 
    Maybe later the emotional impact from the statement would descend and awkwardness would create a chasm between them, but for now, they were a team, united against a common enemy. Nothing he said would change that. 
 
    "You shouldn't be too surprised," a familiar voice said from behind the wall. Christopher appeared as he walked to the shorter end. "What seems so recent for you actually took place well over a thousand years ago. It's only natural she would have moved on." 
 
    Tate stilled. Damn it. She could only deal with one crazy at a time.  
 
    Ice filled the ancient's face. " I didn't expect you to show your face in front of me again." 
 
    Christopher stepped onto the ledge rimming the columns. "Now, now. The past is the past and you got what you wanted and more." 
 
    "You ruined a perfectly good plan."  
 
    "You wanted her memories restored. The only way to do that was the Lake of Revelation," Christopher responded, not looking at Tate. 
 
    The ancient appeared unmoved by Christopher's excuse. "I should have you ripped apart by the limbs." 
 
    "That's a bit of an overreaction in my opinion. I used your shade the way you instructed the Silva to do. The end result was the same. This way was more expedient and less messy." 
 
    Ryu's hands tightened on Tate's waist. He leaned forward, his breath stirring her hair. "Are you still glad you didn't let me kill him when we had the chance?" 
 
    Tate resisted the urge to stomp on his foot when he straightened with a warm chuckle. Her irritation amused him. It was good to see him taking this entire situation in stride. Did he not see the danger they were in or was it that he just didn't care?  
 
    She frowned at him. What did he know that she didn't? 
 
    She glanced around at the Morain. Tate didn't sense an immediate threat from them, much to her surprise. It was more like they were impartial observers, here to provide a witness to events.  
 
    The ancient’s creatures, on the other hand, eyed them with bloodlust. They were here for the promise of violence. Even if they gave the ancient everything he wanted, he would likely still kill them. 
 
    "And here I thought we had come to an understanding," Tate said, interrupting the two.  
 
    Christopher glanced at her, his brown eyes clearer and saner than she'd ever seen. "As much as you and I will ever be in accord. We're on the opposite sides of a great divide. You represent everything wrong with this world. I plan to tear their legacy down." 
 
    "Was it all a lie?" She needed to know how big of a fool she had been. 
 
    He shook his head. "No, I really did rescue you from them." 
 
    "Yes, we were all quite surprised when the mastermind of this endeavor made off with our prize," the ancient said in a silky voice.  
 
    Christopher grimaced but kept his attention on Tate. "You're always watched and protected. Your dragon guards you even when you think he doesn't. I needed to get you away from him and your other two friends so you could be reminded of what you'd forgotten." 
 
    Tate hated this sick feeling inside, the one that told her she'd been foolish to spare him. Ryu had been right, mercy wasn't always the best or even the most just solution. Not when it might mean the deaths of those she cared about. Was honor really worth more than their lives? 
 
    "I helped you." She was grasping at straws, trying to stop whatever plan he was about to set into motion. It was clear he had one. Even if the ancient thought he was still in control.  
 
    She knew better. Christopher might be physically weaker, without access to the same inhuman abilities, but he made up for it with cunning. He was the spider, sitting on the web, cocooning you in his strings before you even realized you were strangling.  
 
    "You did." He took a deep breath and shut his eyes. "My mind hasn't been this clear in years. It is more than I ever thought possible."  
 
    "Don't do this. I can help, speak to the Lord Provost and get you a pardon. You can take up your life again." 
 
    His smile was crooked. It reminded her he’d been an academic once. "I’m sane again, but my goal has not changed and what's behind that gate will put me one step closer to achieving it." 
 
    Tate's throat tightened. She'd failed to sway him. Pity. She thought he'd been right earlier. They could have been friends if they'd been born in a different world and time. 
 
    The ancient's eyes were cold and merciless as he regarded Christopher. "I should kill you now for your betrayal." 
 
    Christopher cocked his head as he stepped to the side, revealing the two waiting behind him in the shadows of one of the statues where they'd gone unnoticed until now. "But then you wouldn't receive the gifts I brought you." 
 
    Roslyn and Dewdrop stepped forward, their faces pale and pinched. 
 
    The air burned Tate's lungs as denial surged.  
 
    No.  
 
    Ryu's fingers bit into her skin, a silent warning. The room teetered on a knife's edge as Christopher moved toward them.  
 
    Tate's thoughts fought for purchase against panic and fury. A ringing in her ears drowned out what was being said as she tried to stuff down her fear.  
 
    Sometimes the best answer to a situation was to do nothing. You had to wait for your chance and not blow it by being impetuous. It was a hard thing to do, and it never got easier.  
 
    "Why do I care about the offspring of a failed experiment and a human girl?" the ancient was asking. 
 
    "Because that offspring is the dear friend of Tate. She regards him as a brother," Christopher said with a humorless smile. "The girl is a direct descendant of Jaxon Kuno, the very man who built this place. If anyone can access it, it will be one of his blood." 
 
    The ancient's expression was arrested as he took in the two gifts that had been unexpectedly dropped in his lap. "I take it back. You might still have a use after all." 
 
    "Christopher, I will kill you if you give them to him," Tate said, her voice deadly serious.  
 
    She would too. All the things he'd done before, she could forgive. Not this. Not if he let that monster near her friends, people she had sworn to protect at all costs. 
 
    There were some lines you never crossed. This was hers. 
 
    She didn't know how he had gotten his hands on these two, not when Dewdrop and the rest were supposed to be working on freeing them and getting them away from the city. Or why it was just Dewdrop and not Night too.  
 
    A persistent worry about Night nagged at her. She refused to think Christopher had killed him or left him wounded somewhere. No, she chose to think he'd gotten free and was watching them right now, biding his time until he could act. 
 
    It was perhaps a willful self-deception, but one she needed if she was to keep her wits about her. 
 
    "It's alright, Tate. We'll be fine," Dewdrop said. 
 
    No, he wouldn't. He didn’t understand how much of a threat the ancient was. How could he? The myths had only gotten things half right. 
 
    Tate reached for Ilith, the tingles of the shift gathering as she felt its power wash over her. It was difficult with their bond muted here, but she thought she might be able to muscle through. 
 
    Ryu did something then, draining off the power before she could shape it into the form she needed. He sent it into the ground at their feet. 
 
    She looked up at him with betrayal written on her face. 
 
    You're not being rational. Think. His words appeared in her mind. They were unmistakably his, as clear as if he'd whispered them in her ear 
 
    His expression was patient as he waited. Tate gritted her teeth before nodding. The shift might have worked, but then again it might not have. This place was the equivalent of standing at the center of several opposing winds, each blowing in a separate direction until they clashed and swirled with little logic to their motions. As hard as it was to admit, Ryu was right. Shifting should be a last resort.  
 
    "I never expected to meet a descendant of Jaxon's," the ancient said as he looked over Roslyn. "He always struck me as being loyal to his muse. I guess even he had needs once she was gone." 
 
    He slid her a sly sidelong glance, as if checking for Tate’s reaction. 
 
    She had none. Whatever she and Jax had or had not been was so long ago she didn't even remember it. Perhaps it might have been different if Ryu's warm presence hadn't been wrapped around her like a security blanket, keeping her sane. Perhaps not. 
 
    "What's my name, Tatum?" he asked suddenly. 
 
    Dismay and confusion filled her. 
 
    "You must know it, if you have your memories back as he says you do." The ancient nodded at Christopher. 
 
    Tate glanced between the two, sensing a trap. 
 
    Christopher's expression was blank, but she thought she detected a trace of warning.  
 
    One she couldn't heed. She simply didn't know the ancient’s name. Actually, she didn't remember him at all. He wasn’t present in any of the memories she’d recovered.  
 
    "Get him over here," the ancient said waving toward where Vale crouched, trying to make himself invisible. "I want to see which of these three she truly cares about." 
 
    The Morain didn’t rush to do his bidding. They hesitated, reluctance in their body language. It was only when one of the creatures present lumbered toward Vale that two of them moved, making their way toward the guardian. They lifted him from the ground with surprisingly gentle hands before escorting him onto the columns.  
 
    Vale’s face was rigid, terror lurking in his eyes.  
 
    Tate made a calming motion, not sure if he understood as his expression remained frozen when the two Morain stationed him beside Dewdrop. 
 
    Roslyn faced the ancient and his monsters with her chin lifted, her posture proud. It wasn’t hard to see the stamp of a noble house in her bearing. She faced possible death with dignity. 
 
    Seeing her like this, it was hard to imagine she’d ever let her family dictate to her or try to make her feel small because of a supposed lack. 
 
     Dewdrop, beside her, was the opposite. A street urchin who’d made good, his expression was more vicious than someone his age should have been capable of. 
 
    Tate bit back her protests, knowing they would only give the ancient what he wanted. 
 
    He watched her avidly, anticipating her pain and relishing in it.  
 
    She didn’t move, her jaw locked and tight as he waved a hand at the Morain. “Do it.” 
 
    The Morain on the right hesitated before bending. Tate caught a flash of metal, seconds before it touched the column closest to Dewdrop. A hollow sound echoed.  
 
    For several tense seconds, nothing happened.  
 
    Orange and blue flickered deep in the column’s depths. It reminded Tate of looking through a window on a dark night and seeing the tell-tale light of fire in the distance.  
 
    Vale’s breathing sped up as the flickers strengthened, sparking before quickly consuming the stones around the three in a conflagration, like a wildfire swarming through the depths of the stone to affect those closest to it. Tate’s three friends stood in the epicenter.  
 
    A shrill buzz pierced the air. Roslyn made a pained sound as Vale’s hands slipped up to cover his ears. Dewdrop held Tate’s eyes as he tried to fight back the pain. It was useless. His expression shifted from uncomfortable to agonized as the sound deepened. 
 
    Tate watched, horrified as the columns grew, encasing the three up to their knees. 
 
    Ryu sucked in a harsh breath, his fingers biting into Tate’s shoulders. Otherwise his expression was still and remote, giving no sign of his inner turmoil. 
 
    This was how Jacob had been imprisoned, Tate realized.  
 
    Through it all the Harridan hummed softly to herself, plucking at the end of her braid and dropping strands of her hair onto the columns at her feet. 
 
    There was nothing quite like knowing there was little you could do while the people you loved suffered. It made you feel powerless and small. It was humbling in the worst sort of way, reminding Tate that for all her strength, all her power, there was still so much she couldn’t control. Situations she couldn’t conquer with any amount of bravado or snark.  
 
    It was a sickeningly familiar feeling.  
 
    Tate knew she'd stood like this before, not in this exact spot with these friends, but others who'd meant as much to her, in a time so long ago that most everyone living had forgotten it. 
 
    "Nathan. Your name is Nathan," Tate said through numb lips.  
 
    Nathan's body shifted toward her, his hands clasped behind his back. "You can do it if you try. Good." He pierced the Silva with a harsh look. "Kill them all." 
 
    Tate roared even as Ilith struggled to surge forward and failed, sliding off the veil between them like it was a piece of indestructible glass. 
 
    The faintest hint of heat filled Tate at the attempt, but not enough. Not nearly enough for what she needed to take down an ancient psychopath. 
 
    "You will not," Tate snarled, the sound primordial and terrifying. It was raw and brittle, the voice of a woman about to come unhinged. And she would. Oh, she would. 
 
    "There. That's it," Nathan hissed, shoving his face close to hers. "I've waited so long to see that expression on your face again. The Nightmare, the Deathbringer. You laid waste to our enemy’s armies. Walked through their homes and left behind nothing living. That's who you should be. Who you should always be. Not this goody-goody, who is so concerned about everyone else." 
 
    Frustration and anger fed from Ilith as she darted over Tate's body before making her way partially down Tate's right arm. The geometric gauntlet around her wrist and hand tingled, reminding her she wasn't helpless without Ilith. She wasn’t less than. Ilith added to her strength but she wasn't the foundation of it. 
 
    This Nightmare he spoke of—the Deathbringer—she'd earned that name long before she and Ilith had found their fates intertwined.  
 
    She hadn't been kind, especially to the enemy, but she had been smart. 
 
    It was enough to bring Tate out of her rage, for her to understand the nuances of what she was seeing around her.  
 
    Despite Nathan's order, neither Morain had made a move against her friends. They hadn't even drawn a weapon.  
 
    They planned to ignore his order, she realized.  
 
     Nathan didn't seem to realize, too focused on Tate and his own plans to realize his faithful dogs weren't quite as faithful as he'd assumed.  
 
    She blinked as she realized the Silva had their own agenda, one where Tate and Nathan might merely be pawns.  
 
    It wasn’t enough to tip the scale entirely in Tate’s favor, not with his monsters standing guard at the Morain’s backs, but it might give them a chance. 
 
    "Let's not be hasty," Christopher said lightly. "You want to see what Jaxon left and these three might have invaluable clues." 
 
    Nathan stepped back from Tate, the fever and excitement in his eyes fading. His gaze was speculative as he looked over the other three.  
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Vale is one of the foremost experts on Jaxon Kuno and the Lady Roslyn carries his blood. You know how that generation liked to tie things to the blood," Christopher explained, rolling his eyes. 
 
    "Then kill the boy and carry on," Nathan said with disinterest. 
 
    Christopher smile didn't waver. "The boy is a banshee. He might be useful given this place’s use of sound." 
 
    Nathan focused on Dewdrop. "A banshee. How fascinating. That was a successful melding, if I recall. The woman we formed was very adept at creating chaos." He slid a look her way. "And a dear friend of yours, once upon a time." 
 
    Tate didn't say anything, afraid any word out of her mouth would influence him in the wrong direction. 
 
    "Very well, he can live. For now." He flicked a small piece of power at the column. It collapsed in on itself, releasing her friend’s legs. 
 
    Tate expelled the breath she was holding. They were safe. At least until it became clear that not one of them knew the first thing about unlocking this thousand-year-old puzzle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Only when Nathan had moved off, taking a spot on the very edge of the columns, the Harridan trailing him like a lost puppy, did Tate and Ryu relax.  
 
    Tate wanted to grab Dewdrop and wrap him in a hug, then do the same to Roslyn. She resisted. One— 
 
    they weren't safe yet. This was just the calm before the storm. Two—she didn't want to give Nathan any more of a clue how much these two meant to her. He might kill them just to spite her. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" she asked Dewdrop. "And how did you get caught by Christopher?" 
 
    There were other questions she wanted to ask, but those were the important ones.  
 
    "It's a bit of a long story," he said urgently. "Suffice it to say we were wrong. The Silva aren't looking to start a civil war." 
 
    "Could have fooled me," she said. 
 
    Ryu's lips twisted in a half-smile at the disbelief in her voice. She was conscious of him keeping one eye on those around them as she and Dewdrop spoke. 
 
    "He's right," Roslyn said. "We were placed under house arrest. True. But I get the sense it was for our own protection." 
 
    "How so?" Ryu asked when Tate scoffed. 
 
    "Tala did everything she could to keep us from coming here," Roslyn said. "Once we were here, she and her people attended to us personally. They made sure none of them got close." 
 
    Roslyn flicked her gaze at Nathan's pet monsters. Some were human in form with two legs and two arms, but that was the extent of their resemblance.  Each was odder than the last. Their creator hadn't been concerned with making them a blending of different features that seamlessly fit together. He’d forsaken any claim to beauty of form for the promise of power and fear. 
 
    “She might have protected you, but she didn’t do the same for Jacob.” Tate shot a meaningful look at the column where the dragon still rested. 
 
    Roslyn expression was uneasy. “We didn’t know what had happened to him and I’m not sure Tala did either. He said he couldn’t act until it was clear they’d broken faith with the mediation or until you ended it. The Harridan and her madness must have taken advantage of the opportunity and caught him off guard.” 
 
    Tate had a feeling Nathan had something to do with Jacob’s imprisonment. The dragon had already gone through so much. She was worried about the state of his mind when he was released. 
 
    "I'm waiting," Nathan called impatiently. 
 
    Roslyn grabbed Tate's hand. "They're planning a regime change. We're just caught up in the middle of it." 
 
    "It's a little more than that," Tate said. Maybe that’s how it started, but events had progressed.   
 
    "He's getting impatient," Ryu observed. "We need to at least appear to be trying to solve this puzzle." 
 
    Tate glanced up and nodded. "Vale, what can you tell me about this place?" 
 
    He glanced around. "I'm not sure. It's not mentioned in any of the journals I've read." 
 
    "Roslyn?" Tate asked, hoping the woman would know something from her family history. 
 
    Roslyn shook her head. "Stories about this part of Jaxon's life were very vague. We know he cultivated a relationship with the Silva and spent many years among them, but that’s it." 
 
    Tate sighed. Not exactly what she wanted to hear. "Spread out. See what you can find." 
 
    The others nodded and moved away, walking over the stones with focused gazes.  
 
    She stopped Dewdrop before he could follow. "We’re going to have a talk later about you putting yourself into danger." 
 
    A sly smirk spread across his face. "As long as we can address your tendency to do the same." 
 
    She glared but didn't try to stop him as he hopped over the uneven columns. 
 
    Ryu raised his eyebrows at her. "Where do you want to start?" 
 
    She nodded to the half-built arch framed by two monolith stones above it and the sky peeking through. "There. I have a feeling it's important." 
 
    He dipped his chin down. "You would be the expert." 
 
    "Let's hope we can keep that a secret," she muttered. 
 
    She didn't hold out much hope of that happening. Vale was scared, but he was also smart. Eventually he would remember everything from today. It wouldn't take that much of a leap to go from Nathan being a contemporary of the Saviors, to realizing his familiarity with Tate suggested a similar background. 
 
    Tate put such thoughts away. There would be time enough later to worry about what Vale had guessed about her. For now, she turned her attention to the puzzle Jaxon had left. 
 
    She was careful as she walked over the columns and their ever-changing elevations. The same muted tones played as the wind raced through the gateway.  
 
    There was something “off” about the notes being played. They were random and at the mercy of the wind, but every so often, there was silence where there shouldn’t be. As if a note was missing, or the pipe responsible for creating the vibrations of the note was damaged.  
 
    Tate’s head tilted as she considered. She didn’t think it was just one note. Her grasp of music theory wasn’t great, but there seemed to be a couple missing.  
 
    “Do you hear that?” Tate asked, cocking her head. 
 
    The others stopped and listened. 
 
    “All I hear is the wind and the pipes,” Dewdrop said. 
 
    “It’s more what you don’t hear,” Tate said. 
 
    “Notes are missing.” Excitement filled Roslyn’s face. 
 
    Ryu nodded. “She’s right.” 
 
    “How does that help us?” Vale asked. 
 
    Tate shook her head. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    But it felt important. The smallest details often were, when it came to solving Jax’s riddles.  
 
    Gabriella vibrated with impatience on the edge of the columns. It was clear she wanted to be down here with them, helping to solve the riddle. 
 
    Ryu glanced at Nathan, checking to make sure the ancient hadn’t come up with some new method to torture them with. 
 
    “His patience is getting thin,” Ryu said quietly. “We need to come up with a plan in case we can’t figure this out.” 
 
    Dewdrop hopped from one column to another. A note rang out, clear and somber.  
 
    “Dewdrop, stop,” Tate ordered.  
 
    He froze in place as they listened. The wind rushed through the unseen pipes playing several notes until the one she’d heard repeated.  
 
    “It’s not always what you see; sometimes its what you don’t see,” Tate murmured.  
 
    Or hear in this case.  
 
    “That note is new,” Roslyn said.  
 
    “Sound familiar?” Tate asked Ryu. 
 
    His expression was intent as he listened. It only took him a moment to catch what Tate had. "It's one of the notes repeated when we were in the lake.”  
 
    She nodded. "I thought it was strange how those same three notes were repeated there, no matter how far we walked, or what dream we stumbled into. What do you want to bet, the other two notes are here as well?” 
 
    The lake, like this place, had been built by Jax. It would make sense if he’d placed clues to solve this puzzle there.  
 
    Those three notes were important. Somehow crucial to this whole thing.  
 
    “Spread out. See if you can find other columns that trigger the hidden notes,” Tate said. 
 
    The others moved away, taking a section to examine, moving across it with methodical thoroughness. Nathan straightened, interest written in the lines of his face now that they moved with a purpose. Their task had bought them a little more time. 
 
    “I’ve found one here,” Vale called. 
 
    A few minutes later, Roslyn raised her hand. “Here as well.” 
 
    A thorough examination of the area uncovered no other columns capable of producing a new sound. It was progress, but not enough. 
 
    Tate glared at the three columns, her friends standing by each one. “Try stepping on them at the same time.” 
 
    The three obliged, pausing and listening as the wind played a melody with the unseen pipes. Tate felt the faintest spark as the notes tugged at her soul. Other than that, there was no reaction. 
 
    “Maybe we have to achieve a certain sequence,” Vale offered. 
 
    “Might as well try it,” Tate said. At least until they had a better idea. 
 
    They took turns stepping up, changing the pattern and timing every so often. Nothing caused a reaction.  
 
    Frustration moved through Tate as she folded her arms. Why would Jaxon create a riddle she couldn’t solve?  
 
    “Wait, there’s something there,” Roslyn said. Her head tilted as if she was listening to something only she could hear. “The flow of magic has altered. I wasn’t certain at first, but the last two sequences we tried made the biggest difference.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tate asked. 
 
    Roslyn hesitated. “The academy teaches that the source we draw on, the power we call magic, fluctuates and flows across the planet like a great ocean. Some of its currents are deep and powerful, others are eddies, barely offering more than a slight sip. Unless I’m totally misreading what I’m feeling, this place acts as a sort of nexus.” 
 
    Tate didn’t comment. She’d gotten a similar feeling herself. The power she felt thrumming beneath her feet was much like the wind, flowing in opposite directions and causing a tornado of power. 
 
    “These notes have been redirecting its flow. Smoothing it out,” Roslyn said. 
 
    Its aligning this world with the inbetween, Ilith whispered.  
 
    Her dragon’s voice was strained from the effort to speak through their muffled bond.  
 
    If Ilith was right, Roslyn was more on the mark than she knew. 
 
    “So why isn’t the gate opening?” Dewdrop asked. 
 
    “We’re missing a key element,” Tate said in realization. “Vale, do you have the journals?"  
 
    The guardian nodded and fumbled inside his robes. Tate had let him carry the one Keel had given her. Vale would have a much better chance of interpreting its contents than she. 
 
    "Are you prepared for what might happen if we unlock this mystery?" Ryu asked. His voice was inquiring without being challenging. He was simply ensuring she'd thought over every eventuality. 
 
    "Not really." Her smile was strained. "I feel like we're riding an avalanche to the edge of a cliff with no way to disembark before we plunge to our deaths." 
 
    Understanding reflected in his eyes. "Then hold tight, my ahveena and don't let go. I'm rather fond of your ass being in one piece." 
 
    “What does that mean? Ahveena?” Tate asked. He’d called her it several times. She didn’t recognize the word. 
 
    “It’s hard to put into words in this language. It’s meaning has many nuances.” He slid her a sideways look. “In this instance, it means priceless treasure. It’s a term of endearment.” 
 
    Tate looked away, her cheeks warm. This wasn’t the time or the place for such things. Their lives hung in the balance, but somehow Ryu still managed to get under her skin.  
 
    As always when things got too deep, she retreated. 
 
    "You worry about yourself," she told him, redirecting the conversation. "Between the two of us, I'm the one with more experience in these matters." 
 
    "If by experience you mean sleeping the centuries away before waking to land yourself in one sticky situation after another," he drawled in a dry voice.  
 
    "That's exactly what I mean," she told him, lifting her chin haughtily.  
 
    “Here it is,” Vale said, handing her the journals. 
 
    Tate wasn’t surprised to find Nathan closer than he’d been earlier. He shamelessly eavesdropped, his eyes glittering with a proprietary greed and anticipation.  
 
    What was more surprising was finding the Harridan had done the same thing, her gaze just as cloudy and unfocused as before. 
 
    Tate took both journals, flipping through the pages as she studied the annotations that had so fascinated Vale earlier.   
 
    “If you had to guess, which of these seem more connected than the rest,” she said. 
 
    His chin dipped and his forehead furrowed thoughtfully. He took his journal from her and flipped to the diagram he’d shown her earlier. Tate echoed him, finding the page he thought went with the one in his hand. 
 
    She could see why he thought they connected. To the unobservant eye, each drawing would seem like they were unfinished. 
 
    She took the journal from him, ripping a page out. She ignored the small sound of protest he made as she folded it and held it to the other page.  
 
    Perfect match. 
 
    "Roslyn, how versed are you in music theory?" Tate asked. 
 
    Roslyn's gaze flickered uncertainly. "I've had lessons since I could walk. All of my family have. The talent seems to run in the family all the way back to Jaxon." 
 
    "Yes, he always did love to play," Tate said almost to herself. 
 
    She shook herself out of the memories, as she considered what her next step should be. Ryu had brought up a good point. Solve the riddle, possibly endangering the lives of everyone on this planet. Don't solve it and risk her friends. 
 
    It was a hell of a position to be in.  
 
    "Tatum, don't go getting any bright ideas," Nathan warned in a silky voice. "It would be a pity if I had to kill one of your new friends to force your compliance." 
 
    Tate ground her teeth, biting back the words that wanted to escape. Time and leverage. That's what she needed right now. 
 
    "I have a theory," she said, raising her voice so he could hear. 
 
    "I'm all ears." 
 
    "First, I need everyone off the columns," she said. 
 
    He studied her for a long second. "Explain." 
 
    She took a deep breath before tilting her head.  
 
    "What do you hear, Nathan?" she asked. 
 
    His head cocked, his eyes never leaving hers.  
 
    "Three notes, played in a certain order." 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he considered.  
 
    She hummed the start of a song. 
 
    He sucked in a breath his lips curving. "The March of Fools." 
 
    "That's the one," she said. 
 
    She could just barely remember the chords. She knew the start and some of the end, but the middle was a little hazy.  
 
    "Why is this important?" he asked. 
 
    "You said it yourself. Jax liked riddles. He was obsessed with them. What better riddle than a song only I would realize the significance of?"  
 
    A song he’d played for her over and over again until she could hum it in her sleep, despite never being particularly good at music. Something he'd assume would never be forgotten in the normal course of things. 
 
    "It's only the first part," he said. 
 
    "That should be enough.” Tate hadn't quite figured out the last part, but she knew they were close. 
 
    "How?"  
 
    "If everyone would get off the columns, I might be able to figure that out," she snapped back. 
 
    For a second the world froze around her, and Tate thought she'd made a mistake, one that might cost her. 
 
    He observed her for several breaths before he threw his head back and laughed. "Ah, I've missed that snark. I'm glad you haven't lost that part of yourself." 
 
    Tate didn't have anything to say to that, so she said nothing. 
 
    "Listen to her. Let's see what she's got," Nathan said when he sobered. 
 
    The Silva drew back, retreating to the ledge overlooking the columns and leaving Tate and the rest of her friends behind. 
 
    “Do you really know how to solve this?” Vale asked. 
 
    Tate took a deep breath. “Maybe.” 
 
    “If you fail, he’s going to kill one of us.” Dewdrop pointed out. 
 
    “Then I guess I’d better not fail.” 
 
    Ryu waited beside her as she considered the three columns, each equidistant from the other. She had the pieces; she only needed to put them together in the right order. 
 
    Roslyn had said the last two patterns had created the largest reaction. Tate figured that meant they were close.  
 
    However, having a theory wasn't the same as implementing a solution. Tate knew what needed to happen but she hadn't quite figured out how to make it happen, even with Nathan making his impatience increasingly obvious. 
 
    Instead, she listened and considered.  
 
    Three notes, played in a certain sequence. Only it was impossible to tame the wind and force it to comply. There was no way to guide it where she needed it to go to play the melody she knew had to be played. 
 
    It was a riddle worthy of the man she'd once known. Something she'd be able to appreciate more if there weren’t lives hanging in the balance. 
 
    "Let's try this again," she said. "Vale." 
 
    Vale leapt onto his column. Tate waited for the note to sound.   
 
    "Roslyn." 
 
    Roslyn did the same, the note shifting. 
 
    "Dewdrop." 
 
    The next note played long and low.  
 
    Tate waited. Now that Roslyn had pointed it out, she was aware of the tide of power running through the area. She could feel as it twitched a little more into place, but not enough.  
 
    Her lips tightened. That was the correct sequence. She was sure of it. Why hadn’t it worked?  
 
    She lifted the journal but didn’t see any hint that might point her in the right direction. It was depressingly like Jax to leave out the most important piece. 
 
    "It needs to resolve," Roslyn said suddenly. 
 
    Seeing she had the attention of everyone, Roslyn's expression filled with uncertainty. "It sounds similar to an appoggiatura. It's a non-chord tone that is dissonant to the rest. The melody—if you can call it that—approaches before leaping up a step, which means we need to resolve down a chord step." 
 
    "Yes, but resolving it is the question," Nathan called. "One of you had better figure it out before I start killing people." 
 
    "What's the chord?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    Roslyn hesitated. At a reassuring nod from Tate she hummed a note.  
 
    “Ryu, take my spot. I think I have an idea.” Dewdrop hopped off the column and made his way five columns directly behind it. He nodded at Tate. "Let’s run through it again." 
 
    They stood by their columns waiting for Tate's command. Briefly, she felt like a conductor of one of the symphonies she'd heard of in Aurelia. Only instead of instruments she had people and in place of an audience she had a psychopath who wouldn't hesitate to massacre everyone here if he wasn’t happy with the end result. 
 
    Tate centered herself, emptying her mind of negative thoughts. Mentally she started up the song she had been running through her head every time they did this. 
 
    She waited until they got to the right part. "Vale." 
 
    A beat later, "Roslyn." 
 
    Ryu was last, taking his place with a smooth leap. 
 
    A pure note fell from Dewdrop's lips seconds later, reverberating through the space, resounding and echoing back. A human shouldn’t have been able to create that effect, the note rolling through the place, sending chills down Tate’s back with the long eerie toll. 
 
    Between the lifted hands of the statues a flash of blue lightening crackled. There was a brief flicker of light between the arches before it fell into nothingness.  
 
    “Wait,” Tate said, lifting the two pieces of paper. She held them up toward the others, her eyes moving between them and the drawing. There were five points, equidistant apart.  
 
    She realized with a start, her friends’ positions matched that of the drawing. Her thumb touched the edge of what she’d thought was another drawing below, this one of hands almost touching—very similar to the statues of the arch.  
 
    It all matched. Everyone was in the right spot except her.  
 
    She hurried to a column in front of Dewdrop. When she took her place, they would represent a bow. Vale, Roslyn the curved wooded back; Ryu, Dewdrop and Tate the arrow, with her being the tip.  
 
    “Once more,” she said. 
 
    They took their spots, running through the sequence again. Only when Dewdrop’s low, clear chord rolled through the air did Tate crouch on her column and place her hand against it. 
 
    Power stung her fingers, leaving them tingling as it shot through their working.  
 
    Christopher had been right—Jax and the rest did like to tie things to blood, even if in this case it’d been tied to Tate’s rather than his progeny.  
 
    Anticipation sang through the air as rivers of power fed into the arches. The columns buzzed and sang, lights glittering in their depths.  
 
    Tate held her breath. She felt like she was on the cusp of something momentous and if she moved wrong, she might ruin everything. 
 
    The power accumulation burst. Tate winced as her eardrums popped. 
 
    Lightning arced between the statues’ upraised fingers.  
 
    She could feel the electric charge in the air, snapping and prickling as it raised the hair on her arms and the back of her neck. 
 
    The space between the arch shimmered, almost like a mirage in the desert. Tate watched with a hushed awe as the wind and stones fell silent. A black flat disk coalesced, filling the arches until she couldn’t see through them anymore.  
 
    "What is that?" someone asked in a hushed voice.  
 
    Tate drew near, fascinated. She reached out and touched it, somehow surprised when her hand met air, nothing prevented it from passing through its surface.  
 
    "Finally," Nathan breathed next to her. 
 
    Tate jerked her attention to him. The consequences of solving this riddle had yet to be determined. She hovered on the edge of attack. There was no way she could let Nathan have whatever was beyond the gate.   
 
    A ripple of movement on one of the statue’s shoulders behind Nathan caught her eye. She went still as Night, followed by a smaller bearcat, this one with a nub of a tail instead of a barbed one, crept headfirst down the statue’s body.  
 
    Nathan failed to notice them, his attention entirely absorbed by the phenomenon in front of them.  
 
    "He created a pocket realm. He was always so clever," Nathan said to himself. 
 
    Tate didn't respond, too caught up in the unexpected appearance of allies. 
 
    Abruptly the bearcats bolted down the statue’s side. Night leapt, his claws outstretched, his muzzle wrinkled in a snarl. 
 
    He hit Nathan, sinking his teeth and claws into the man. Mia pounced seconds later. Animalistic snarls filled the air.  
 
    "Tate," Dewdrop screamed. 
 
    She turned to find the Harridan right beside her. The woman’s eyes suddenly cleared and she gave Tate a sweet smile, right before turning and plunging her fist into Nathan's chest. "I die as who I am. My blood to summon you. The pact is complete, protect us in our hour of need as was promised." 
 
    Nathan screamed, the sound agonized. It sent fear skating down Tate's back. Blue wreathed his hands as he struck the Harridan. Blood sprayed as she stumbled back. 
 
    He grabbed Mia and flung her away. Night, he grabbed by the neck and ripped him off, the bearcat tearing chunks of Nathan’s skin when Night's teeth and claws refused to come unlatched.  
 
    He held Night before him as her friend thrashed in Nathan's unbreakable grip. Nathan sneered as the blue around his hand deepened, forming an edge Tate knew was as sharp and lethal as a knife. "We should never have let your kind exist." 
 
    All around them stone split and cracked. The large statues of the Silva shook themselves awake. 
 
    "We’ve heard the Harridan's call and we answer her sacrifice." The words rolled through the air as if from a thousand voices. 
 
    Nathan looked around him as the living statues moved with surprising speed toward Nathan’s monsters. "What is this?" 
 
    Tate took advantage of the distraction. She sprinted across the uneven ground and tackled Nathan. He dropped Night, spinning to meet her as her body collided with his and they toppled backward into the black disk.  
 
    The world slid sideways, the feeling strange but familiar. She had one second of weightlessness before she hit the ground with a jarring thud. 
 
    She rolled away from Nathan, trying to put as much space between the two of them as she could. 
 
    She made it to her knees before she looked up, freezing in place, her stomach sinking as she realized she was no longer in the Harridan's city. Behind them, no sign of the black disk remained.  
 
    Their surroundings were alien and unfamiliar. Somehow, they’d stumbled into somewhere else. Somewhere she suspected that wasn't on their world at all. 
 
    Nathan didn't move from his back as laughter shook him. It was an unexpected response considering she'd just tackled him through a portal that had taken them Saviors’ knew where.  
 
    The last time she'd gone through one of these she'd at least ended up in a place she recognized. She'd known if push came to shove, she could make it back to where she'd come from. There were no such assurances here.  
 
    It was entirely outside her realm of experience.  
 
    They had landed on an outcropping, giving a bird’s eye view of a chasm far, far below them. One riddled with sharp spires stabbing straight up.  
 
    The air was hazy and lit with a red glow, giving a slight cast to their surroundings. The haze made it impossible to see the sky.  
 
    She squinted as dark shapes formed and the haze drifted. All around them were great arches, hovering in midair. They were upside down, the arc of the arch aimed toward Tate instead of the sky. Barely visible symbols were etched on them. Their surfaces were cracked and broken, while a bright red glow shone through as if the material underneath was molten lava trying to escape.  
 
    The place was impressive. Majestic even. But it didn't inspire the same awe she'd felt looking at the singing rocks or when she stood in the Saviors’ hall. There was too much fear crouched in her gut for that.  
 
    This land didn't invite you to stay a while, and when it touched your soul it didn't leave behind happy thoughts. No, there was a kernel of fear as her subconscious told her she needed to be very, very careful. 
 
    "What is this place?" she murmured. 
 
    Ilith dug her claws into Tate's shoulder, using her eyes to peer at their surroundings. Between. But the other side of between. 
 
    Nathan sat up, hooking one arm around a bent knee as he looked around the place with something approaching pleasure. "I'll be damned. He did the impossible." 
 
    Tate was quiet as she watched Nathan. He didn't seem to share her reservations.  
 
    She frowned at their surroundings. Ilith had called it the “between”. She'd called the place the elementals lived the between, too. Was it the same? 
 
    No. Between but not between. Own place. 
 
    That was less than helpful, but she sensed her dragon didn't particularly care. 
 
    Nathan stood and stretched his arms out as if to welcome this new place. Tate climbed to her feet, not liking the thought of him towering over her. Not that it would do her much good. There was nowhere to run. Not unless she wanted to fall into the chasm. 
 
    "I've waited an eternity for this," Nathan breathed. 
 
    "What happened to us?" Tate asked abruptly. 
 
    Emotion was wiped from his face as he slanted a glance her way. 
 
    "I've seen the pictures of our past. We were friends.” She paused. “I think we were friends." 
 
    He looked up at the arches, silent. 
 
    She didn't know why she'd asked that. It wasn't like she could trust anything he said anyway. 
 
    "That was a very long time ago," he said, not looking at her. "In a different age. We're not those same people. It's best you forget about them. It'll be easier on you." 
 
    She didn't know about that. Nothing about this was easy. As long as she could remember there had been an empty spot inside where her memories were supposed to reside. Now that they were coming back in bits and pieces, that empty spot remained.  
 
    She wanted to know why.  
 
    Before she could speak, his shoulders straightened and his lips lifted in a smile that didn't touch his cold eyes. "I'm not here to reminisce about the good old days. We're here for me to unearth the last thing Jax was working on." 
 
    Tate's mouth slammed shut as she watched him carefully. She'd extended a hand and he'd slapped it away. He was too mired in the past to let it go, and she was too much in the present to understand why he couldn't. 
 
    "Whatever war tore our lives apart is over. Has been for centuries. Why not let it go and move on?"  
 
    It was a stupid question considering the lives he'd already taken since waking, but one she had to ask.  
 
    He didn't answer. "Enough of the reunion. It doesn't suit the Nightmare. Let's get moving. Pocket realms are inherently unstable. You wouldn't want to linger any longer than you have to. Might wake some of those baser instincts you're trying so hard to pretend don't exist." 
 
    Tate didn't respond, gritting her teeth as they examined the area. Tate didn't know how he planned to do anything when they were stuck on an invisible platform dozens of feet above the ground.  
 
    He grimaced as he realized the same thing. Tate kept her smirk to herself, not wanting to needlessly antagonize him. At least not yet. 
 
    She'd accomplished part one of her plan, getting him away from potential hostages. Now she just had to sit back and wait for him to give her an opportunity.  
 
    A vibration reached her, almost indistinguishable as she became aware of the sounds around them. Muffled and difficult to pinpoint, as if they were listening underwater to great beings crashing together.  
 
    She glanced down, her eyes widening as she saw the fog swirling and an oblong creature made of metal and light ascended from the depths.  
 
    "Incoming," she said softly. 
 
    Nathan glanced down with a bored expression as the creature zoomed toward them.  
 
    Its body reminded Tate of a centipede. It lacked mandibles or legs but had antennae on what Tate assumed was the head. They flickered and moved as it rose out of the dark. Its body was segmented, the space between the segments glowing the same red as the arches.   
 
    Tate had no idea how it was moving, considering it also lacked the wings it needed to fly. Its body was long, disappearing into the chasm below. It was also metallic, Tate realized. The surface dull, to blend with its surroundings, but it was obviously not a natural creature. 
 
    It hovered, its antennae moving as it observed the two of them on their invisible platform. 
 
    Tate held still, not wanting to incite it to attack. 
 
    Nathan had no such qualms, taking a step toward it as his hands moved to his waist. "It figures he'd leave one of his toys to guard this place." 
 
    As soon as he spoke, red light flared from the antennae, flattening into a focused sheet before scanning them. Tate sucked in a breath, remembering the last time one of the ancient’s toys had done this.  
 
    It had not been pretty. 
 
    The light snapped off and Tate tensed. This was the part where the creature normally would attack. 
 
    No such aggression was forthcoming. It sank back slightly before one antenna swiveled as if pointing. 
 
    Tate followed where it indicated and blinked dumbly as a man formed out of the haze. He stood in midair, larger than life, with his hands clasped behind his back and his eyes inscrutable as he observed the two of them. 
 
    Nathan barked a laugh at the sight. "You were always a bit narcissistic." 
 
    "And you hid your psychopathic tendencies well, Nathan," the avatar of Jaxon Kuno said distastefully.  
 
    "The same edge to your tongue as always," Nathan responded. 
 
    "Did you think bringing her would get you past my defenses?" Jaxon asked. "Arrogant. And sloppy." 
 
    "I wonder how much of himself he left behind in you," Nathan mused. "Obviously his memories are there. Did he leave behind his emotions too or did he leave those out?"  
 
    Tate was jarred out of her surprise at seeing Jaxon's face, his body, experiencing his expressions, ones she knew to the core of her being were his. This wasn't like the lake where the guardian appeared similar. This was the Jax she remembered, the man she'd ached for without knowing why. 
 
    "How is this possible?" Tate whispered, feeling off-balance, as if her world had just been tilted on its axis and given a good shake. 
 
    Jax's eyes moved to her. The skin around them relaxed as his expression softened. "Allegra, it is good to finally see you again after all this time." 
 
    "And if you don't give me what you've hidden here, you'll watch her die too," Nathan remarked casually. 
 
    Jax flicked a glance at him, his expression smoothing to its former unreadable lines. "I see we didn't bury you deeply enough during our last encounter." 
 
    Nathan smirk was cruel. "Your own worshipers dug me up. They thought I was Alexander, of all people. Don't worry, I was quick to correct that assumption." 
 
    "Why do you disturb my sleep?" Jaxon asked. 
 
    "I'm here for your Apportens Mortis. I know you created one," Nathan said. "I want it." 
 
    Jaxon said nothing for several seconds as he watched them with an inscrutable expression. "You want to see what I left behind. Have a look." 
 
    The sound of stone breaking reached them. From below and beside them, small chunks of metal ripped loose from where they'd spent centuries gathering dust. The pieces flew through the air, coalescing at a spot just a few feet from them.  
 
    It was like watching a puzzle form, though no hand assembled the pieces.  
 
    When it was done, a cube hovered in midair, only slightly bigger than the size of Tate's two fists held together.  
 
    Nathan shifted closer, his eyes burning with a sick excitement.  
 
    There was a click and then a scene formed above it.  
 
    Jaxon appeared, his face older, gray in his hair and the skin around his eyes wrinkled with fine lines. He looked distinguished, nothing like the young man he was often depicted as. 
 
    "Allegra, if you're watching this it means you've finally awakened," the older Jaxon said. 
 
    "What is this?" Nathan demanded as the younger version of Jaxon looked on.  
 
    "A message for my dear friend." 
 
    "No, this isn't what you were working on. Where is the Apportens Mortis?" Nathan shouted, his voice billowing from him. He sounded like a monster from the deep, power crackling along his body in visible lightning strikes. "Where is my weapon?" 
 
    Jaxon watched as Nathan raged, a small smile playing around the edges of his lips.  
 
    "This is not your final working," Nathan said, calming suddenly as he stabbed his hand at the cube. "You would not have created that riddle unless you were hiding something here." 
 
    "How was that riddle solved?" Jaxon asked. 
 
    "By a song," Tate answered. 
 
    "And what song was that?" 
 
    "Our battle cry," she said, shutting her eyes. She remembered now. This had been the song they played before every battle, a secret joke between the two of them. 
 
    "No," Nathan said.  
 
    "I gave a riddle only Tate could solve," Jaxon said, continuing. "Why would I do that if not to leave behind an important message?" 
 
    "This isn't right," Nathan said. His posture shifted, danger suddenly pouring off him in great waves. 
 
    Ilith hissed silently in the back of Tate's mind, a warning and threat.  
 
    Nathan seemed lost in his thoughts when suddenly his head lifted, his expression determined. "I'll tear this place apart until I find what I know is here." 
 
    "It won't be so easy this time, deceiver," Jaxon said, his voice deepening. "I had adequate time to prepare for you and those of your ilk." 
 
    Power flooded the platform. Armor boiled out of Nathan’s skin, shielding his body within seconds.  
 
    A sword the deepest black appeared in his hands. It ate the light as ice frosted the ground beneath it. Even several feet away, Tate could feel the biting cold.  
 
    She drew in on herself. She really hated being cold. 
 
    Jax remained unmoved, his expression neutral as the sounds of chittering came from below.  
 
    "You will not win this," Jax informed them. 
 
    Nathan snarled, his eyes alight with the thrill of battle. "It has been many years since our last battle. I've prepared for this one." 
 
    Jax inclined his head. "So be it." 
 
    Movement from below was the only warning they got as metallic centipedes surged up from the deep.  
 
    Nathan swung the sword, a black void ripping out from it and cutting the leading centipedes in half before they fell broken on their brethren.  
 
    Tate edged back. Ilith snarled inside, hating the feeling of being trapped. She wanted out, to spread her wings and open her jaws so she could rip Nathan apart. 
 
    Tate fought to keep her contained as Jax joined the battle, his expression that of an avenging warrior, power gathering in his hands before he sent it crashing down on Nathan. Adding her highly unpredictable dragon to the would be unwise right now.  
 
    She ached to get her hands on the cube. The short glimpse she'd had of its contents weren't enough. She wanted—no needed—more. Her past lay in there. A reason for the sharp turn her life had taken. 
 
    She edged closer as a slight scrapping sound warned she wasn't alone. She whirled, her stomach dropping as a centipede loomed, its segmented body dwarfing hers.  
 
    She froze for a split second before reaching for Ilith. It wasn't going to be in time. 
 
    The centipede swarmed over her as she ducked, crouching in anticipation of being crushed by its weight. It flew past her, its passage ruffling her hair as it speared toward Nathan.  
 
    She opened an eye to see the segments moving over her, inches from her head.  
 
    Bugs are crunchy, Ilith said. Tate got a brief flash of the dragon's teeth closing around the middle of its body and breaking it in half. 
 
    "Not this bug," Tate told her. 
 
    Ilith's teeth didn't have a hope of penetrating it, and Tate didn't want the visual of snacking on centipede parts in her brain.  
 
    Nathan stabbed his blade into the ground at his feet. Dark light flashed as a sphere encompassed him and his immediate surroundings just as two centipedes closed around him. Their bodies thrashed before they disintegrated into ash.  
 
    Nathan and Tate focused on the cube in the same second. She dashed toward it as another onslaught of centipedes overwhelmed Nathan. She crossed the platform in several short steps, coming to an abrupt stop as she teetered precariously on its edge. 
 
    She was too far away, she realized. No amount of stretching would put the cube in her grasp.  
 
    Her gauntlet tingled as if telling her she had options.  
 
    The gauntlet responded to her mental wishes, sometimes acting on a subconscious level, especially when she was in danger. Until recently she’d had little experience activating it on purpose. 
 
    No time like the present to try.  
 
    Tate concentrated on the feel of the gauntlet, the individual patterns embedded deep in her skin. This was easier because of the time she’d spent strengthening her connection with Ilith. 
 
    There, the slightest niggle of a connection. 
 
    Tate nurtured it, filling it with her will as a thin line stretched between her and it. She poured all her power into it. Only when that line felt like it'd snap did she nudge it into the form she wanted it to go. 
 
    A chain lengthened in her hand, its links glowing white hot. 
 
    She flicked her hand and the chain wrapped around the cube, jerking it to her with little effort on her part. 
 
    She gaped down at the small object that had caused so much pain as it landed in her hands. 
 
    "Tate! Give it to me," Nathan demanded. 
 
    Tate faced him, the cube clutched to her chest. Nathan took a step toward her, bits of the centipede's body in pieces, ash blowing around his feet. He held his hand out to her and made a give me motion. 
 
    "We don't have to be enemies," he said. "We can let the past die or we can resurrect it and correct the mistakes of before." 
 
    Tate didn't move, her thoughts racing as she calculated her options. 
 
    Jax's face was creased with pain and his form flickered in and out. Whatever Nathan had done to him had taken a toll. She didn't see him being able to hold the ancient back much longer.  
 
    The smart thing would be to hand over the cube and pray Nathan would spare her for old times’ sake. 
 
    Dewdrop and Night would have been happy to tell him Tate rarely did what was easy or smart. She made a habit of sticking her nose where it didn't belong and taking the hard way, because it was the right thing to do.  
 
    Her mouth firmed, her decision made. 
 
    He read it on her face and shook his head, disappointment touching his features before vanishing. He shrugged. "Ah, well, I'd have had to kill you eventually anyway." 
 
    Tate didn't say anything as she teetered on the edge. Ilith, be ready. 
 
    Ilith's snort held disdain. I'm always ready. 
 
    There was her dragon, arrogant, cocky. Tate wouldn't have it any other way. 
 
    "You're welcome to try," Tate challenged Nathan, cocking a hip and channeling a confidence she almost felt. "Maybe you'll be more successful this time." 
 
    He studied her with narrowed eyes, his grip on the sword shifting. He planned to use the void strike against her as he had the centipede's, she realized. 
 
    Her muscles tensed. She'd only have seconds once this started. 
 
    She held up the cube and his posture relaxed just slightly. "You want this. Go fetch." 
 
    She tossed it over the edge as music filled the chasm, welling up from deep below, the distinctive notes of the March of the Fools vibrating around them. 
 
    Nathan roared in rage, his sword whipping up as the black shot from it. Armor, similar to Nathan's formed on her front. Still, it wasn't enough to completely protect her as that power hit her chest with the force of a thousand battering rams.  
 
    A cry of pain escaped her as the gate opened and a dragon the size of a large cat arrowed through. It landed on Nathan's head. 
 
    Tate teetered over the edge, gravity and momentum pulling her backward just as Ryu stepped through, fire glinting around his hands. Their eyes met for one agonizing second before Tate fell. 
 
    The grief and loss in his expression being overwhelmed by a feral rage was the last thing Tate saw. 
 
    Our turn, Ilith's strong voice whispered in her ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    The dragon's wings snapped out, stopping her headlong descent. But not soon enough. The scales on her belly scraped against sharp rocks as she turned her nose dive into a semi graceful glide. The spires she ran into snapped and fell with a thunderous crash. 
 
    Didn't hurt, Ilith thought with satisfaction. 
 
    They were dragon. Invincible. Indestructible.  
 
    A large rock outcropping appeared in front of her. She bounded onto it, using her legs to push off. She landed on a towering cliff, digging her claws into it and beating her wings for thrust as she scaled it at a breakneck pace, the sounds of the battle from above lending urgency to her movements. 
 
    Once she hit the top she leapt, gliding over the ten-foot gap to one of the inverted arches, scaling them as her mate and the Creator fought.  
 
    Neither one seemed to see her as she bounded up the side, her powerful legs making the climb easier than had she been two-legged.  
 
    Ryu danced in and out of Nathan's range, dodging the black blasts and erecting a fire shield when he couldn't move fast enough. His dragon wove in and out of the battle, picking the best times to swoop and duck. Ryu threw fire with his palms, the entire platform glowing white hot from their combined assault.  
 
    Their attacks synchronized. Together, they were more powerful than if they'd only relied on one form. They were holding their own, but just barely. 
 
    The dragon was quick and nimble, complementing Ryu's more powerful attacks.  
 
    Ilith didn't dwell on the fact that the dragon existed outside of Ryu. There would be time to analyze that later.  
 
    She approached the top of the arch as Jaxon appeared only feet in front of her, standing on the arch like it was a flat surface. 
 
    "You need to knock him into the portal," he said.  
 
    She bounded through him like he wasn't even there, reached the top and leapt, arching until she was diving head first.  
 
    She kept her wings tucked against her body, picking up speed. A hawk could dive at one hundred and twenty miles per hour. Ilith was faster.  
 
    The fastest thing in the air, she thought smugly before her gaze locked on her enemy where he tangled with her mate. 
 
    She was going to tear him limb from limb and then roll in the stench of his death. It was going to be glorious, she thought gleefully.  
 
    Her paws opened and shut in anticipation. 
 
    No, listen to Jax. Force him through the portal. 
 
    Ilith ignored Tate's whisper. I see no portal. Don't have to listen. 
 
    It was the only exchange they had time for as Nathan grew in their vision. Bigger and bigger. Ilith's wings spread, her speed barely checked as her legs extended. She grabbed him by the arm and whipped him into the air, throwing him into the chasm and diving after him to the accompaniment of Ryu's protest. The wind rushing past stole the meaning behind his words, turning them into an inarticulate mess. 
 
    Nathan hit the ground on his back, Ilith landing on top of him, her claws spearing down as she stomped on him. Flat bug, she thought with satisfaction. 
 
    Not quite, Tate warned.  
 
    It was the only warning she got as a force punched up from below sending her flying backwards. Ilith landed with a crash, noticing for the first time the lack of pain.  
 
    She peered at her scales, surprised to find they were lined with a thin metallic substance.  
 
    The armor transferred to you, Tate said in wonder. 
 
    Ilith snorted at it. She disliked the way it hid the majesty of her scales. 
 
    Vain, Tate scolded. 
 
    Yes, and Ilith didn't see anything wrong with that. 
 
    Nathan rose, finding his feet with trouble. Blood streamed from a cut on his head, his eyes were murderous and his face a mask of fury. His armor wasn't so pretty now, dented and broken, wounds visible beneath.  
 
    Ilith whipped her tail in satisfaction at the damage she'd done to him.  
 
    Careful, wounded animals are often the most dangerous, Tate cautioned. 
 
    Ilith knew that. She'd been along on all of Tate's hunts when they had first woken, even if her other half had never felt her presence.  
 
    Ilith didn't waste time on a growl or hiss. Those were for warnings. When you meant to deal death, you did so silently.  
 
    She circled to the right of Nathan as she waited for her moment to strike. 
 
    He sneered at her. "Is that all you've got, lizard? Tatum isn't the only one weakened in this age." 
 
    Ilith chuckled silently to herself. Of the two of them, he had blood dripping from him, announcing his status as prey to all who were near.  
 
    Don't get hit by that black blast from his sword, Tate warned. 
 
    Won't. 
 
    Ilith's gaze remained fixed on her prize as he drew himself up. He struck with the speed of a serpent, black shooting past as she ducked. He followed it up with two more strikes. 
 
    Ilith pulled on the between, glowing golden glyphs appearing in midair as it hit an invisible shield. 
 
    You can do magic, Tate thought with awe. 
 
    Not magic. The between. 
 
    Then she didn't have time to speak, concentrating on her battle with the Creator.   
 
    He was powerful, relying on his sword to channel what he couldn't naturally. He might have been modified with her kind in mind, but he wasn't born of the between, didn't have an intrinsic knowledge of its working.  
 
    And he didn't have Tate whispering instructions in his ear.  
 
    The rock around them melted, a result of the extreme amounts of power they were throwing around. Steam rose, obscuring their surroundings. 
 
    A small black portal appeared behind Nathan, distracting Ilith for one crucial second. 
 
    His blast ripped across her right foreleg. She managed to avoid the worst, but she took damage, pain radiating out from the appendage. The armor around the wound glowed white hot, the particles it was made of dying faster than it could be repaired.  
 
    We need to finish this now, Tate said. 
 
    Ilith knew her other sensed Ilith's pain and exhaustion and was concerned. This wasn't Ilith's first battle. She hadn't become a queen without shedding a few scales. She would not falter. 
 
    Still, Tate was right. This battle couldn't go on much longer without Ilith risking their safety.  
 
    She crouched, her claws digging into dirt as she prepared to pounce. The steam shifted as a small black and blue dragon pierced it, hitting Nathan in the chest. 
 
    Ryu's deep voice shouted a third level command, fire pouring out of the fog, splitting to flow around Ilith, before twining around itself and arrowing toward Nathan. 
 
    Distracted by the dragon, he almost didn't throw up his black shield. 
 
    Ilith used the opportunity, channeling the last of her reserves into another strike, inhaling before exhaling a purple flame. 
 
    Ryu's dragon dove out of the way as Nathan's eyes widened. He stumbled back with a loud cry, the purple flame eating away at his right side as he fell through the portal seconds before it slammed shut. 
 
    Ilith's power winked out and her form folded back as she lost her grip on this world. Tate stumbled forward as the dragon retreated.  
 
    She sagged to her knees and Ryu raced out of the steam. 
 
    He swept her up into a tight hug, burying his face in her hair. He rocked her back and forth as his shoulders heaved. "You’re very hard on the people you love.”  
 
    She let him, needing the comfort of his touch and knowing he needed the same. "At least this time I didn't get stabbed in the chest," she said as her arms lifted to wrap around him and she turned her face into his shoulder.  
 
    "Not funny, Allegra," he said into her hair. "You're going to turn me into a mad man." 
 
    She didn't respond, her lips tilting up in a weary smile. Somehow, they'd won. It was enough for now. 
 
    The two became conscious of another watching them. Tate started to draw back as Ryu's arms tightened before loosening. He knew as well as she did, this wasn't over.  
 
    The look he sent Jaxon wasn't exactly friendly, but nor was it hostile. "I understand you need to do this Tate but no matter what, it doesn't change us." 
 
    She nodded, one of her hands reaching up to squeeze his wrist. Despite the confidence in his words, she could read the uncertainty in his eyes. He wanted to swoop her out of here, far away from someone they both suspected had once been the center of her world. 
 
    She stepped forward only to have her heart reach for her throat as Ryu's dragon swept through the air and landed on her chest. His flapping wings nearly hit her in the face as he hooked his claws into her clothes.  
 
    She caught his weight, delighted surprise moving through her at his warmth and the buttery suppleness of his scales filling her arms.  
 
    "Hello, there," she said with a soft smile. "It's good to meet you again." 
 
    A sound suspiciously like a purr escaped him as he nuzzled every part of her he could reach. 
 
    No. Mine. My person. Not yours. Mine, Ilith squawked from the back of her mind. 
 
    A deeper voice joined Ilith's. Masculine and warm. Tate had heard it before in the dunes. Share. 
 
    Ilith bared her teeth. 
 
    Share, he said again. 
 
    A rumble filled Tate's head. Ilith evidently didn't like the idea of sharing. 
 
    Rude, he thought at her.  
 
    Mine, Ilith snarled back.  
 
    Tate smothered her amusement, the surrealness of being fought over by two pocket-sized dragons not lost on her. 
 
    “Is Nathan gone?” Tate asked, her expression sobering. Or was he back with the others creating havoc while Tate and Ryu were stuck here. 
 
    Jax appeared beside them, his attention focused on the spot where Nathan had disappeared. “For a time. The portal led to a place between the worlds but it won’t take him long before he finds his way back through.” 
 
    They’d won the battle but not the war. Eventually Nathan would be back and Tate would have to take care of him for good. 
 
    "You're different," Jax said, pulling her from her grim thoughts.  
 
    Both dragons quieted as they studied the avatar with a predator's interest.  
 
    "People change," she said. 
 
    He nodded, his face sad. "Yes, they do." 
 
    "You aren't Jax," she said abruptly. He might look like him and talk like him, but he wasn't him. Jax was dead. As the rest of them should be dead. 
 
    "Yes, and no." 
 
    "A riddle." Tate couldn't hide her disgust.  
 
    "You used to be much better at them." 
 
    Tate absently petted the dragon in her arms.  
 
    "What is this place?" she asked. 
 
    He looked around. "A repository." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    Ryu stepped forward, reaching for his dragon and carefully unlatching his claws before placing him on his shoulder. It was a silent reminder of his presence. 
 
    Jax watched him with a fascinated gaze. "I placed many keys and clues throughout this world. I didn't know where you might find them so I spread them far and wide, even hunting down the old bunkers of our enemies. Somehow, I'm not surprised this was the first one you found. The halflings always had a special place in your heart. You said they reminded you of yourself. The duel struggle between the viciousness of your soul and the empathy you embraced to keep yourself from falling to darkness." 
 
    Tate didn't speak, letting him ramble. Maybe he would reveal something that might explain all this.   
 
    He focused on her. "It's a repository of our mistakes." 
 
    "The message," she said. 
 
    He nodded. "My original left it in hope after going through it, you would find a way to forgive him. I hold his memories and thoughts, recorded at an earlier time in his life. His experiences form me, but after the memories were imprinted, our shared experiences diverged. I am who he might have become had he led my life, but we are no longer the same." 
 
    "Is that why he recorded the message rather than give it to you?" Tate asked. 
 
    Jax smiled, the expression achingly familiar. "Yes, he was afraid the divergent experiences might affect my perception and cast him in a better light than he deserved." 
 
    "Why leave a version of himself behind then?" Ryu asked. 
 
    "Because his work wasn't done and he feared if he wasn't there to watch over it, we would one day lose the war." 
 
    Tate jolted. "What war? I thought the Creators were gone." 
 
    "It has never been that simple," he said. He hesitated, glancing at Ryu, who didn’t budge.  
 
    "I trust him," she told this man who looked like the one she used to know, but wasn't. 
 
    He took a deep breath. "You've always had good instincts about people. Better than my own. Things might have been very different if I had listened to you from the beginning." 
 
    Tate felt a spurt of frustration. There was lots of innuendo but little in the way of answers.  
 
    "Tell me what happened. I need to know." The time for burying her head in the sand had passed. Whether she was the monster she feared or something else, she needed to know. Things were happening, things she wouldn't be able to control without all the information she could get her hands on. 
 
    He lifted a hand, and the scene shifted, the ominous chasm with the rock spires fading, to one Tate recognized from what the glass lake had shown her. 
 
    The vantage was different. Tate realized why, when it shifted to look down at a handheld device. They were seeing out of Jax's eyes, if her memory of where everyone was standing was correct. Which meant last time they hadn't been experiencing Tate's memory at all, she realized. 
 
    "We came from another world," he began. "Much different than this one. It had its own set of problems, a war that we inadvertently dragged here after we discovered something on this planet. Something I thought might change the fabric of the universe as we knew it." 
 
    "The magic particle," Tate said. 
 
    He nodded. "Yes, there was a rift and from it a whole new element formed. Stupidly, we thought we could mine it for our own use and ripped the rift wider." 
 
    Tate didn't understand. 
 
    "We weren't the first ones here," he said. "But we were the last." 
 
    Above, a thunder clap roared. Burning comets plunged into the upper atmosphere as they streaked across the clear sky, blazing a trail toward the planet. 
 
    Someone shouted, "The Aurelia's coming down." 
 
    "Head for the caves," Tate's voice shouted. 
 
    "If it comes down anywhere near us, it won't matter where we are," Jax's voice said. 
 
    Tate’s expression was pinched and severe as she met his eyes. "We do everything we can to survive as long as we can. Hope always comes in the darkest part before dawn." 
 
    The image froze on Tate, desperation and fierce resolve in her expression. She knew death was coming, but she hadn’t given up yet. 
 
    “We would have died, if not for the sacrifice by some in Aurelia’s crew.” The avatar said. “Aurelia would have impacted the planet with the force of a world-ending comet. We, along with everything in a radius several hundred miles wide, would have been incinerated. The resulting cloud of dust and ash would have blocked out the sun and likely thrown the planet into an ice age.” 
 
    “How did they prevent that fate?” Ryu asked. 
 
    Jax regarded him thoughtfully. “We’d been developing a new technology. The captain of the Aurelia got it working for a split-second. Instead of the Aurelia crashing, he phased out of this dimension long enough to pass through the planet’s surface and materialize beneath it. The action killed many of those who remained on board, but a few of the crew who didn’t have time to evacuate the ship survived.” 
 
    “The tunnels,” Tate said. 
 
    “Very good. That was their beginnings. We built from there. We thought it safer below ground, now that our enemy walked across its surface,” Jax said. 
 
    Tate studied the image of a younger her. That person seemed so different. Tate couldn't see herself in that person despite the resemblance. 
 
    "You were our strength and our conscience," he said. “Which is why it hit us so hard when we thought you fell to your madness." 
 
    The scene shifted to one where Tate stood on a battlefield wearing an armor the color of gold. Not a speck of dirt or grime was on her as she laid waste to everything around her without an ounce of mercy in her expression. 
 
    "You were a big part of why we won the war,” he said.  
 
    Tate reached for Ilith, needing the comfort of their connection as she sensed this didn't have a happy ending. Ilith didn't respond, tucking herself deep into Tate's conscious. 
 
    “However, you grew in power and paranoia. When asked, you refused to give up your dragon,” he said.  
 
    A scene flashed as Tate walked through wreckage, bodies blackened and misshapen all around her. The sick realization in her gaze reached into Tate's heart and squeezed. Her throat was tight with emotion. 
 
    Ilith? 
 
    Ilith remained silent, withdrawing until Tate could barely feel her presence.  
 
    “This was Haven, a key base of ours. You destroyed it.” Sadness filled his face. “We voted after that incident to force you to sleep and used trickery and betrayal to do it. It wasn’t until much later I realized you let us put you to sleep. You never fought us seriously.” 
 
    That was how she'd come to be in that place.  
 
    “I thought I could find a cure and separate you from the dragon—a way for you to exist without insanity stalking your every step.” He looked away as pain flickered in his expression. “My studies showed me the dragon wasn’t the parasite we assumed. I thought it fed off the magic particle, when in fact both came from the same place, a dimension removed from ours. I thought I could figure out a way for you both to survive.” 
 
    "You didn't find a cure," Tate said in realization. 
 
    Ryu stepped protectively close, his heat warming Tate's back.  
 
    "I did," Jax said. "A year and three months, two days, and four hours, after you went to sleep." 
 
    Shock stole Tate's breath. 
 
    "How could you leave her to sleep?" Ryu demanded. 
 
    Tate had mentally divorced herself from the situation, their words falling on numb ears. "You don't rearm a faulty weapon after it’s been discharged." 
 
    Jax's chin dipped once. "That is partially correct." 
 
    She nodded and wiped her hands on her pants. She didn’t think she wanted to hear anymore. "I'd like to go now. I assume you have a way to return us." 
 
    She’d had her fill of stories from her past. They’d brought nothing but heartbreak and pain. 
 
    He waited until she met his eyes, his gaze searching before the expression on his face fell and he nodded. He lifted a hand, the melody of before swelling. Tate felt the thump as the gate established itself. 
 
    "Before you go, there is something you must know." 
 
    Tate waited.  
 
    "The Harridan's madness." 
 
    "You caused it." It was a statement, not a guess, gleaned from the few memories she had and what she now understood of how this place worked. Something would be needed to fuel it and the Silva were stronger than most. Their life’s essence would last longer than the other races. A merciful choice for everyone except the Silva who would take the role of Harridan. 
 
    His nod was slow. "And all of her predecessors who lived long enough." 
 
    "How?" Ryu asked. 
 
    "The connection to this place is tenuous. It must be fed and maintained. Jax made a pact with the first Harridan. She would be the fuel and in exchange he gave her the means to protect her people in perpetuity." 
 
    "The stone statues," Tate said. The Harridan had called them forth to defend her people. "Do they know their sanity was the price?" 
 
    "The first did, as did the one after her. I imagine at some point, that knowledge has passed from them, given they no longer perform the proper rites for preserving their sanity. He gave them the option of sharing the burden with the clan leaders and spreading out the effects. None have taken advantage of the rites in several centuries." 
 
    "Why are you telling me this?" Tate asked. 
 
    He hesitated. "I suspect you would have figured it out soon enough. It would have given you an excuse to hate me more. I can cut the connection between this place and the place you left, but it will mean you won’t be able to return through that gate. You will have to find another way through." 
 
    "You believe I'm coming back here?" Tate couldn't help the slight bitterness in her voice. 
 
    The cube floated toward her. "I do. You are immortal. Time will ease the sting of these revelations, and when it does, you’ll realize you need this place. I will wait until then.” 
 
    The cube came to rest in Tate's hands. She stared down at it, torn with the desire to throw it. She resisted. She might not want it, but he was right that one day she might need the information it possessed.  
 
    Ryu reached for it, sliding it from her hands and taking the burden from her—if only temporarily. 
 
    "Nathan thought this was a weapon," she said, still numb. "Do I have to worry about taking this out into the world?" 
 
    He pressed his lips together. "The cube can cause no harm."  
 
    Good enough for Tate. She headed for the black gate. 
 
    "I will wait here until you're ready," he said. "Listen to Jax's message. It's more important than you know." 
 
    Tate didn't bother showing she'd heard as she passed through the void, feeling the world slide sideways around her. She stepped into a scene very different than what she'd left.  
 
    Dewdrop spotted her first, throwing himself at her and wrapping his arms around her. "He brought you back. He said he would. Thank the Saviors." 
 
    Tate flinched at those words. She didn't think she'd ever be able to hear them again without feeling this stab of pain. She stuffed those feelings down. This wasn't the time or place. They'd waited in the darkness for thousands of years, they could wait a little longer to process this betrayal of epic proportions. 
 
    She looked over Dewdrop's head, noting how things had changed since stepping through the gate. Many more people filled the amphitheater, some familiar, most not.  
 
    "What happened?" she asked, drawing back from Dewdrop. 
 
    He shrugged. "The usual. Shit hit the fan as soon as you tackled Nathan and disappeared. Those statues kicked ass." He nodded toward where some of the statues had frozen in place. Some were broken and in pieces on the floor. Others had simply stopped when the battle stopped.  
 
    "If not for them, we would have been in a little trouble," he said.  
 
    "What about the Harridan?" As the question left her, Tate spotted Tala kneeling next to a fallen body, her form blocking her view of the person's head. The long skirt and glimpse of white hair was confirmation enough. 
 
    Dewdrop's shoulders slumped, his cockiness fading. "I'm not sure whether to be glad she's dead or sorry. She was lost inside her own head, but she saved Night and the rest of us." 
 
    The Harridan's sacrifice had given them a considerable edge. Several of them might have died, even with Tate taking Nathan out of the equation.  
 
    "I'd say it's safe to feel both emotions," Gabriella said, joining them. 
 
    Sadness filled Gabriella's expression as she took in the sight of her doyenne's grief, Tala’s spine curved as her hair slid forward to hide her face. A mask sat on the ground beside Tala. 
 
    "Her death is both a blessing and a curse. It means Tala won't have to challenge her for her position, but that doesn't stop the grief over a once great woman," Gabriella said. Her eyes were slightly red, making it clear Tala wasn't the only one upset by the Harridan's death. 
 
    "She came back to herself in the end," Tate found herself saying. "She died as the person you knew." 
 
    Tate wasn't sure if that was any comfort or not, but it was all she had. She thought briefly of telling Gabriella what the avatar had told her, but held silent. Now wasn’t the time. Perhaps later, when the grief wasn't so raw. 
 
    Tate moved to where Ryu peered into the column, Gabriella trailing behind her. "Can you get him out?" 
 
    He shook his head. "I don't know." 
 
    Ryu hesitated, his face creased in concentration. The dragon stretched from where it had been perched across his shoulders like a shawl. It still hadn't gone back to tattoo form, content in its small form. 
 
    Dewdrop gasped in amazement, only now noticing the physical dragon clinging to Ryu like a piece of oversized jewelry. 
 
    The dragon waddled down Ryu's arm to where his hand rested on the clear stone of the column. He stood on his hind legs and pressed his hands against the stone, his wings slightly flared as he warbled at the stone. 
 
    He balled up his paw in a small fist and knocked on the surface. A deep tone rolled through the column. The stone dissolved and Jacob slumped forward.  
 
    "Saviors above and below," Vale said. "I've never seen anything like it." 
 
    "Strange things always happen around Tate," Dewdrop said, propping his hands on his hips. "You get used to it." 
 
    Vale didn't respond, crouching at Jacob's side and searching for his pulse. "He's alive." 
 
    Tate released the breath she was holding. "Nice job today, Vale," she said. "I think your Saviors would have been proud of the way you acquitted yourself." 
 
    A flush of pleasure filled his cheeks.  
 
    "Question—what's going to happen when the dragon wakes up, furious that he was encased in stone?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    Ryu sighed. "That's a problem for later." 
 
    Night prowled toward them, his gait that of a very self-satisfied bearcat. I left you a gift. 
 
    Tate glanced in the direction he'd come from. Dewdrop let out a low whistle at the sight of a prone Christopher, Mia's claws at his throat.  
 
    "That's some gift," Dewdrop said. 
 
    He tried to escape during the confusion. Night's smile held a feline edge. I didn't let him. 
 
    "What do you want to do with him, Ryu?" Tate asked. It was his choice. He had dealt with the empire and its laws for a lot longer than she had. 
 
    "We'll take him back with us. Thora and the Lord Provost will likely have many questions for him," he said. 
 
    Tate would too, but not right now. There were other matters to attend to.  
 
    "You know you could have died," Tate told Night. 
 
    But I didn't. 
 
    Dewdrop snorted. "That sounds like the kind of argument Tate would make." 
 
    Night's lip curled, the statement offending him. Tate fought to stuff down the inappropriate giggle that wanted to escape, something about the expression or situation striking her as hilarious.  
 
    Sometimes there's no talking to either of you, Night grunted as he stalked off. 
 
    "Night, is your lady love alright?" Tate called after him. 
 
    A snarl was her only answer as he leaped onto a tall set of columns and was gone. 
 
    "Rude," she muttered.  
 
    She surveyed those still living and those wounded in the fight. Her eyes on caught on Blade where he stood near Mia. 
 
    He shifted his head, his gaze meeting Tate’s. He winked at her as she sucked in a shocked breath. 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” she asked as Blade sauntered toward them. He was supposed to be have parted ways with them in Auburn. 
 
    Tate didn’t get a chance to ask any further questions as his hand flashed up and an item sailed toward her. She caught it automatically, looking down at it with curiosity.  
 
    The object was heavy. Expensive, in a way that made her nervous to hold it. Gold and silver strands of metal twined together into a diadem. In the middle, two clawed paws held a pink gem in the shape of a large tear drop.  
 
    “Where did you get that?” Gabriella gasped in fury. 
 
    Tate looked up, startled out of her fascination with the object. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s the Harridan’s symbol of power, passed down to each successor upon the Harridan’s death. It should be locked up in Clan Home, guarded by the most trusted among the Harridan’s followers,” Gabriella said, not taking her eyes from Blade. “He could only have come to possess it through less than honest means.” 
 
    Meaning he’d stolen it. Not really surprising when you considered who Blade served.  
 
    Blade’s lips tilted up in a faint smirk.  
 
    “That will come in handy,” Ryu said, not seeming surprised. “Well done.” 
 
    Tate started. “You knew about this?” 
 
    Ryu lifted one shoulder in a negligent shrug. “I figured it’d be something. Blade had orders to act independently if things were to take a turn for the worse on our end. I didn’t know the direction he’d choose, but this is a creative one and will solve many problems.”  
 
    Gabriella regarded the dragon through narrow eyes. “What betrayal is this?” 
 
    Ryu gave the Silva his full attention, his expression cold and unyielding. “It means the Silva are currently leaderless in a situation that could have ramifications for the entire empire for generations to come. We don’t have time to wait for the call to go out to those who wish to fight for the position of Harridan. You need a leader, and you need one now. The diadem will enable Tala to assume the Harridan’s mantle without waiting the typical length of the challenge period.” 
 
    The anger on Gabriella’s face faded as she considered Ryu’s very valid points. 
 
    A commotion at the stairs behind them cut off any further discussion on the matter as James and Ward pressed forward. 
 
    “I will pass along your reasoning to my doyenne.” Gabriella moved with a predator’s speed, snatching the diadem out of Tate’s hands before striding toward Tala. 
 
    A loud groan escaped Tate. There was no way she was going to get out of dealing with all of the fall out now. For half a second, she thought about turning her back and stalking off—much like Night had. One look at Ryu's all too amused face told her that wasn't an option. 
 
    "I thought he would fade back to the tattoo, once we returned." Tate held her hand up to the dragon, letting him sniff it before he pressed his head against it, happy sounds warbling from his throat. He seemed much more adorable this way, nothing like the vicious menace of his large form, or how he'd been in the between space. 
 
    Ryu's expression was speculative as he reached up and stroked the dragon's back, who stretched and pressed against his hand much like a feline would. "He will likely return to the tattoo once he’s exhausted his energy, but now that we know how, we will always be able to take this form. I suspect others could learn to do as we have." 
 
    Tate felt her interest pique, the idea of being able to give Ilith more than the half-life she currently had was an appealing one. It would bear further investigation. Just not now, as she heard the strident voice of Ward demanding to see the Silva's leader. 
 
    She let out a heavy sigh and faced the Black Order's representatives. "Why is it that every time I'm called in for a mediation, there is very little actual mediation happening and a surplus of running around just trying to stay alive?" 
 
    Ryu's lips flattened, his eyes dancing before he turned his attention to the little dragon. "I think this is a problem unique to you." 
 
    Tate's expression was grim and irritated as she started toward the Order's representatives, Blade pacing beside her. 
 
    “A free tip—the Order has a force pressing through the desert as we speak,” Blade said before strolling away before Tate could ask any questions. 
 
    Blade’s tidbit was a helpful reminder of her purpose. She'd forgotten for a brief moment after her return from the pocket realm, her original purpose in Silvain. As much as she wanted to walk away without taking care of this last matter, she couldn't. 
 
    Not with the Morain glaring daggers at the two men, their bodies tensed to attack. Tala straightened from the former Harridan's body, her eyes cold and furious, her posture protective despite the fact the Harridan was long past such concerns. 
 
    Tate couldn’t help but notice the diadem on her head. Gabriella nodded slightly behind her doyenne. Tate let out a relieved sigh. At least that was one problem taken care of. 
 
    "What is going on here?" Tate asked in a loud voice, cutting through the rising tension.  
 
    She leveled her harshest, crankiest glare on all those assembled.  
 
    "This isn't the time or place for such actions," Vale chided, joining them.  
 
    Ward scoffed. "I think this is exactly the time and place. We're tired of waiting." 
 
    "Gentlemen, the Silva have lost their Harridan. I'm sure this can wait until they've had time to grieve and allow the new one to settle into her position," Tate cautioned. 
 
    Ward ignored the hint, pressing forward, his face flushed. "We were held prisoner. The Silva's actions violate the tenet of mediation and the good faith we demonstrated by traveling here. We were promised safe passage to and from the mediation. I declare their word broken and challenge their right to be recognized as full citizens of the empire." 
 
    "Really? You're doing this now?" Tate glanced at James. 
 
    When he didn't pull his companion aside, she sighed. She guessed they really were doing this now.  
 
    As much as Tate wanted to give the Silva a pass on this matter, she couldn't. As the mediator, she was the neutral party. While the Harridan had been responsible for their captivity, it did not absolve the Silva of blame. She was their leader. Her wrongs were their wrongs. That's what it meant when you lead. Your actions reflected on your people. 
 
    No matter how much pain or trouble it might bring, Tate couldn't sweep this under the rug. Eventually it would come back, bigger and more difficult. 
 
    "Can you speak for all Silva?" Tate asked Tala. 
 
    Although Ryu seemed to think the diadem ensured Tala the position, Tate wasn’t so sure. This mediation was going to be very short if Tala’s authority wasn’t recognized by the rest of the Silva. War might still threaten if Tate couldn't find a way out of this quagmire that was acceptable for everyone. 
 
    "I can." Tala inclined her head. "I was her heir and have assumed the mantle of her position until another clan leader challenges and unseats me." 
 
    Not an ideal answer—especially since Tala was assuming the role of Harridan without undergoing the typical process. If she lost, her challenger could overturn any decision Tala made. Tate could already see the upset that would cause the Order. They'd claim the Silva's word was worthless and they’d all be in a worse situation than they'd started in. 
 
    "Any decision Tala makes in the first forty-eight hours of her rule will be upheld regardless of if she's unseated during the challenges," Roslyn said. 
 
    Tala nodded. "Yes, otherwise we would always be at war with each other." 
 
    Good enough for Tate. 
 
    "My people demand a voice in this as well. We would like to make amends and have the wrongs done us addressed," Evan said, stepping into the circle with a sharp smile. 
 
    "You have no place in these proceedings," Ward argued. 
 
    "Wrong," Tate corrected. "This is to address the wrongs done to the children. The Avertine enjoy the unique perspective of being both victim and holding some responsibility for events. Their children were taken and their people harmed to compel the Avertine’s compliance. To exclude them would be a miscarriage of justice. As the Emperor's subjects, they deserve to have their pain heard and their guilt addressed as much as the Silva do." 
 
    "They're inhuman," Ward argued. 
 
    "Nowhere in the Empire’s codex of law does it say justice is only for the humans among us," Tate said calmly.  
 
    She'd checked. There were enough loopholes in the laws for the cunning to take advantage of. She wasn't going to let Ward or James hide behind outdated laws, playing games with the wording versus the spirit. If they wanted to do that, Tate would happily oblige them, but she didn't think they'd like the way her dragon twisted words to suit herself.  
 
    "The laws were written with vague language for exactly this purpose. More importantly, you have nothing to prove that Evan or his people are anything but human.” 
 
    "The guardians have no objection to the Avertine's inclusion. I support their presence," Vale said, inclining his head. 
 
    Tala hesitated before saying, "The Silva do as well." 
 
    Ward started to argue again.  
 
    James interrupted. "Enough Ward. As the ranking member, I have the authority to accept the Avertine's inclusion, and I do." 
 
    "Then we begin," Tate said simply. 
 
    It wasn't the most orthodox of methods and lacked the fanfare Roslyn had drilled into Tate's head on the journey here, but considering the circumstances, it was all they were going to get. 
 
    "First we will address the Black Order's grievances," Tate said. "Speak. How have the Silva broken faith? You appear unharmed and well taken care of. Is that wrong? Did they hurt you?" 
 
    The Silva around them settled back, seemingly content now that Tate was in the mix. She sensed the threat of violence fading. 
 
    Ward’s eyes were wild. He was losing his leverage and he knew it. "They imprisoned us." 
 
    "In a room with windows and light," Tala said lifting her chin. 
 
    "Were they fed?" Tate asked.  
 
    Tala jerked her chin down. "Of course, they were given whatever they asked for." 
 
    "An assertion of broken faith is a serious matter," Tate observed.  
 
    Ward straightened, his skin flushing with anger.  
 
    "They wouldn't let us leave," he hissed. 
 
    Tate nodded. She could see how that might have upset him. She glanced at Tala in question. 
 
    The other woman seemed undisturbed. "We asked them to remain in their rooms for their safety, but they were allowed access to anywhere in the city they wished." 
 
    Tate lifted an eyebrow, seeing the careful web Tala had spun. While those Ryu had sent had been prisoners for all intents and purpose, Tala had been very careful to make it so in name only. It might give her enough wiggle room to preserve the Silva's standing in all this. 
 
    Tate glanced at Roslyn. "Were you prisoners?" 
 
    Roslyn back was straight and her gaze confident. "I'd hardly call the pampering we received over the last few days cruelty. The Silva made it clear they expected us to remain until you were present, but that was their right, given they'd called the mediation." 
 
    She'd just offered Tate a lovely excuse for everything the advance party had gone through. 
 
    Judging by Tala's expression, this was something unexpected. Tala eyed Roslyn with wary gratitude before meeting Tate's eyes. 
 
    "Your accusation is a serious one. Does the Order wish something as recompense to this perceived slight?" Tate asked. 
 
    James stirred, finally inserting his presence into the situation. "We want an equal claim on the gate. The Silva will give us the method with which they used to access it."  
 
    Ah, so that was what this was really about. 
 
    "That is an acceptable request," Tate said glancing at Tala. 
 
    The new Harridan hesitated before agreeing reluctantly. She probably didn’t like the thought of losing control of this new find. 
 
    Tate didn't bother informing either party the chances of the key working again were small. 
 
    She slanted a glance at James. “Just to be clear, this matter is settled. If somehow you managed to call for help and that help was currently working their way through the desert, I would suggest you send another message calling them off. I doubt the Black Order could survive another smear on their reputation if armed forces violated the Silva’s sovereignty during mediation proceedings.” 
 
    James’s eyes were flinty as they held Tate’s before allowing a small nod of understanding. 
 
    She had to give it to him. He was good. If Blade hadn’t warned her of the Order’s advance, she never would have guessed from his behavior.  
 
    The Order would have been able to claim a misunderstanding over the status of James and Ward’s position as hostages. Had they shed blood, the entire mediation would have been declared void and the situation would have escalated.  
 
    With her veiled warning, the Order now couldn’t claim ignorance. 
 
    “Now, back to the Silva’s original complaint,” Tate said, addressing Vale and the other two. “What will you offer to make up for the bad deeds of your associates? While you did not put into play the events that cost dozens of children their lives, you still share in the culpability.” 
 
    "The guardians wish to establish a temple here and share some of the knowledge we’ve gathered of our Saviors and their history," Vale said. "We recognize we have separated ourselves from the world for too long. This distance has let ignorance and hatred flourish. It is our intent to make sure it doesn't happen again. In addition, we will allow Silva scholars entry to our temple in Aurelia to look over important relics of the Saviors." 
 
    Tate blinked. That was a generous offer. More than she’d expected. 
 
    "We accept," Tala said. 
 
    "What does the Black Order offer?" Tate asked. 
 
    James frowned. 
 
    "You may say you were imprisoned, but ultimately you were not harmed. The same can't be said of the children your Order murdered. What do you offer?" she asked again. 
 
    "We offer our sincerest apologies and the territories of Jeera and Neeta. Control of these territories have been the subject of much dispute between us and your predecessor." 
 
    "Accepted," Tala said. 
 
    Tate released a breath. Almost done. 
 
    "And you?" Tate asked Evan. 
 
    "We offer this." Evan held out an egg-shaped object. It was painted a brilliant blue and teal green, gold designs marching around its sides. Tala's breath caught as James's eyes widened. Tate knew she should care what the egg was, but she didn't. She just wanted this over. "We were not directly responsible, but we fostered those who were. Nothing can repay that debt. This is a mere token of our sorrow." 
 
    Tala eyes were wet as she touched the stone with reverence. "We accept." 
 
    “What is it?” Tate asked, cocking her head. It was pretty but didn’t seem deserving of the awe on Tala and the other Silva’s faces around them. 
 
     “After their last battle with the Creators, Jaxon and the other Saviors are said to have cast off their armor and stored them in containers similar to this one. The Kairi possess one and the Emperor another. Our people have never been graced with one until now. If this is truly what I think it is, it is a gift beyond measure,” Tala said.   
 
    Tate waited a beat, staring at the egg in Tala’s hand.  
 
    “I’d be interested to know how the Avertine came to have such a thing as that in their possession,” James said. 
 
    “We have our methods,” Evan said noncommittally. 
 
    “And what do you ask in recompense?” Tate asked Evan. 
 
    “Nothing,” Evan said. “The forgiveness of the Silva is enough.” 
 
    "And with that, these negotiations are over," Tate said. "I leave in the morning. Any who wish to join me are welcome." 
 
    She strode away before anyone could stop her. Exhaustion pulled at her. All she wanted was to get home to Aurelia and her sunlit bedroom. This was the last time she played mediator because of something Ilith did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Tate fiddled with the cube in her hand, turning it over and over again as she leaned against the ship's railing and stared out at the horizon. The ocean was a soothing lullaby as the ship cut through the small waves.  
 
    The sun was starting to descend. It was her favorite time on the sea, when day transitioned to night, putting on a spectacular show for anyone watching. 
 
    She looked down at the cube, debating the merits of dropping it into the ocean. The only one who would know was her—and perhaps Ryu. No one else knew she'd taken it from the pocket realm.  
 
    Right now, she felt like she was standing on the edge of a chasm, her toes suspended over the edge. Behind her was safety—she could continue as she had been, ignorant of the harsh forces that shaped her or the inevitable betrayals that followed. Ahead of her— possible heartbreak and the cold knowledge the people she'd fought for, been willing to die for, had taken her trust and broken it into a thousand little pieces. 
 
    Worse, was not knowing if she'd done something so terrible to deserve being sentenced to sleep for thousands of years. 
 
    Knowing could change everything. She had a sinking feeling it could poison the small bit of peace and happiness she'd managed to carve out around her.  
 
    Change was the most powerful force in the world. It was inevitable. Everyone and everything faced that transformative force. It was unavoidable. 
 
    Burying her head in the sand wouldn't stop what was coming. Nor would it change what had already happened. 
 
    Facing it and dealing with the repercussions was the only way forward. 
 
    Despite that, it didn't make this task any more appealing.  
 
    Thankfully, Jost's crew and her friends had given her a wide berth, respectful of her need for privacy. 
 
    Her decision made, she turned the cube over, noting the geometric patterns dotted throughout. To anyone else's eye, it would seem like a child's toy or a particularly ornate paperweight. She ran her fingers over a couple of the raised ridges and smiled. Another puzzle. She really hadn't expected any less of Jax. 
 
    Had she been the Tate of before this trip, she would have had to rely on instinct and dumb luck to open it. Now, with memories of before whispering through her mind, she knew exactly where to place her fingers. 
 
    It warmed in her hands as power flared inside.  
 
    A beam of light escaped it and suddenly Jax was sitting in front of her. 
 
    "Allegra," he breathed, his face tight with emotion. "If you're watching this, you've finally awakened as I knew you would. I am likely long dead. I don't know how many of your memories survived. There are theories that prolonged exposure to stasis will degrade the part of the mind responsible for storing memory. I've left clues and pieces of myself throughout our old bases in the hopes of guiding you here. The fact you found the gate and this cube means your memories are returning." 
 
    Jax looked tired, and older than she remembered. He spoke in Ancient, using a language she hadn’t used since waking in this strange time.  
 
    "I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not, given our ending. There's no way to tell how much you will retain from before. I hope you’re left with some of the good, and the pain of the bad is softened.” 
 
    He was quiet as he stared into the distance for several seconds, appearing deep in thought. “We learned how to be the stuff of legend because of this place, capable of things only possible in myths and stories. The rift gave us access to raw power, but our bodies couldn’t process it. A few modifications to ourselves and our weapons meant we could manipulate it as easily as if it was magic. Of course, this was against all of our codes of law, but we were desperate and thought the end justified the means. We were shown how to do this by another group we found here. They call them the Creators now, but we first knew them as the Ijiri.” 
 
    Tate stiffened as the name brought a harsh feeling of hatred with it. She knew that name, could remember the rage and sense of betrayal it generated. 
 
    “They were good. Had us fooled from the beginning. You saw through them first. They’d taken survivors from the Aurelia, and others who’d landed here in the decades before we did and started modifying them in unexpected and horrifying ways. Us too, if I’m honest. They created armies with the intention of going back to our home and conquering it." 
 
    He snorted, staring at something Tate could see. "You were adamant that couldn't happen. So, we fought. We sacrificed. And we won. Sort of." 
 
    Images played through Tate’s mind of some of their battles. 
 
    “You destroyed Haven, it’s true, and we forced you into sleep as a result. It wasn’t until much later that I realized you didn’t destroy Haven for the reason we thought. By then, it was too late. Each of us held a key to bring you out of the sleep. However, in your absence, we became divided, unable to agree on anything. The others made a bargain with me, create a cure and we would raise you. Your madness scared them. Your power terrified them.” 
 
    He looked down as he rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “My avatar would have told you I found one.” He looked up, his eyes spearing Tate’s as if he could see her. “It would have meant excising Ilith.” 
 
    Shock and horror filled Tate at the thought of her dragon being ripped from her while she was lost in sleep. 
 
    “The people of this planet have taken to calling us their Saviors, which is ironic when we voted to destroy them. You were the only one who saw their potential. You thought all of their creations should be released. I've lived among them now for many years. They’re like us, just like you said they were. They love and laugh. They feel sorrow and pain. Despite everything done to them, they are human.” 
 
    He shifted, regret moving across his face. “I could have figured out a way to return Ilith to her plane of existence. I chose not to. I couldn’t raise you on my own, but I could make certain modifications to your cellular structure. You’re my greatest work, Allegra—the Apportens Mortis they tried and failed to perfect. Instead I was the one to finish it. 
 
    “The sleep will heal your mind and allow it to adapt to the strain of Ilith’s presence naturally. It will also allow the rest of my tinkering to slowly incorporate without any ill effects to either of you.” 
 
    Tate didn’t move as he confessed the magnitude of all he’d done. 
 
    “In approximately two thousand, three hundred and fifty years, the containment on the sleepers we did not release from their prison will begin to fail. You will rise with them. Some of them will be the mad creations the Ijiri intended. They will wreak havoc where they can and leave bodies behind them. Others, freed from the Ijiri’s influence will have a chance to be something better.” 
 
    That was already happening. 
 
    “Be careful, Allegra. We were not as thorough in destroying our enemy as we thought. Our enemy was smart. Definitely smarter than us in many ways. They lured some of us to their side when they saw which way the tide was turning. They plotted and planned, ceding the world to us before exiting it through the veil. They wait just on the other side for a new age where they will be unchallenged. Their followers blended with ours. They’re nearly impossible to root out.” 
 
    He breathed deeply as if fortifying himself. “I need you to finish the war we started.” 
 
    He flashed her a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You’ll likely hate me for what I've stolen from you, but I didn't see another way. I spent years wishing I could talk to you, get your blessing for this. I'm sorry I took this decision out of your hands, but knowing the person you were, I think this was what you would have chosen even with all the sacrifices involved. I tell myself that anyways." 
 
    He clasped his hands and looked down. "Five escaped our net. It took me years, but I hunted down two of their resting places and destroyed their way back. The others simply bide their time in the veil between worlds until they can return. I leave it to you to decide their fate." He gave her a pained smile. "It's not fair or right. You sacrificed enough, but it is what it is, as you would say." 
 
    His lips twisted. "I would have liked that future we promised ourselves. I found someone here. I never thought I would after you. She’s more than I deserve, and I hope you find that where you are too." 
 
    He cleared his throat. "One last thing. I've left my notes for the cure in this memory box in the event you ever need it. I will let you decide how to use it." 
 
    "Live well, Tatum Allegra Winters. May the stars guide your path. I'll see you when you finally reach this side. I look forward to you telling me how it all ends." 
 
    The light faded, taking the outline of Jax with it.  
 
    Tate didn't know how long she stood staring out at the sea, letting the setting sun and the rolling waves paste a bandage over her emotions. There were so many feelings rising that she didn't know where to start in untangling them. So, she didn't, packing them away to work through at some much later date. 
 
    Ryu approached from behind, his arms wrapping around her and pulling her into his chest. His chin dropped down on top of her head as his dragon leaped to the railing in front of her. The dragon cocked his head up at her, his eyes wide and curious. 
 
    "What's your name?" Tate asked him. 
 
    Rath. 
 
    Not a name she would have expected. She had to wonder if that was his original name or one he'd adopted after centuries of living inside Ryu. 
 
    Ilith peered out, her dragon curious and just a little jealous. It was the first stirring Tate had had since leaving the pocket realm. Her dragon had been stubbornly avoiding her and the questions she had. 
 
    "I thought when I had all the answers, I would feel whole again, that knowing the answers would erase the loneliness I’ve felt," Tate said, continuing to face the waves. "Instead, I just feel more lost than ever." 
 
    His arms tightened around her. "The first time I saw you, you had gotten into a fight with a couple of guttersnipes and came stalking up the dock with murder in your eyes. I'd never seen anything more beautiful." 
 
    Tate remembered the incident. She'd been furious because a couple of the crew had shoved her into those guttersnipes and then watched when they retaliated. She'd taught them the perils of underestimating someone just because they looked delicate. She'd been far angrier with the crew, who were supposed to be watching her back, than she had been at her two attackers. 
 
    She hadn't known it then, but Ilith had been a furious buzz beneath her skin, thirsting for the crew’s pain. It had scared her and been the genesis for her eventually getting the idea to leave the ship. 
 
    She'd glanced up to find this beautiful man staring at her from beside Jost, his eyes hawklike and piercing. It had unsettled her but also made her yearn for someone to watch her back with the same focus and precision Ryu used to watch Jost's.  
 
    "You were a fierce thing, and I thought you were going to go to battle right then and there. I was awestruck and wanted that fury by my side, keeping me warm," he said. 
 
    His arms loosened around her and he shifted so he was looking in her eyes. "I focused my entire attention to making the empire of my cousin the strongest it could be, as a replacement for the family I lost. My loyalty once given is never taken back. Jaxon was a fool to force you to sleep. Doubly so for not following you down into sleep. There is nothing in this world, not even the greater good, that could convince me to leave your side." 
 
    Tate's lips parted, but the words she wanted to say couldn't escape the stranglehold of her emotions.  
 
    She blinked and let her head fall onto his chest, listening to his heartbeat.  
 
    "Jax says war is coming. They didn't destroy all of the Creators," she finally said. "They will come after me first." 
 
    Tate's entrance onto the scene of Aurelia hadn't exactly been quiet. They'd know how to read between what was and wasn't said. The assassination attempts from Nathan were proof of that. 
 
    He was quiet for several minutes. Long enough for her to start to step back. His arms tightened. 
 
    "Whatever comes, we will face it together. Nothing will tear me from your side." 
 
    "Or us," Dewdrop said, stepping forward, Night as well. 
 
    "You don't know how bad this might get," Tate pointed out. 
 
    He snorted. "Please, the Ahnteela raised me on stories of the before times. Night's actually lived it, and unlike you, his memories aren't as faulty. We'll survive. We're family." 
 
    Yes, they were. Not from blood and bone. Their connection ran deeper. It was one of choice. 
 
    Tate glanced at Night. “Is this the part where you threaten to rip off my arm again?” 
 
    Night swished his tail. If necessary, but I don’t think it will be. I have a feeling you’ll be reasonable about this. 
 
    Tate sighed. He had a point. There were some things it simply wasn’t worth fighting over.  
 
    "I'm sorry Mia didn't come with us," Tate said.  
 
    Night and Tate had invited her on the journey, hoping she’d testify during the application for sentience. She’d refused, electing to remain behind in favor of helping Tala stabilize her power.  
 
    Night lifted one lip before letting out a disgusted sound and prowling away. Dewdrop followed reluctantly behind with a sheepish smile. "That name is a bit forbidden right now." 
 
    Tate understood. 
 
    Alone again, except for Ryu and his dragon, she tilted her head back. "I think this mediation went well." 
 
    He snorted in amusement. "If you consider being kidnapped twice and the Harridan dying, then yes." 
 
    "It worked out. Tala will make an excellent leader," Tate said. She still had to survive the challenge period, but from what Tate had seen she was more than capable. 
 
    "How shall we spend the rest of the voyage," Ryu asked. 
 
    "I have a few ideas." 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate glanced around the ship's brig, a dark and damp place she wouldn't want to spend any more time in than necessary. She waved at Danny where he stood guard before making her way to the small cell at the end. 
 
    Water sloshed on the wood floor. A ship often had water in its hold, a consequence of rain or choppy seas. Jost's men were diligent at mopping it up, but the brig was always the last place to receive their attention. 
 
    She stopped in front of the cell, taking in its occupant where he lay on a hammock. He'd strung it from bar to bar and relaxed in its dry perch. 
 
    "Nice accommodations." Tate flicked the metal of the bars. 
 
    "I've had worse." Christopher didn't sit up, remaining reclining as he stared at the wood above.  
 
    Tate looked around and grimaced. Jost certainly didn't waste any money on making prisoners comfortable.  
 
    "Your lover and his human pet have already tried questioning me." Christopher's eyes were piercing as they met hers. "Have you come to try your hand? You'll find me no easier to break than they did." 
 
    Tate folded her arms. "Not really. Both of them are much more versed at this sort of thing than me." 
 
    "That's not what Nathan told me." 
 
    Tate allowed the reference to her past to slide. "Because Nathan always tells the truth." 
 
    His silence was answer enough. 
 
    "Tell me, Christopher. How long have you known Peter?" 
 
    She could see she'd caught his attention.  
 
    "He doesn't know anything," Christopher said. 
 
    He had some loyalty to the Silva man then. Or at least the appearance of it. Tate couldn't tell which was more likely. 
 
    "I don't think that's entirely true," Tate said.  
 
    He was silent for several seconds before he smirked. "Mind games don't suit you. You're far too straightforward for them." 
 
    Tate gave him an arch look. "You had what we used to call a gauntlet. It was a predecessor to mine. The genesis to what came after." Tate held the arm with the geometric tattoo on it up for him to see. "Who found it for you? Was it Peter?" 
 
    Her lips tilted in a knowing smile. "Tell me, was it your idea to take us past the Dunes of Revelation or was it his?" 
 
    His gaze shifted away. He was deep in thought.  
 
    Gotcha. 
 
    "Oh, Christopher, you're not the mastermind you think you are," Tate said pityingly. "I think my enemies have been using you. They've twisted your thoughts until you don't know what’s up or down. If I were you, I'd think long and hard about how much more of yourself you're willing to sacrifice to these people." 
 
    "Peter isn't who you think." 
 
    "Maybe not. Maybe I'm wrong and he got lucky finding an ancient cache." Tate shrugged. "It happens. Either way, I'm going to find him and ask him for myself. Then I'm going to find the rest of those who don't have the courtesy to stay dead and finish what I started the last time I was awake." 
 
    Christopher studied her.  
 
    "Get a good look," Tate said. "Because I'm not going to let anyone destroy my friends or Aurelia. That, you have my word on." 
 
    "I see you've remembered who you are." 
 
    Tate straightened and gave him a half-smile. He was cocky. That was alright. He'd see. 
 
    Her hand flashed out, the tips of her fingers shifting to dragon claws for a split second. His hammock collapsed to the damp floor, taking him with it.  
 
    "Enjoy the voyage. We'll talk again when we reach Aurelia," she said as she walked away. 
 
    "Yes, we will, Tate. I can assure you of that." 
 
    Danny glanced at the cell as she passed. "Are you sure it was wise to bait him?" 
 
    "No, but I have a feeling the time for playing it safe has passed," she said. 
 
    He dipped his head in a nod.  
 
    If Jax was to be believed, Tate was the Apportens Mortis, the most feared weapon of them all. It was time for her to start acting like it. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate watched as the magister who'd agreed to take Night's case paced the docks as their ship-to-shore boat approached. She had no idea why Lisa was there waiting, or why she looked like she was seconds away from coming out of her own skin. 
 
    "What does she want?" Tate muttered. 
 
    Dewdrop noticed the woman and gave her a onceover. She was dressed nicely, her hair tied back in a queue and her clothes formal. She looked like she was late to address the council of lords. 
 
    "Who is she?" he asked. 
 
    The person who is supposed to be handling my application, Night responded. 
 
    A long ah slipped from Dewdrop. He'd heard the story of how they'd gotten sent from Aurelia and knew the part Lisa had played. "I thought she'd be older. And taller." 
 
    It was good to be back in Aurelia, even if their problems weren't willing to wait until they'd actually set foot in the city to raise their ugly little heads. 
 
    "You're nearly a month late," Lisa called as their rowboat drifted to its mooring. 
 
    "There was a storm," Tate said, tossing her bag up. "Why does it matter anyway?" 
 
    Night was liquid grace as he bounded from the boat. He made the jump look effortless. 
 
    "Don't go anywhere," Lisa ordered. "You have a court appearance." 
 
    "What?" Tate asked, startled. "That's months away." 
 
    Lisa glared at her before grimacing. "It should have been. You have enemies. Someone you upset had it moved up." 
 
    Tate and Night shared a look. She had a feeling the Order had something to do with this. 
 
    I told you they would be angry when they found out they couldn't access the gate, he pointed out sourly. 
 
    Tate's shoulders hunched. "It's not my fault. I told you and them, the avatar on the other side might cut the connection now that the pocket realm was discovered." 
 
    "It doesn't matter whose fault it is or why the hearing has been moved up. I delayed as long as I could. Had you been here a month ago as planned, I would have had time to prepare my client. Instead, we need to head directly for the palace. The hearing takes place in a very short time." 
 
    Night's tail lashed in unhappiness. We've already lost then. 
 
    Lisa's lips curled up in a cut-throat smile. "Lucky for you, you're just window dressing.  I've already prepared my arguments. They won't know what hit them." 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tate's leg jiggled as Dewdrop fidgeted where they sat outside the chamber where the closing arguments were taking place. Nerves had settled in them both the longer the proceedings had drawn out.  
 
    They'd already spoken on Night's behalf. Ryu had been questioned about Night's work for him; it seemed her bearcat was more involved with her lover’s clandestine activities than she'd ever suspected.  
 
    She eyed Dewdrop. 
 
    He raised his hand. "I didn't know all he was into. I swear." 
 
    "Uh huh." And Tate wouldn't find out weeks or months from now Dewdrop had a similar arrangement with her tricky dragon. Right. 
 
    The doors to the chamber opened. 
 
    Tate and Dewdrop stood, each holding their breath. She was already mentally preparing for disappointment. If they lost this, she'd figure out another way to make this happen. One setback would not mean their defeat 
 
    Mia, in her human form, prowled out of the chamber. She smirked at their astonishment. 
 
    "Night said you refused to help," Dewdrop blurted. 
 
    Their friend had refused to talk about the other bearcat for the entire trip home. He'd been moody and withdrawn, preferring his own company and spending hours in the ship's rigging. Jost had threatened to throw them all off the ship after the fourth time Night had swiped at a crewmember who strayed too close while doing their job.  
 
    "This secret isn't only mine to tell," Mia said. "I didn't want to offer hope if there was none."  
 
    Tala glided toward them. She wore the torque Tate had seen on the last Harridan, and she was shadowed by Gabriella and several other Silva. 
 
    "It's time you came out of the shadows, my friend. Especially with all that is going on in the empire," Tala said. 
 
    "How did you get here so fast?" Tate asked. 
 
    Mia's eyes gleamed. "I think you know the answer to that." 
 
    Dewdrop choked, his expression drawing down into a grimace as he realized flying had been involved. 
 
    Night and Lisa were the last to leave the chamber. The top of the bearcat's head reached the magistrate's waist. Lisa's face was flushed with victory, her eyes fierce and alight.  
 
    "Well?" Dewdrop asked. 
 
    "Your friend and the others are the fourth species to join the accords," she said with a happy grin. "The evidence was unarguable." 
 
    Tate stuck her hands in her pockets as a smile creased her face. They'd won. Against all odds and reason. No one would ever be able to take that away from Night.  
 
    Her gaze lifted and caught on a pair of impossibly blue eyes. Ryu gave her a half-smirk as he strolled toward her.  
 
    He dropped a kiss on her lips before whispering against them, "Congratulations." 
 
    Dewdrop whistled and grinned at Tate when she looked at him, waggling his eyebrows. "I knew something was up between you two." 
 
    It wasn't hard to see, Night said acerbically. 
 
    Dewdrop scowled at their friend. 
 
    "What are they calling your kind?" Tate asked slyly. "Bearcat, right?" 
 
    It was the perfect name for their species. 
 
    "We have long been known as the Veles to our cousins," Mia said with a nod to Tala. 
 
    "But bearcat is so much more descriptive," Tate said. 
 
    Night huffed and shook his head. I am not leaving the name of my entire species to your whim. We will be the Veles. 
 
    Tate frowned. "You tried to suggest majestic predator of the night and they said no, didn't they?" 
 
    That's why he was being so difficult about the name bearcat. 
 
    He snarled as Mia and Tala's shoulders shook with suppressed laughter. 
 
    "You're close," Mia finally said. 
 
    Tate opened her mouth to ask what he'd suggested when the feeling in the hall changed. Guards in the livery of the Emperor poured into the space. 
 
    The Emperor stepped into the hallway. His green eyes moved over them, lingering on Night. "I am glad to have you as a citizen. I look forward to seeing what you can do." 
 
    Night huffed.  
 
    "Yes, we will make sure to continue paying you for the services you give us," he said with a twinkle to his eye. "Congratulations." 
 
    Dewdrop stammered a thank you as Tate found her eyes caught and held by the crown on his head. 
 
    So pretty. And sparkly. 
 
    Noticing where her eyes had wandered, several of his guards shifted so they were between her and it. She blinked at them in confusion. 
 
    The Emperor cleared his throat on a cough as he lifted a hand to hold it in place. "Yes, well, I hear the mediation went well. I'm looking forward to seeing what you and your household accomplish in the future." He cut a glance at Tala. “And are there other secrets the Silva are hiding that I should be aware of?” 
 
    Tala didn’t move, just regally stared him down, not answering.  
 
    “I thought as much,” he murmured, arching an eyebrow before his guards swept around him as they marched down the hall. 
 
    "I'm not sure I like the fact that I amuse the Emperor," she told Ryu with a frown. 
 
    "It is concerning." 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A young girl stepped onto a glass lake, her reflection rippling across its surface. The starry night twinkled above her as three moons made their daily trek across the sky. 
 
    Her hair fell in a thick sheet down her back as she made her way to where a tall man waited, hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    "It's been centuries since you've visited," he said without turning. 
 
    "It's been nearly that long since the connections have been strong enough to risk," Ai said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Is that the excuse you tell yourself?" 
 
    She fell silent. 
 
    He tilted his head back to take in the stars. "Say what you came here to say." 
 
    "She's met Jaxon." 
 
    His smile held little of humor. "I know. I gave her the key and pointed her in his direction." 
 
    Her lips parted, surprise bleeding through despite the remoteness of her features. "You opened a path for her memories." 
 
    He hummed an assent. 
 
    "You know he didn't want them returned," she said. 
 
    "I stopped listening to his commands a long time ago." He finally turned to face her. "Besides, there is little choice now that the first and second are awake." 
 
    "What he foretold is coming to pass." 
 
    "Be warned older sister, my loyalties are not as they once were. My centuries guarding this place and watching and learning from those who've entered have changed me," he cautioned. 
 
    "Yet you let her live." 
 
    He nodded. Of the two, he seemed the closer to human, able to express emotion—or at least mimic it. "Not out of loyalty to him. Merely to see what might come of it." 
 
    "She's met Owl," Ai said in an abrupt change of subject. 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow. "That crazy facsimile of us?" 
 
    She nodded. "He told her the old ones are waking and to prepare for war." 
 
    A laugh barked out of him. "Then the world they created is finally coming to an end." 
 
    "I do not think I want that." 
 
    He sighed. "Is this all you came here to say?" 
 
    "She has already changed things,” Ai said. “She released the war machine," she said. 
 
    "I would have felt him moving through the world and my defenses would have reacted." 
 
    "She changed him, made it possible for him to swim through the world without destroying it. Isn't that worth something?" 
 
    "Perhaps. I will wait and see before choosing my side," he said. 
 
    A long time later, Ai's consciousness passed back into the underground of Aurelia. The meeting with her brother had not gone as planned. At least she knew the message had been passed to Tate. It was time to put into motion the rest of her plans.   
 
    Hopefully, it wasn't too late. 
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