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he first time the scion of House Dragon painted the eyeless girl,
The was only six years old. She was nothing but a face shaped with
finger smears of brown, a darker crooked line that might've been a
sad smile, and huge, swirling black holes where her eyes should be.

“I don’t know how to save her,” he said to his mother when he
presented the art to her.

His mother accepted the soft parchment, doing her best to hide
the horror she felt at the red-rimmed, furious eyeholes in her son’s
painting. Casually, she asked, “Why is she in danger?”

“I don’t know”

“What happened to her eyes?”

“Nothing yet” The little boy shrugged.

Though the Dragon consort asked a few more delicate ques-
tions, he could give her no answers. But he drew the eyeless girl
again and again, and told his nurse about her, and his aunt, and his
father eventually. That was a mistake, because he was far too old
for imaginary friends, his father growled. The consort promised
her husband, the Dragon regent, it was only childish play, and their
son would grow out of it.

Better an imaginary friend, she thought, than the truth she sus-
pected deep in her heart: her son had been gifted with a boon,
but it was a prophetic one, and prophecy always, always drove the
wielder mad.

The people of Pyrlanum would never accept a regent with such
a wild boon, and to shield her eldest son, the consort extracted a
promise from him to stop talking about the girl, and certainly to
stop painting her. He must never paint anything from a dream or

vision. It was dangerous. The young scion agreed, thrilled to have
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And he kept his promise for two entire years, until his mother
was murdered.

The day she died, the consort and the scion were pruning in
their private garden. She injured herself on a few reckless roses,
and when she gasped, the scion saw a flash of vision, in strokes
of vivid paint: a fan of dark blue skirts against the harsh black-
and-white checkered floor of his mother’s solar, golden sunlight
smeared in streaks, and a kiss of crimson splattered at her mouth
and in her hair. A spilled cup near her hand, leaking sickly green.

It would have been a beautiful painting, had he been allowed to
create it.

But the scion had learned his lesson well. His boon was a curse
and he did not say or do anything.

Later, when his mother lay dead on the marble floor, the boy re-
alized this was not a game, not a thrilling secret: it was a matter of
life and death. Had he been braver, he might have saved his mother
from the poison in that cup.

He wailed and clawed at his hair until his aunt, his mother’s sis-
ter, gathered him up in her arms. “What happened, little dragon,
who did this?”

The scion hugged her neck so tightly. “Don’t tell anyone,” he
begged. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I couldn’t save her, I didn’t even try!
I'm sorry! Please”

“Hush, hush, it’s all right”

“I didn’t save her;” he whispered, sobbing. “I have to save her”

“It’s too late, little dragon,” his aunt murmured.

“No,” he said again and again. He threw himself away from his

aunt and ran to his rooms. Found chalk and old cracked paint pots
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drew, scrawling images of that eyeless girl. He refused food, he re-
fused his father and his baby brother, he refused everything but
paint, and finally locked the door, screaming to be left alone unless
anybody was going to help.

When his aunt had the door kicked in, the scion’s room was
a disaster of paintings and spilled color. Wasted effort, childish,
ugly pictures. Blurs and shapes that looked like nothing but the
impressions of landscapes or people, castles and gardens and ships
and massive, ancient creatures the houses called their empyreals.
A figure of fire, broad winged and gorgeous. The eyeless girl. His
aunt recognized the monsters, if not the girl. Dragon, gryphon,
barghest, sphinx, cockatrice, kraken. And the First Phoenix.

But the scion tore the phoenix painting down the middle and
threw a heavy book at his aunt. “Bring me a master, to show me
how it’s done,” he cried. “I have to find her. It’s soon.”

“What is soon?” asked his aunt. She put her arm around him.
“Who is she?”

“You'll see;” the young scion said, pulling away.

S0

While the young scion lost himself in painting dreams, Pyrlanum
descended into violence. House Dragon accused House Sphinx of
murdering their beloved consort. The grief-stricken Dragon regent
demanded retribution, forcing all the great Houses to choose sides,
and reviving the House Wars after more than twenty years of peace.

Bloodshed consumed the land, and the young scion found he

could not save the eyeless girl.
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him, the night his father—leagues away—massacred the entire fam-

ily line of House Sphinx.

S0

The new House War raged on for years, and instead of the eyeless
girl, the scion painted darkness. Thick black streaks, chunky peaks
of gray and angry blue, the underlying red-red-red, heartbeat red,
of sunlit memories behind tight-shut eyes. A bruise of purple over
green-black, ocean-black, midnight, moonless black.

When his baby brother asked what he painted, the scion only
hissed at him, chasing him from the room.

House Dragon took more and more of the country, forcing the
other Houses into submission. Finally House Dragon captured
Phoenix Crest, the ancient home of the Phoenix, those keepers of
peace that had vanished during the first House Wars more than
a hundred years ago. The Dragon regent declared himself High
Prince Regent over all Pyrlanum.

His family left their northern mountains to occupy the fortress,
and there the Dragon scion’s aunt was left in charge of the boy and
his small brother while their father continued his war. Though
House Cockatrice fled Pyrlanum entirely, she managed to hire
artists to tutor the scion—Cockatrice had been the house of her
birth, after all, and that of her sister. She bought the scion paint
and paper, canvas and ink and charcoal. He grew as his skills did,
becoming taller and stronger but still very pretty, with a constant
flush of fever in his sharp white cheeks, a ghostly gleam in his pale
green eyes. He was prone to fits of laughter or staring at nothing,
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the Dragon scion learned to be charming, too, and concealed the
wildness he felt. He studied language and policy and economics.
He flirted and argued and led council meetings during his father’s
frequent absences. Soon everyone believed his disposition to be
merely long-running grief. After all, his mother, the late Dragon
consort, had been glorious and special, hadn’t she? So her glori-
ous and special son would survive; he would lead them well. Chaos
willed it, no matter that his painting boon would be useless in a
leader.

But his aunt—she knew the truth of his boon. She whispered to
him that she had always had gently prophetic dreams. They ran in
their family. Her grandmother had been a brilliant prophet, too.
His aunt offered to take the secrets he painted and use them for
House Dragon on his behalf. The young scion agreed.

She studied every painting for clues, and when she discovered
them, told the High Prince Regent unknowable things: where the
last remnants of House Sphinx hid, the location of an ambush, the
look of a spy. The High Prince Regent gave her the title of Dragon
Seer, and the young scion was glad to have his secret kept so well,

as his mother had wished.

S0

Time passed. The scion painted. He dreamed of the eyeless girl
but kept her to himself. He had not saved her from the darkness,
just like he had not saved his mother. They haunted him, left him
wracked with grief some days.

On the morning news reached the fortress that the High Prince

Regent had beertfrougillerriegdﬁifeléom% %%Ell’llﬂgl’ the scion woke up
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laughing. He laughed and laughed, caught in visions of silver swirls
of light, hot light, bright light—sunlight!—on the eyeless girl’s face.
She had survived.

But the scion had not even dreamed of his own father’s death.

That very day, ten years after the first time he’d clumsily paint-
ed her, the scion sketched the true shape of the girl’s cheeks and
chin and nose, the wide, eager smile, and bright tilted eyes per-
fectly shaped, perfectly beautiful, except inside they were churn-
ing spirals of darkness. He mixed new colors, thrilled and focused,
painting her in long strokes, against the entire southeast wall of his
bedchamber, directly onto the stone, from crown to chin as tall as
the prince was. Her hair curled out into the shadows of the room
like a god of storms, and in her pupils dotted tiny explosions of fire.

When his serious little brother ventured up to the scion’s tow-
er, he frowned at the overwhelming sun on her face, finding the
art too intense, too real, and he looked at the scion like he'd never
seen him before. “What’s wrong with you?” the younger boy asked,
knowing nothing of prophecy and its curses.

The scion laughed, determined to keep his brother innocent of
his secrets. “I'm only tired, dragonlet,” he said. “Leave me to my
dreams”

In the wake of their father’s death, the scion was made not only
the regent of House Dragon, but High Prince Regent, ruler of all
Pyrlanum.

Freed by a crown on his head, the High Prince Regent let his
generals take over the war, while he took over the tallest tower
in Phoenix Crest to paint his eyeless girl again and again. Some-

times he vanished into his tower for days, long enough and sud-
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wild spirit or a curse. Each time he emerged, a new painting leaned
against the tower walls: the girl in full sunlight, arms crossed de-
fensively, curls flared in a gust of wind and a mask across her eyes.
The girl with a sword in hand, strange goggles making her eyes like
those of a bumblebee. The girl, older, standing at the top of a cliff,
peering over ruins, eyes covered by small masks, one that laughed
and one that screamed. The girl in a library beside a hearth as big as
a giant’s mouth, holding a dagger made of a curving gryphon talon,
and her eyes full moons. The girl in the Phoenix Crest ballroom
wearing a cream gown, holding the empty air like she was dancing

with a ghost, with eyes made of massive black pearls.

S0

The High Prince Regent was eighteen years old when he painted
the girl engulfed in flames. The House Wars his father had reig-
nited had raged for an entire decade.

He barely remembered mixing the colors of fire, or throwing
his brushes in the corner. With his hands he drew flames like ivy
growing up her body, twisting and burning, but feeding her power.
He felt it, too, hot and hungry, the promise of melting in such an
inferno. The fire licked up the edges of the canvas and up his wrists,
twining his forearms with pain.

The High Prince Regent screamed through his teeth, refusing to
stop, as smoke burned tears down his cheeks and his hands shook.
He closed his eyes, blocking it out, the fear and heat and pain: it
hurt so much, the memory of this future pyre.

He woke up alone in his tower room, nostrils filled with the

tinge of old smeke, but. there nothing .around him except
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splatters of paint and every image of the eyeless girl, surrounding
him, watching him with her pits of eyes, her bumblebee eyes, her
full-moon eyes, sea-glass eyes, ghostly fish-bitten dead eyes, and
eyes of pearls. Most of all a new painting on a messy unframed
canvas: the girl made of flames, her eyes like twin suns.

There had never been a fire eating him whole.

But there would be.

In four years: a high rampart, a bright blue sky, warships on the
brilliant horizon, something sticky in his hand, an awful taste on
his tongue. And the eyeless girl, standing before him, her lips on his
lips. For the first time he could see her eyes not as furious wells of
power, but gentle brown with flecks of gold. Then the fire. It would
happen. It must.

Alone in his tower room, the High Prince Regent waited for the
sun to rise over his land, torn apart by constant war, then he care-

fully rent the fiery painting into strips and set them alight.
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DARING

had a dream about the dark.

Not the night, which has stars and the moon to cast shadows,
but an all-consuming dark, one that devoured and twisted and
changed a girl into something else, something defiant and mon-
strous. She scrabbled in the abyss with the other women of her
house: sisters and mothers and cousins and friends, each of them
dwindling away until she was the only one left. When it finally came
to pass that she was liberated from that hole, her eyes had learned
to live without the light, to love the cool comfort of the shadows.
And so she wept in the arms of her liberators, not because she was
sad, but because her poor damaged eyes had no idea what to do
with sunshine.

I dream of my childhood every night before a battle, which is
a lot, considering Pyrlanum has been at this worthless war since
before I can remember. Fighting might be a rite of passage, one that
feels less triumphant the longer we’re in combat, but my dreams
are so familiar they’ve become equal parts comforting and distress-
ing. Lucky me, I learned to make peace with fear long ago.

“Darling, heads up!”

A knife flies past my face, close enough to slice a line across the
deep brown skin of my cheek and take a chunk from my ear. A curl
that has managed to escape from the twin buns at the nape of my
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pain, just turn to wait for the next blade, ready to deflect it with one
of my long knives.

“Really, Adelaide? This close to a battle?” I say, swallowing a sigh.

Adelaide Seabreak, second scion of House Kraken and my ad-
opted sister, grins at me from across the deck of the Barbed Ten-
tacle, flagship of the Kraken navy. The wind whips her long brown
hair around her face, and even though her skin is tanned, it is no-
where near as dark a brown as mine. They say that all the members
of House Sphinx had skin as brown as the leather of their beloved
treatises, but there is no one else to verify this. I am the only one
left.

“How else am I supposed to make sure you don’t get bogged
down in melancholy?” She stands in a ready position, legs shoul-
der width apart and feet firmly planted on the deck of the ship. In
her cursed left hand she holds another throwing knife, her pos-
ture all arrogance and well-earned bravado. She should one day
become regent of her house, taking the role of her father, but being
left-hand dominant ended that dream before it could even begin.
“Chaos touched,” the old gossips still whisper when Adelaide is
near. The old superstitions of Pyrlanum control the futures of one
and all—even within House Kraken.

At least Adelaide has a house to call her own.

“Not now. And don’t you have a battle plan to review?” I'm in
no mood for her good humor, and I push off from the pile of rope
I recline against. I wanted a quick nap, a brief respite in a day too
heavy with emotion, not an impromptu knife fight.

“Oh, don’t be like that. Really, Darling, it isn’t like you'd have to
worry anyway. Look! Your boon has already made you beautiful

once more.
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I touch my cheek subconsciously. The cut is gone, nothing but
a line of scab in its place. My ability to heal had made me a legend
among the House Kraken Barbs from the moment of discovery and
prompted just as much speculation as it had admiration.

After all, how was it the girl with the healing boon had such
damaged eyes? Even now I have to wear my smoked-glass goggles,
the setting sun still too high in the sky for me to remove them
just yet.

My light sensitive eyes are a visible sign that my gifts have limits.
I am not invincible.

I stand and walk to the prow of the ship, ignoring Adelaide’s
platitudes and half apologies. I love my sister, even if we are not of
the same blood. I was adopted into House Kraken after Leonetti
Seabreak, Kraken regent, saved me from the dark of the Nakumba
sewers seven years ago when I was ten. And calling Leonetti my
father has been one of the bright spots in my life. But Adelaide
likes to push and push until she finds a breaking point. It is just her
nature: like water, she flows in and around a person until she finds
their weak spot.

The problem is that long before I reveal my weaknesses, I will
strike out, and killing Adelaide is not an option even if I wanted
to. So, like I have for many years, I find it better to distance myself
from her prodding rather than engage her.

“Ignore her, she’s feeling the pressure of tonight’s mission”
Gavin Swiftblade sidles up to me with a grin. The wind tousles his
sandy hair, and he absentmindedly pushes it out of his bright blue
eyes. The sun has burned freckles into his pale cheeks, giving him
a cherubic air. It’s a lie, though. I have watched Gavin slide a knife
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be expected: the Swiftblades were respected assassins before they
turned their backs on House Dragon, defying the High Prince Re-
gent to fight alongside House Kraken.

“Chaos give me strength, are you making excuses for her? We
are all feeling the pressure, Gav. That doesn’t mean she gets liberty
to be an ass,” I say.

“I heard that, Darling,” Adelaide calls, even though she keeps
her distance. She knows better than to provoke me when I'm in a
mood, and memory tugs at me a little too hard this evening for me
to smile at her gentle mockery.

Even though we have anchored a few miles off the coast of Last-
rium, there’s not much to be seen of the coastline. It’s an unremark-
able port city with very little strategic value, but House Kraken
spies indicate that somewhere in the governor’s mansion Leonetti
is being held captive. Sometime last week while my Barbs and I
were razing Dragon settlements along the eastern coast, our regent
was kidnapped, forcing us to sail around the southern wastes and
here to the western coast of the country. It was a hard trip, but the
Barbed Tentacle was fast, built for smuggling more than fighting,
and combined with Adelaide’s fair-wind boon we had made the
trip in days instead of a couple of weeks. Now we would have to get
to Leonetti before the bastard Dragons moved him.

I do not have much hope of seeing my adoptive father alive
again. This thrice-cursed war has a way of taking everything one
loves and turning it to ash.

For a moment I am trapped again in the garden of my childhood,
my mother screaming as one of the Dragon’s Teeth, elite soldiers
that serve much the same purpose as House Kraken’s Barbs, sepa-
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of her blood splattering her everblooms is the last memory I have
before a nursemaid scooped me up and pushed me through a pas-
sageway into the tunnels of Nakumba. There had been over a hun-
dred women and children living in the compound of my childhood.

“So, we gonna skin some Dragons or what?” Alvin Kelpline says,
spitting over the side as he leans against the deck railing with Gavin
and me.

Alvin is a deckhand and all of thirteen summers old, far too
young to be a Barb just yet, but so close to being old enough to
draw blood of his own. His mop of dark curls and buck teeth always
make me smile. He has the same olive complexion as the rest of
House Kraken, pointing to the shared ancestral bloodline that long
ago united Kraken and Sphinx.

“You are going nowhere, fry,’ I say with a grin, ignoring the fear
that rises up when I think of innocents like Alvin taking up arms
with the rest of us. But the chances are that, like so many other
little ones, he will be forced into battle before he is ready. I'll do
my best to make sure that doesn’t happen. “Show me your stance”

Alvin takes up a ready position, feet too close together and his
shoulders sloped. I adjust his body to fix his form and run him
through a couple of drills while Gavin offers the boy helpful tips.
It's enough to push away the remaining storm clouds of memory,
the movements easy and familiar, and I half wonder if Adelaide
sent the boy over. She’s always been good at reading my moods.

My smile fades as I imagine Alvin fighting. I was his age when
I begged Leonetti to let me pick up my first sword. And two years
later I was in my first skirmish when the country estate where we

were staying was overrun by House Barghest. Leonetti tossed me a
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“Darling Seabreak, if you would be of my House, you will fight
like a Kraken,” he said with a crooked grin, his weather-beaten skin
and tousled salt-and-pepper hair making him seem less like the
ruler of a prosperous House and more like a rakish pirate.

On that day I killed my first man, and too many since.

“I miss him, too”

Miranda, Adelaide’s older, more earnest sister, stands nearby,
her long dark hair braided and her tan skin already darkened with
oily soot. Even though the girls share a mother, Miranda has no
idea who her biological father is. But she is the spitting image of
Adelaide, just without the recklessness. Miranda offers me the inky
soot pot, but I shake my head. My skin is naturally dark enough
that I do not have to worry about blending into the shadows.

“I think you and Adelaide must have cast some forbidden blood
spell to read my moods,” I say, changing the subject as I begin to
ready myself for the night ahead. I do not want to talk about Le-
onetti, about how we were not there to keep him from being kid-
napped. Instead I wrap a dark scarf around my hair, tucking it tight
around the tops of my ears.

“Blood magic? Even with your smoked lenses you have no game
face, Darling. Why is it you think you lose all of the time?” Miranda
asks with a laugh.

I grin. “Because all of you Seabreaks cheat”

She shrugs. “But your moods are also as easy to read as a Gry-
phon manuscript. You should work on that”

“It’s never a problem in the dark”

Miranda shrugs. “Only you would think spending life in the

gloom was the solution to a simple annoyance”” She says it without
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to hide in the shadows when things go wrong. Perhaps that is why
I was glad to join the Barbs when Leonetti asked me last year. They
get praise for skulking about in the dark, not censure.

But after tonight, no more. I've sworn I'm finished with all of
the treachery: the assassinations, the hostage taking that never
quite goes as expected, the sabotage. All of it ends tonight, after
we've freed my foster father. I have played my role in this end-
less war. Now I will step aside and let someone else take the stage.
Someone like Gavin, whose appetite for violence sometimes seems
unquenchable.

“We'll set out as soon as the light dies,” Miranda says, cutting
through my thoughts. “You and Gavin will be going all the way into
the governor’s mansion. I'll be remaining on the beach to make
sure our exit is flawless”

“Are you certain?” Despite my weariness of killing and treach-
ery, there are few things that bring me more joy than being lead on
a mission. I like doing a good job, even if it creates far too many
sleepless nights.

“Of course I am. He’s got invisibility, and you've got the healing.
My poison boon won't do much on a rescue mission, and I've sent
the rest to see to the warehouses along the wharf. It’s just the three
of us. I'll be waiting with the boat so we can make a quick getaway””
She lays a cool hand on my bare arm. “I want you to be careful,
though. I will not lose another family member tonight”

Gavin pops into existence next to us, grinning as we both startle.
“Are you kidding? If anyone gets in our way, Darling will slice them
to pieces. They’ll be dead before they even realize they’ve lost their

heads”” He’s also foregone the soot, for obvious reasons. He winks
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he shows off his boon. Maybe if my gift didn’t require a measure of
pain, I would be more inclined to show off as well.

As Miranda goes over the parameters of the operation one last
time, I let my mind wander. The sun hangs low in the sky, fat and
round, seeming to quiver with the way the light ripples off the sea.
That might just be the smoky goggles that I wear. Either way, the
daylight is not long for this world, and I am anxious for us to weigh
anchor and be off. In a short while I'll be able to remove my gog-
gles and stride through the dark, where I will be the one with the
advantage.

Tonight, I will kill anyone who gets between me and my father.

And then I will lay down my arms once and for all.

Copyrighted Material



2

TAION

hate city fighting. There’s even less I can control than usual: no high

ground, too many people, too little maneuverability, dead ends,
unbelievable amounts of flammable materials. And usually scream-
ing. My whole life has been this House War, and there are plenty of
shades to everything I hate about it, but urban battle is the worst.

I don’t hide my dismay from the captains and officials facing me
over the long table. Until two days ago this building was a herd-
drake stable, and it smells like sour char and musty shed scales. But
even war drakes are useless in city fighting, so we commandeered
the stables for temporary barracks and sent these plodding beasts
to the countryside.

Governor Tillus argued to meet in his mansion, where there is
plentiful wine and pasta, and half my field council agrees, but I
don't care: this is war, and I won't let them forget that. They already
like to talk around me and pretend I'm not the Dragon scion, not
my brother’s War Prince, because I'm only eighteen, and compared
to Caspian I'm forgettable. But I've been leading soldiers and kill-
ing the enemies of the High Prince Regent for years. If Tillus came
face-to-face with one of these insurgents, he'd probably kneel to
beg before he even thought to draw a blade. He’s just annoyed the
first thing I did when I arrived yesterday was to send his shiny new

prisoner away.
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they built a decent pier, not because it’s strategically useful. Jagged
cliffs hem it in, while the city of Sartoria, a day’s ride up the coast,
has a river and was the old seat of the Kraken regent for centuries,
before the fall of the Last Phoenix and the first House War. Sartoria
is much more tactically relevant, even though we've had it locked
down since my father rekindled the House Wars after Mother died,
fourteen years ago. If the Kraken are determined to restart their
guerrilla tactics here on the west coast, Lastrium is more suited to
a practice run than the real thing. Not worth sending their navy.
But Aunt Aurora sent a prophecy that the Kraken navy pulled up
anchor and will be here, in Lastrium, in three days.

It has to be a feint. The only thing of use in Lastrium are reserves
of fossilized venom we use to make dragonfire. But the Kraken have
to expect if they laid any kind of siege to the city and we thought
we'd lose it, we'd blow up the warehouse before allowing them to
have it.

I wonder if I should just do that now and get back to the Crest.
Caspian won't expect me, and maybe I can surprise him in his tower
before he forbids me to visit. I've been in Barghest lands leading
our combined forces for the last eighteen months, and every time
I suggest I come home to meet with my war council in person, I'm
commanded to remain away. I have got to get to my brother soon.
I'm worried about him, especially given the growing rumors of his
madness.

But Aurora’s prophecies are never wrong. The Kraken are com-
ing here. So instead of Phoenix Crest, I'm in damned Lastrium.

Captain Firesmith points to the map of the city spread on the

worn wooden table. “They can't set fire to the cliffs, so they’ll focus
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“All that’s left are some cutters fast enough to send messages,’
one of the city officials, Mara Stormswell, reminds Firesmith.

I say nothing, tracing the defenses of the city with my gaze.
They’re not good, but they’ve never had to be. This place is just
cliffs, beach, residences, and a few scattered markets and ware-
houses. Leonetti Seabreak was here for a minute, but they can’t
have known that. I grind my teeth thinking they might have known
that. It doesn’t matter now he’s gone. But I don’t want their spies to
be better than mine.

“—their ships can easily keep out of range,” Finn Sharpscale says,
and I assume he means the limited dragonfire cannons we have.
I appointed Finn commander of the Dragon’s Teeth less than an
hour after Caspian appointed me to the title because I'd rather be
free to fight where I'm needed, not tied down to a certain company.
One of the only things I've learned about leadership from my wild
older brother is that sometimes it helps if you surprise people with
a sudden left turn. If they can’t predict you, they pay closer atten-
tion. Of course, Caspian takes that to every extreme. I need to be
more reliable. Certain. Respected.

Governor Tillus snorts. “Fool Kraken. Naval warfare is useless
here” His beard twists as he either smiles or grimaces.

“They aren't fools,” I say quietly. They think they can take some-
thing from us here, either Leonetti or some kind of retaliation for
his capture.

The governor looks like he wants to call us all fools and go home
to wrap up in the silks Dragons won for him, under the roof Drag-
ons provide. His family might have sworn to the High Prince Re-

gent, but a mere five years ago they were Kraken. They haven't
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I stand up. I'm not tall enough to loom like Caspian, but I'm
broad and have perfected the way I show my teeth when I smile.
It’s just like the toothy draconic grin of my helmet when I wear full
armor. I want to remind Tillus that no matter who he used to be,
no matter what lands these were, it’s all a part of the High Prince
Regent’s hoard now. We must defend it and die for it in a reign of
fire, because that is who Dragons are. Not fools.

At my side, Finn stands, too. He is huge, with a scar on the left
side of his face that hooks his lips into a permanent sneer. I didn’t
make him commander of the Teeth only for his skill with an ax, or
his loyalty to me.

“We have three days until their navy arrives,” I say to Governor
Tillus, then skewer each other official and captain with a gaze 1
know is an unwavering vivid green. The color runs in the family. “I
want a complete inventory of everything in the city, Tillus, no mat-
ter how small. And I want cannons set up along the cliffs to at least
make the Kraken marines’ lives harder, if we can’t reach the ships.
Everybody bring me an idea for additional defenses tomorrow. Be
creative. Pretend this city is made of your own precious hoard. We
must be ready in two days.”

With that, I turn sharply and go.

Finn will give me enough time for my exit to make its point,
then follow me to the narrow hostler’s office I took for my own.

I move quickly across the cobbles of the inner courtyard from
the stable’s training arena, where we'd set up the council table and
cots for most of the foot soldiers. Everything in a drake stable is
made of stone or plaster, because drakes of all varieties tend to have

fiery accidents. We have the seven war drakes attached to the Teeth
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gates. They're leaning their bodies against each other, twining sinu-
ous scaled necks. Crests of feathers shade their slit-pupiled eyes,
but most are looking at me. I stare at them, catching the eye of my
primary mount, to remind her who’s the boss. She stares back for a
long moment, then flicks the row of long spine feathers. I smile and
pause to scratch under her scaly chin. She makes a sound almost
like a purr.

I glance up at the last streaks of orange sunset. The moon will
rise shortly, almost full. Good visibility on the seas tonight, nothing
to slow that navy down. I'll eat a quick dinner, wait for Finn, and
then go down to the pier myself. We’ll check the warehouse. Most
of the Dragon’s Teeth we have with us are on night patrol, but the
few off duty might let me spar with them.

Obviously they’ll do whatever I command, but it’s better when
they want to include me.

Just before I push through the door into the stable building, I
feel the distracting pulse at my wrist: Aurora’s summons tingling
in the bracelet pressed to my skin by my leather bracer. She wants
to talk five days before our scheduled meeting, which is unusual.
We limit our regular communications to necessity because such
distant far-seeing taxes the strength of Aurora’s attendant.

I quicken my pace past the stalls where higher ranking soldiers
have doubled up to the hostler’s office. Most of the stalls are empty
at the moment, as it’s near change of watch, but two soldiers lean
against their open doors and salute. I put my fist to my chest in
response.

Inside the dim office are my own cot, weapons, and armor, plus

a field communication kit with the necessary bowl and cleansing
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window that overlooks the courtyard I just passed through. Fire-
light dances on the three chunks of dragonglass settled in the bot-
tom of the shallow stone bowl. I take one in my hand and drag it
softly sunwise in a spiral up to the edge of the bowl and balance it
there. The second I drag in a counter-sunwise spiral and balance
it at an angle from the first. The third I use to draw a six-pointed
star across the entirety of the bowl before placing it along the rim.
A slight tingle tickles my spine, so I know the cleansing worked—
Aunt Aurora says I only feel it because my boon is related to far
sight, and if I were a true seer, there would be a thin line of power
visible everywhere I'd traced the stones. I trust her word on that
and go get some water from the pump just outside the office.

Then I wait.

The water shivers as it settles into the bowl. In an emergency we
can connect through rippling water, but this must not be one. I fit
my body into a core stance, feet apart and fists together over my
stomach so my elbows and arms make a strength triangle. I focus
on breathing and settling my blood as the water settles. Aurora can
always tell when I'm upset, thanks to the way heat from any emo-
tion makes pink blotches high on my cheeks, and I don’t want her
to worry about taking care of me tonight. 'm an adult; I can take
care of myself. I can control my feelings. Dragons don’t need to hide
their emotions, she soothed me once, when I was nine and angrily
stomping around wearing a too-large helmet with full faceplate.
Let your fury and joy and grief show; that’s where your power is,
dragonlet. Maybe that was true for a little boy, or maybe it’s true
for a High Prince Regent. It can’t be true for me. I'm not power-
ful enough for people to respect displays of emotions. Not unless

they're calculated displays. . .
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Besides, Caspian’s reputation is wild enough without having a
scion always too near to exploding.

“Talon,” Aurora says, and I glance down at the bowl. Her face
shimmers colorlessly against the water, peaceful and lovely . . . ex-
cept there’s a tightness I can see at the corner of her lips. Tension
that would be hidden to most, but I know to look for it.

“What did he do?” I demand.

My aunt puts her betraying lips into a thin line and says, “It’s
been a very bad week””

I clench my jaw and slowly nod. “I can leave now—"

“No, Talon, he wants you there. He said that specifically. But. ..
he also said, “Talon must save her.”

“Save who?”

Aurora’s lashes flutter, and she lowers her gaze in sorrow. “There’s
only one /her Caspian has ever concerned himself with since my sis-
ter died”

The eyeless girl. His imaginary friend, or whatever she is, a fig-
ment of his madness. His muse. The only thing he cares to paint.
Even Aurora, whose boon is prophecy, cannot see her. But Caspian
has been obsessed with her for my entire life. Aurora believes he
must have known the girl as a child; perhaps something happened
as his painting boon took root. Either that, or she’s a piece of his
nightmares, a Chaos-induced hallucination. There are old stories
of Chaos speaking to all of us through dreams, but not since the
Last Phoenix died a hundred years ago. All our boons are weaker
now than they were then, if we have them at all. “What does he
want me to save her from?” [ ask.

“I don’t know;” Aurora admits. “He was even more distressed

than usual”
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