

    
      A Shade of Dragon 3

    

    



    
      A Shade of Dragon 3

    

    




      
        Bella Forrest

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Also by Bella Forrest
        

        
          Copyright
        

      

      
        
          1.
          Nell
        

        
          2.
          Theon
        

        
          3.
          Nell
        

        
          4.
          Nell
        

        
          5.
          Nell
        

        
          6.
          Nell
        

        
          7.
          Theon
        

        
          8.
          Nell
        

        
          9.
          Theon
        

        
          10.
          Theon
        

        
          11.
          Nell
        

        
          12.
          Nell
        

        
          13.
          Theon
        

        
          14.
          Nell
        

        
          15.
          Nell
        

        
          16.
          Theon
        

        
          17.
          Nell
        

        
          18.
          Theon
        

        
          19.
          Theon
        

        
          20.
          Nell
        

        
          21.
          Theon
        

        
          22.
          Nell
        

        
          23.
          Nell
        

        
          24.
          Nell
        

        
          25.
          Theon
        

        
          26.
          Nell
        

        
          27.
          Nell
        

        
          28.
          Theon
        

        
          29.
          Theon
        

        
          30.
          Theon
        

        
          31.
          Theon
        

        
          32.
          Nell
        

        
          33.
          Epilogue: Nell
        

      

      
        
          Read More by Bella Forrest!
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Bella Forrest

        

      

    
    
      A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      Derek & Sofia’s story:

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A Castle of Sand (Book 3)

      A Shadow of Light (Book 4)

      A Blaze of Sun (Book 5)

      A Gate of Night (Book 6)

      A Break of Day (Book 7)

      Rose & Caleb’s story:

      A Shade of Novak (Book 8)

      A Bond of Blood (Book 9)

      A Spell of Time (Book 10)

      A Chase of Prey (Book 11)

      A Shade of Doubt (Book 12)

      A Turn of Tides (Book 13)

      A Dawn of Strength (Book 14)

      A Fall of Secrets (Book 15)

      An End of Night (Book 16)

      Ben & River’s story:

      A Wind of Change (Book 17)

      A Trail of Echoes (Book 18)

      A Soldier of Shadows (Book 19)

      A Hero of Realms (Book 20)

      A Vial of Life (Book 21)

      A Fork of Paths (Book 22)

      A SHADE OF DRAGON TRILOGY

      A Shade of Dragon 1

      A Shade of Dragon 2

      A Shade of Dragon 3

      A SHADE OF KIEV TRILOGY

      A Shade of Kiev 1

      A Shade of Kiev 2

      A Shade of Kiev 3

      BEAUTIFUL MONSTER DUOLOGY

      Beautiful Monster 1

      Beautiful Monster 2

      

      For an updated list of my books, please visit my website: www.bellaforrest.net

      

      Join my VIP email list and I’ll personally send you an email reminder as soon as my next book is out! Click here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Bella Forrest

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nell

        

      

    
    
      It had been almost an entire week since Theon’s betrayal had left me stranded in Beggar’s Hole, and three days since I’d intruded upon the same cave creature Theon himself had visited. She’d said she’d known I would come—but she hadn’t said it aloud. Her eerie voice had a way of echoing around in your head, curling and twisting into your ears without making a single vibration. Your eggs are half-count and spoiled, would-be queen, the oracle’s voice slithered through my mind. I have told the fool prince all of this before, but if I must, I will tell you, too. One day, one night, one of you is bound to accept it.… Accept the law of the stars. The strange creature had dipped down into the puddle again. She had submerged and vanished, but her voice continued to throb in my temples like a bad hangover. Accept that the fool prince—your so-called husband, mortal lover—is destined to continue the Aena dynasty, I give you that. But his children await within the womb of the Everwinter ice queen.

      Michelle Ballinger, of the Boston Ballingers.

      My best friend in childhood, and worst enemy after puberty.

      She wasn’t even supposed to be in Theon’s dimension.

      Except that, according to the oracle, she was. She was not only supposed to be there, but destined to be there.

      And my eggs… half-count? Spoiled? At nineteen?

      That couldn’t be right.

      So I set up a clandestine appointment with Dr. Whitney Glazier, a fertility specialist in Portland.

      Her bedside manner had been friendly and approachable, but, at the same time, I couldn’t help but bristle at her every word, subconsciously blaming her.

      “You’re awfully young to be visiting my office,” she commented.

      “Would it be funny to you if I said that a fortune-teller told me I couldn’t have children?”

      Dr. Glazier smiled at me, until she realized my eyes remained flat and my expression humorless. Her own smile fizzled away and she cleared her throat. In a detached way, I did pity her. I wouldn’t want to deal with me while I was like this either. I hadn’t been this cold in a long time.

      She asked me all the standard questions about my sexual activity, my lifestyle choices, habits, pains, and then finally she said that there were some warning signs present of various disorders. It was a red flag that I had heavy menstruation. It was another that I suffered occasional twinges of back and pelvic pain, although I’d never damaged either to my knowledge. Finally, she agreed that a pelvic exam would help determine potential causes.

      After the exam was complete, and biopsies were obtained, Dr. Glazier had a different countenance. A darkness in her eyes. A sadness to her mouth.

      “I can’t be entirely sure until the biopsy lab reports back to us,” she said.

      My brow knitted together. “How sure can you be until then?”

      Dr. Glazier winced. “In the ninetieth percentile,” she confessed. “Your uterus resembles that of a sufferer of endometriosis… a particularly severe case of endometriosis.” My glare intensified. “What this means is that tissues vital to reproduction are growing outside of your womb, rather than inside. It also indicates that the fluid of your womb is more harmful to your eggs, and to sperm, than we commonly find in a healthy uterus.”

      She continued to talk about my options for treatment, but none of it was curative. I stared at the wall across from us: a rack of magazines. Parents magazine. A smiling woman on the cover, leaning over a fat baby beneath a colorful mobile.

      

      It was all a wash after that. I couldn’t remember the drive back from Portland to Beggar’s Hole. Somehow, I ended up in the living room at my dad’s beach house, staring at another wall, curled up on the couch. Dr. Glazier had told me to not give up hope yet, because that biopsy was still indefinite. But… she’d also said ninetieth percentile, just from the naked eye alone. And besides. The oracle had confirmed it before I’d even consulted the medical sciences.

      Spoiled, she’d said.

      “Honey?” A voice came to me, as if out of a heavy fog. “Nell?”

      I blinked and Mom materialized right in front of me. Her black hair was cut into a severe, no-nonsense bob, and her ivory complexion was unusually worn.

      “Hey, Mom,” I whispered.

      She moved to my side. “Didn’t you notice that I was standing in front of you?” she asked.

      “Well.” I blinked slowly at her. “You should say something next time.”

      “I did.” She pursed her lips—one of many habits we shared—and touched my knee.

      “When did you get to Beggar’s Hole?” I wondered.

      Mom sighed. “I’ve been here since you went missing,” she told me. “You know that.”

      “Oh. I must’ve forgotten.”

      “I can see how it’d be easy to forget,” Mom allowed. Her eyes crusted with tears, and only this roused me from my stupor of self-pity. Mom never cried. Ever. “You’ve hardly looked at any of us since you got back, much less spoken. Even the police couldn’t get a word out of you. They keep reminding us that Michelle is still missing, but there’s only so much you can do. You’re just a girl.” Mom wasn’t speaking to me so much as herself now. “If you’re not ready, then you’re not ready, and besides, Michelle… Michelle is probably…” She pursed her lips and looked down into her own lap.

      My instinct was to snap again—“No one needs to worry about Michelle Ballinger; she always comes out on top!”— but I held myself back and instead said, “I suppose I’m afraid you’re going to have me committed.”

      “Oh, Nell. First of all—you’re nineteen. It’s not legal for your parents to assume guardianship of you without a court order that you have been found unable to mentally care for yourself.”

      A smile cracked the corner of my lip. That was Mom. She’d be a lawyer until the day she died, and she seemed to sense that it was the reason for my rueful grin, as she squeezed my knee again and strained to make eye contact with me. I wasn’t making it the easiest thing in the world to do. “What I meant to say is”—she laughed softly—“you can trust us. You can trust me.”

      I held her gaze and sucked in a breath. There was only one way to determine whether or not that was true.

      “What if I told you that I left our dimension?”

      Mom’s eyes iced over. “What?”

      “If you’ve been here for, what, over two weeks now—Dad must have told you about Theon.”

      And then her eyes darkened. Black ice. “He did mention an older gentleman,” she allowed. “A foreigner you’d met on the beach who claimed to be a prince in his home country.” Mom’s eyes slid away and hardened further as she thought of Theon—the Theon she had been told to hate. “But his home country didn’t even exist.”

      “But it did,” I interjected.

      Her eyes flew back to me, and I recoiled slightly.

      “He took me there,” I explained in a rush. “And I was kidnapped by an ice prince named Lethe.”

      “An ice prince.” Mom exhaled. Her chest sagged inward. “And Michelle? Did the ice prince kidnap her as well?”

      “He married her,” I answered.

      Mom whimpered and one hand came up to her lips. Her eyes squeezed shut tightly.

      “Oh, Nell,” she sobbed. “What must you have been through, to create such an elaborate story? Maybe we will never know what that psychopathic bastard did to you.”

      I reeled at her reaction. She thinks I’ve gone completely crazy. And she thought that Theon had done something to me.

      “I’m telling you the truth.” How could she beg and plead, and then, before my story had even really started, dismiss it all as some traumatized fantasy world? I wished there was some way to prove to her that where I had been was real. “Go into the cave on the beach if you don’t believe me! Ask the oracle!”

      “Stop,” Mom said.

      “I knew this would happen.” I stood from the couch and moved past her, head pounding, desperate to depart from the house. I didn’t belong here. I had never belonged in this world, and now that I’d found my place, I’d been thrust from it. Here I was hung up on a rail. Go to school and get a job. But there—on the other side—I meant something. I mattered. There was Theon, and a city in the throes of insurgence, and magic, and destiny. Here there was The Shenandoah Institute, where I was still a freshman with an undecided major. Here was living in DC with my mom, television, and cars, and dating apps. It would make anyone want to die, wouldn’t it? “I have to get out of here,” I said, making my way to the front door. My hands were shaking.

      “Nell, please!” Mom cried, getting up from the couch. “It’s getting dark! At least take your pepper spray!”

      I turned to look over my shoulder at her, and it did move me to see my stoic mother’s face streaked in tears, to hear her begging me to not go outside in the dark, as if I was five years old again. But I couldn’t go back; not to last week, and not to last year. I couldn’t undo what had happened to me. I couldn’t erase Theon, and I wouldn’t, even if the technology existed.

      “I have to get out of here,” I repeated. “I have my pepper spray.” Turning from her, I wrenched open the door and a blast of January wind cut into the living room. I stepped onto the porch and slammed the door behind me, descending the long wooden stairwell onto the isolated strip of moonlit beach.

      

      I wound my way to the rock formations which jutted around the mouth of the cave where I had met Theon. So much of our history had transpired on this shore. This was where he had saved my life, blowing magical heat through my frozen, sodden body. This was where he had revealed his dragon form to me, massive and gleaming, dangerous and exotic. At the pinnacle of this cliffside had been the nest of harpies who had plucked me from the beach and brought me to their home—a nest of debris as large as a studio apartment. Theon had used the necklace—a shard of magical mirror, heirloom to his family—in order to track me there. He had broken one of the harpies’ wings and dismantled the entire nest by thrusting it to the rocks below with his boot.

      To think… a harpy infestation in Beggar’s Hole, Maine.

      I stared up into the sky, toward the Cliffside location of the harpy nest which had been there only two weeks ago. Well—it had been up there before Theon had destroyed it.

      If I remembered correctly, birds only used nests to lay eggs and raise their young. When the young had gone, the birds abandoned the nest. So—had the harpies built the nest to lay eggs in it? And, after Theon had destroyed it, would they return to build another? After all—if they did like the seclusion and ocean access of the cliffside—they might not find another area that catered to those preferences. They might have returned after all.

      I pursed my lips and gripped a low-hanging rock, jutting from the cliff. I wedged my foot into another and heaved my body upward. The last time I had been at the top of this summit, the harpy flock had clawed at me, had even infected my arm with a strange germ; I was certain they would have killed me if Theon had not arrived. Was I suicidal?

      Maybe a little bit reckless.

      But I didn’t have any other options. Was I supposed to just return to DC, and The Shenandoah Institute? Just get some job at an office or a learning center, become a receptionist, forget the rock island somewhere a few miles off the coast of Beggar’s Hole—the rock island which would lead me home at last… to Theon?

      Was I supposed to start going to therapy, like my mom would beg and beg? Let them tell me I’d been molested and tortured, until I could finally parrot back to them what a pervert and criminal Theon had been?

      I couldn’t go back. I could only go forward. My feet found chinks and crevasses, my fingers found bulbs and juts. I pulled myself higher and higher, refusing to look down, until I had reached an even plain of black rock on which rested a nest the size of a studio apartment.

      They’d come back. They’d rebuilt.

      I stared breathlessly, hair whipping across my face, as I contemplated what to do.

      The harpies, from our brief interaction, had seemed vicious. It would do me well to arm myself somehow, or prepare to make some sort of offering which could satisfy their needs. But what did a giant bird-woman need?

      I crept closer to the nest and peered over its edge.

      Inside lay fragments of broken speckled eggshell.

      And twisting, thrashing babies with birdlike bodies and humanoid faces, half my size. They were deformed: missing wings, missing eyes, misshapen, lopsided. Something was askew in their figures.

      I was so spellbound by the bizarre young inside the nest, I almost didn’t see the harpy approach until she was right on top of me. There had been four on the night of my attack: two brown and mottled, one black, and one white. This was one of the brown and mottled ones, but she must have been the one whose wing was not broken by Theon. Her wings were wide and powerful as she settled onto the rim of the nest; her feet were talons, and her thighs and abdomen were feathered. Her arms were withered and held close to her chest. Only her face was recognizably “human.”

      “Girl,” the harpy greeted me in a hiss. I’d forgotten how their teeth were like little white spikes. Creepy. She looked like a cross between Cindy Crawford and a Venus fly trap. “Mate of Theon.” She cocked her head to the side, and the gesture was so avian, I almost giggled. “Wherefore have you returned to this nest?”

      I clutched the pepper spray dangling from my belt. But she didn’t advance on me. Why? “I came…” She hopped down into the nest and toward one of her malformed young. “I came to ask… to see…” And she leaned over it, vomiting meaty sludge onto its face. My hands flew to my mouth and I gagged, horrified. The baby rolled away from her, uninterested in the offering. “If you could help me,” I finished.

      The harpy stepped away from her young, clearly distraught at its refusal to eat. “Help you,” she echoed. It reminded me of myself—how I had been only half present during conversations the past few days. She looked up at me, sharp again. “Why would I help you? I’m under orders to kill you, mate of Theon.”

      “Whose orders?” I asked, surprised. I’d thought that harpies would just kill anyone, and didn’t need special reason.

      The harpy glared. “No one,” she lied. “It would seem that you have been discarded, and are no longer of worth to either side in the dragon battle, as my sisters and I have not seen or heard from fire or ice in many nights. Yet here you are. In a territory for which the dragon people show little concern. And you need my help.” Her eyes gleamed and she fluttered closer. I clutched my pepper spray tightly, preparing to loosen the nozzle. “My young will not eat the fish from the sea. But perhaps they would enjoy some human meat, stripped fresh from the bone.”

      I held my pepper spray in front of her, but did not break eye contact, and did not waiver in my aim. “I need to be taken back to the portal at the rock island,” I said. “I’m sure there is something of worth that I have… an exchange I could make. You say the ice dragons haven’t been back, nor the fire. Well, then. I’m here. I could do business with you. What is it that you want? Just to kill me, a stranger, an innocent, and another woman? Is that really all you can think of?”

      My words gave the harpy pause, though her glare did not relent.

      “I am well-fed,” she eventually admitted. “I have no need of your meat. But my children—they will not eat.” Her eyes strayed from mine to the fledglings. “They cannot see. They will not eat. One could not breathe and died. And they will never fly. But this is the plight of the harpy. It’s none of your concern, woman.”

      Of course. A breed solely comprised of females. They couldn’t reproduce. Not naturally.

      “There is nothing to be done,” she added.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her. Perhaps she had endeared herself to me after her attempt to feed her dying offspring, ill-gotten by the seed of mismatched men. Maybe she had tried to mate with a gnome, or a troll, or something.

      “My name is Parnassia. Parnassia Thundercliff.”

      I frowned at her mention of a last name, a lineage. “If you’re a Thundercliff, and your sister is a Thundercliff—”

      “It is the name we share with all our sisters who make use of this shore,” Parnassia spat. She was certainly a temperamental thing. “I have no father, no mother.” Her face twisted with bitterness. “I was crafted as a harbinger. A demon creature.” She gazed away from me—out toward the tumultuous black Atlantic. “We were never meant to bear young. Not like the mortal creatures do. Some wish they could live forever, but all things have a price.”

      Stranger things.

      “What if…” I swallowed, considering my next words. In my heart, I believed that I was infertile, but even if I wasn’t, this harpy could never follow me throughout my life, ensuring that I kept my promise—could she?

      Not like the mortal creatures do.

      She probably could follow me throughout my life and ensure that I kept my promise. But I would cross that bridge when I came to it… if that bridge even existed. For now, I saw the route ahead.

      “What if I could promise you my own young?”

      “What?” the harpy hissed.

      “My own young,” I repeated. “I am the mate of Theon, fire dragon. Our children will be winged. My firstborn… male or female… is yours to take. No one needs to know. It would be an accident. Just an accident. You could cross the barrier between the worlds in the dead of night and steal it from its crib.” The words hurt to say, knowing how unlikely they were, what a horrible fate if I did manage somehow to conceive. But I would need to consider all these things later. Right now, there was only one task in front of me: return to The Hearthlands. And then I would uncomplicate the mess of my life I had made back on Earth.

      I took a deep breath and spoke again. “Take my firstborn, Parnassia. And raise it as your own.”
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      The ogres’ beach was dark, lit only by the glow of our torches. The sea rolled in all around us, the sky was eerily quiet. To an outsider it would seem peaceful, a vacation for the lot of us. But this was not the case.

      We had been forced to congregate on this beautiful beach, as our homeland was unlivable… all because I had foolishly trusted a woman alongside whom I had briefly fought. I couldn’t forget my rage with her; I could hardly understand her reasoning in doing such a thing. My mood was as dark and icy as The Hearthlands had become. “Everwinter,” the ice dragons had christened it. Everwinter.

      And my father, King Erisard, had been publically beheaded only days ago. The knowledge hummed through my body, a great vacancy felt to the tips of my fingers. My brother, Altair, was certainly dead as well. He had been unaccounted for since last month. I had witnessed death in a way I had never experienced before this bloody battle began; I had seen my friends ripped apart before my very eyes. Khem. A member of my court and machinist to our people. I had seen him gutted and thrashed.

      And I had dragged my loving wife, Nell, back to Beggar’s Hole, through the portal in the snowy banks of Everwinter, all to rescue her from the fate she might suffer. But she had promised me that she would hate me in return. Hate me forever.

      Dark waves rolled in. It reminded me of the ocean along Beggar’s Hole, although this sea was warm and only given contour by the ribbons of white foam at the head of the waves.

      Somehow, stupidly, I felt as if Nell and I were still connected by the black waters, even if it wasn’t possible. We were under two entirely different sets of stars.

      What a disturbing realization.

      “Theon!” A male voice broke through my thoughts, drawing me from the crashing ocean. Charis, a fellow fire dragon and my senior, approached at a lope across the sand. “The hunt was most successful. It looks like we’ll be fed another fortnight.”

      Charis in his dragon form, although blind in one eye, continued to hunt with the pack, and the ogre they had secured was being quartered and skinned in the distance. I grimaced, even though I was relieved to know that our resources weren’t entirely depleted following the destruction of our shelter. I just couldn’t be happy. Nothing could make me happy anymore. For all intents and purposes, my grimace had become my smile.

      “I wish you’d come with us,” Charis said, seeming to sense my melancholy. Who couldn’t? “Perhaps that would have… helped.”

      “Perhaps.” I knew the truth, though it didn’t help anyone to say it aloud. They all knew. The only thing that would help would be to reclaim The Hearthlands as my own. Only then, with my rightful kingdom beneath my feet and my bride at my side, swollen with young—the heirs to the Aena dynasty—would I ever be happy again.
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      Parnassia moved closer to me, regarding my body with shrewd eyes. Behind her, the young continued to languish. “If my sisters knew, they would certainly steal the child. Or kill me for my weakness.”

      “They’ll never know,” I rushed to say, even though I had no way of knowing that. “You can say that you stole it. You can say that you had it yourself.”

      Parnassia considered. “My sisters will not like that I struck a deal with Theon’s mate. The same Theon who broke Astrid’s wing.”

      “They’ll never know!” I cried again, beginning to lose my patience. How long did we have until another harpy approached this nest? “Take me. Forget your sisters. You have lived your entire life without a child. Constructing nests for eggs that would never hatch, nests for eggs that were filled with… accidents. Mistakes. Don’t you deserve something of your very own?”

      Parnassia’s eyes gleamed. I had found her Achilles’ heel: selfishness. Perhaps that was the reason that a harpy would want a child: a thing she could mold and control and never give away. It had nothing to do with love.

      “Let us go, mortal,” she cawed, flapping her wings and lifting into the air. “Before any of my sisters see.”

      I raised my arms into the air to take her talons and hold them like hands, but she didn’t quite grasp the concept—or maybe she just ignored it. Her leathery digits seized my shoulders and lifted into the air with a powerful flap of her massive wingspan, carrying me through the dark and frigid sky, toward the rock island just a few miles offshore.

      

      When she lowered me onto the black ring of rock, waves exploding along its outside, the harpy seemed eager to depart, like a companion at the close of a business meeting. She lowered me to the rocks, and asked no more questions, as if she needed no more answers. Did she not need to know where she could find me later? Did she not need to even know my name?

      But the mottled brown harpy lifted into the air. Her portion of our deal was complete. I could only pray that my fruitless promise to the creature—some sort of deity? A demon, she had called herself—would never return to haunt me.

      “Don’t forget,” Parnassia commanded me, tone clipped and cold. The severity of her eye contact and her willful mouth—filled with those spiny canines—were enough to assure me that Parnassia would never forget. “I will be watching you… Penelope O’Hara.”

      I was speechless and filled with dread as the huge harpy glared at me.

      I shuddered and shook the transaction from my head, turning my back on her. That couldn’t be my primary concern right now. First, I had to get back to The Hearthlands, to Everwinter. And then, then I could explain to Theon what I’d done.

      I peered down at the fluctuating, smoky substance which stretched from one metallic bolt to the next. It looked at first glance like a flat, cosmic jelly, some artist’s dreamy creation in the middle of nowhere… but I knew better.

      I took a deep breath in anticipation of the claustrophobic sensation which would come from leaping through this portal, then let my feet leave the rocks.

      A moment, a gasp, a squeezing sensation and disorienting corridor of absolute dark, and then I was thrust through the portal, onto my knees and into deep snow.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised by the frosty bite of Everwinter. I bundled my arms around myself, springing out of the snow. At least it wasn’t snowing currently, and the sky above was pitch black. Perfect visibility, though. A traveler on the ground would be totally unobscured from any skyward dragons. A good thing, or a bad thing. Lethe had been crowned, so he was in control—or he had been last week. Was he still? And was there any love left in his heart for me? Any sympathy to soften his edicts?

      Better to hope to pass into the city undetected. The last time I had seen Theon…

      Well, the last time I had seen Theon, he had been deserting me on the beaches of Beggar’s Hole. I narrowed my eyes bitterly at the memory.

      But the next to last time I had seen Theon, we had been staying at an inn on the edge of the city walls. I wondered if he was still there, or nearby. Probably not. But there was nowhere else to go, nothing else to do, but try. Just try.

      From what I remembered of being snatched up and carried to the castle before, the portal and the kingdom were not a great distance from one another. Still, I was cold. I wanted to move quickly, and avoid the detection—

      The rush of wind beneath pounding wings caused me to half-turn as a set of shiny black talons stretched to grasp my shoulders and lift me into the air. I cried out and thrashed, but this dragon—probably an ice dragon—was much too large to be very moved by my squirming and shouting. With his snout lifted away from me, his eyes peering ahead, the dragon carried me onward, toward the shadowy city beyond.

      Everwinter.

      It looked like my wish had been granted, and perhaps at a great expense. I had reentered the fray.
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      This time, no member of the Eraeus family came to inspect me. I was not given an elaborate guestroom in the royal wing. The guards took me to the dungeons below. I spouted the same pleas that a person with hope might utter, though I had none. The guards ignored me. I was slapped into manacles which dangled from the stone wall, near the first set of steps. Dear God, I knew my way around the dungeon now. And it didn’t look like I was getting the luxury of a cell this time, either.

      Maybe this had been a bad idea.

      Lethe will come, I told myself. I’d never just languished down here, not for any longer than a few hours. Someone would come. It wouldn’t be over. It was never over. Someone would come.

      The shadows moved across the lit stones of the winding stairwell leading down here, and with each one, my breath jammed in my throat and I sat up a little straighter, anticipating aid. Lethe? A guard? Anyone?

      “I see you over there, girl,” a male voice murmured from one of the cells. I peered into the shadows, but could see nothing. “Thinking somebody’s gonna come,” he added.

      I stretched my neck, but couldn’t see.

      “Who’s there?” I asked.

      “Ha,” the voice barked. “Doesn’t matter now, does it?” A fair face came to the bars, the puddle of torchlight barely touching his features. He was familiar. I squinted at him. Where—where did I know him from?

      Then I saw the tattoo of a fireball on the back of his hand. I remembered that tattoo. He’d been a prisoner in that same cell the last time I’d been here, too.

      “If you can convince the guards to move you into one of these cells,” the young man whispered to me, “we can get you some water. There are several leaking pipes overhead.”

      “Hey,” I said, my voice changing into something like a greeting. “I thought all the prisoners got released from here.”

      “Yeah, well. You got out for a little bit too, didn’t you?” Although his tone seemed harsh, the light of the torch glinted off his teeth. He was smiling. “But now we’re back.”

      “I’ve been gone for a week,” I told him. “What have I missed?”

      “I can’t honestly say I’ve had the best view of the goings on in the city from here.”

      A shadow moved over the stones of the winding stairwell corridor, leading down into the dungeon, and I held my tongue. Someone was coming, and I feared what a guard might do to us, finding us conversing. I pressed my back against the wall and tried to imagine that I was invisible. I had begun to think that it somehow helped.

      “Well, well,” a familiar female voice, throaty and cultured, purred. My shoulders sagged. Dammit. Michelle. “You know, I’d heard some maids saying that a human had been brought to the dungeons, and I dared to hope, but I didn’t really think you’d be dumb enough to come back.”

      

      There was no point in maintaining the old window dressing of this friendship, which had served us well in our adolescence but was now useless. After she’d spent the past few weeks covertly attempting to steal my boyfriend—my husband, now—and then betrayed our people in battle… there was no sugar strong enough to coat that kind of history. No “How are you holding up in the castle?” or “Oh my gosh, your dress is so… chic!” could remedy such sabotage. We. Were. Enemies.

      “Speaking of humans in the castle,” I muttered, “what kind of gestation schedule do they have you on?”

      “What?” Michelle snapped, eyes narrowing.

      “I was sure that Lethe would have mentioned.” I wouldn’t have been surprised if he hadn’t mentioned the overbearing pressure to continue the lineage as soon as possible; he’d been so sensitive, it was hard to imagine that he’d procreate for political necessity—without prodding from his father. Then again, maybe I didn’t know Lethe at all. How could he want someone like Michelle? “How did you pull this off, anyway?”

      “Oh, like you don’t know just how easy it is. The man switched fiancées like hats, didn’t he?” Michelle laughed. She pulled the diadem from her head and traced its shimmering spikes with her fingertip. “Lethe is so desperate for a woman’s touch, he’s practically human. And his father wasn’t even that racist about it. He said that any ice dragoness would have done the same thing.”

      “Betray her people.”

      “They were not my people, Nell!” Her fingers tightened around the crown. “I was never anything but an unwelcome tag-along! I was going to be sent back to Maine first thing. Back to everyone hoping that I would settle down with one of those preppy cokeheads getting their stupid business degrees. Can you imagine?” Thankfully, I really couldn’t. My parents had respected my individuality too much to push me toward the randoms from their social circle, like I was a breeding mare who had come of age and was ready to be trotted out for interested buyers. “Back to everyone expecting me to start pumping out children before I even knew what I wanted to do with my life. It’s prehistoric. It’s barbaric!”

      “It’s exactly what you’re doing here. Look at yourself.” My eyes trailed over her with undisguised disgust. “What is the ice queen except just another Mrs. Ballinger, with an even bigger staff and even more property?”

      Michelle shook her head and scoffed. “You’re just jealous.” She placed the crown back onto her head, slightly askew. She was shaken. What a rare sight to behold. “You would have happily been Lethe’s hand warmer, once upon a time.” She strode closer, pinching a strand of my hair, and then wrapping it around her index finger. “He told me.” She sighed, as if she was sad for me. “How you acted like his friend. Pretended to love him. And then just disappeared into a snowstorm one night. He needed a shoulder to cry on.”

      “And you were more than happy to provide it.”

      “Oh, Nell.” Michelle shook her head and leaned into my ear, lowering her voice for only the two of us. “You gave up your shot at the crown for a man who was putting his tongue in my mouth every night we spent together.” Michelle leaned away and grinned at me, letting the hair unravel. “I’ll see if I can get a guard to move you into a cell, ’kay?”

      With that, she turned and swept out of the room. I stared after her. It was sad how little she had, and how falsely she presented herself. Kind of… pathetic.
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      “So.” The voice of my fellow prisoner startled me back into the moment. “Friends with the ice queen, were we?”

      “Once upon a time,” I replied, tearing my eyes from her retreating shadow.

      “And you’re a human, too,” the man went on. “We don’t see many of your kind on this island. To be honest, you’re the first one I’ve ever met. Pleasure’s all mine, by the way. I’m Altair. Fire dragon, naturally.”

      Altair… For some reason, the name sounded oddly familiar. I was sure that I’d heard it somewhere before. But so much had happened to me in the last few days, I couldn’t place it.

      “And you couldn’t look at me and tell that I was human?”

      Altair smiled. “Can you look at me and tell that I transform into a dragon?”

      I raised one brow. “Guess not… except for your slightly pointed ears. I’m Nell. Penelope,” I said.

      “Ah, yes. So, you’re the girl Lethe Eraeus first announced an engagement to.” Altair chuckled. “I noticed that you were moved in and out of the dungeon with much more… regularity than any other prisoner. And now he’s been wed to that other human. He must have a thing for humans.”

      “I think that he does,” I confessed. “Perhaps he imagines, like Michelle does, that he can run away from his problems by trying to start a new life.” And, just like her, he’ll run headlong into the same exact situations with different people. You can’t solve an internal problem by external means.

      “So, you know the ice queen well,” Altair said.

      “We’ve known each other for a long time,” I said, eyelashes lowering with exhaustion. “I was stolen away by the ice prince when I came through the portal at the rock island. She came after me. It’s a long story. Don’t be confused; she’s no friend of mine.”

      “She’s no friend of yours,” Altar repeated, “yet she came after you into this, our dimension?”

      “She came as the traveling companion of my husband,” I clarified. “She tried to steal him away the entire time.”

      Altair chuckled humorlessly. “What a piece of work. You are the wife of a dragon, then?”

      “I am,” I said. “I’m the wife of a fire dragon.”

      “And I suppose you must be separated from him, mustn’t you?”

      “We have been separated from one another repeatedly—but we always seem to find our way back to each other.” My throat closed up, but I cleared it and took a deep breath to relax myself. “Last I knew, he was alive, but… that was a week ago.”

      “Aye.” Altair sighed. “I know your pain, my lady. Whenever a country goes through something like this… it is its people who pay. Loss of family. Loss of friends. In the end, it’s hard to remember why the land was ever so important, though it was our home. Though it is our home, I mean.” For a moment, we lapsed into silence. “I, too, have a lover from whom I am separated,” Altair continued. “The position with us is as precarious as the position in which you found yourself with the ice prince. Politically, socially, it is impossible. And yet… we find ourselves here.” He heaved a great sigh. “You never quite know what the heart has in store.”

      “Is she another prisoner?” I asked.

      “She is, in a way,” Altair said. “She’s a prisoner in the same way that we are all prisoners. She is a prisoner of fate. Her name is Merulina. If you’re still here in the morning, you may have the chance to meet her.”

      “In the morning?” This raised several questions. Why was Merulina able to travel freely—and, more importantly, why would Altair think that I would be gone?

      “I will be surprised if you are still here,” Altair said. “Not with the history you have with Lethe. The last I heard you’d fled into the night. Now you’re back—and in the dungeon again. He’ll be here. He’ll come. He won’t be able to stop himself… if he’s anything like the rumors say.”

      “What do the rumors say?” I asked.

      “That he is strangely soft, like some of them can be … and that Vulott is constantly doling out abuse in order to make him the kind of ice dragon of which their crown could be proud. I have little doubt that your lady Michelle is twice the ice dragon he is, human or not. He’ll be here, in secret though it may be. He’ll deliver you to more humane conditions.”

      Altair could probably see my face much more clearly than I could see his. The torchlight played over my features—I could feel its distant warmth—while he was recessed into a dark cell. He could certainly see the grim set of my mouth and eyes.

      “I don’t know about that,” I said. “I think my luck with the ice people, even Lethe, has run out. Especially because when I left, I took the astrolabe and went to the shelter. I mean, I really abandoned him, and this castle, and this life. There are few rejections more resolute than the willingness to die.”

      “I’d heard about the shelter being discovered and demolished… but I had not heard that the astrolabe was taken!” Altair’s voice contained a tinge of hope.

      “It was taken, but it was returned. Michelle—the ice queen—she returned it to them. I’m sure that has much to do with her acceptance into their fold.”

      “They do tend to stress ruthlessness over loyalty,” Altair grumbled. “Should work out well for you. They do not seem to mind betrayal. If anything, they admire it.”

      I expelled a mirthless laugh. “I don’t know,” I said.

      Just then, another shadow moved over the curved stones of the stairwell, signaling another visitor—taller than Michelle. I stiffened against the wall and Altair and I lapsed into silence.

      Lethe emerged from around the corner, his eyes bleak beneath the heavy crystal crown atop his head. They raged like the weather outside, cold and shattered and wild as they touched upon me. At first, as he strode toward me, I thought that he was going to strike me. Even when his hands came up toward my throat, I thought he would strangle me there and then, while I was helpless and chained to the wall.

      But the cold hands only slithered around my neck and down my back, embracing me into an ice-cold hug that left me shivering.
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      “You’re alive,” he breathed against my ear. I shuddered as his arms slid away from me. He lingered uncomfortably close. “I don’t care that you ran away, I don’t care that you took the astrolabe… I’m just glad you’re still alive.”

      I smiled weakly up at Lethe, his features handsome in the torchlight. “I had to go,” I blurted. Dishonesty had never been my strong suit, even when it was necessary. “I knew what you were planning for the fire people. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      Lethe’s eyes hardened. “What my father was planning,” he corrected me. “What my father was planning.”

      “Lethe. Let’s not pretend that your father’s intentions are not yours as well.”

      “Nell.” He grazed my cheekbone with icy fingertips. “Do you know me at all? My father… He’s a madman. I know that. My mother certainly knew that. Even he knows that, though he certainly had to consult a litany of doctors before he would accept it,” Lethe spat. “It was a madness which carried him through the brutality and unpredictability of an insurgency well enough—the kind of political maneuvering where insanity is perhaps a benefit. But it cannot hold throughout peacetime, when concerns become more practical, when solutions must have long-term viability. And even he knows that. The only people who do not know, and who must never know, are the citizens of his kingdom.”

      “Don’t you mean your kingdom?”

      Lethe grimaced. “That is what I meant, yes.”

      And are the ice dragon people not a mad race? I wondered silently.

      “And you will not allow him to rule you from behind the throne?” I whispered.

      “No. I will not.”

      My heart lightened for the first time since Parnassia had agreed to bring me back. “You can let me go,” I said.

      Lethe returned my gaze, his own dark with heartbreak. “You must know that I cannot do that,” he said.

      “Then your promises are lies,” I hissed.

      He winced. “I cannot appear so weak in the first moon of my leadership,” he said. “You must give me time. Do you think that I want you here? I don’t!”

      “Then set me free. It is so simple! You have the power to undo all of this!” I shook my chains.

      Lethe’s hands traveled to my wrists, stilling them, tracing the abrasion of the shackles as he once had before. “It is not so simple. You don’t understand what it’s like to be under the watchful eye of an entire court. If they perceive me as weak, I will be the one undone, Penelope, not your shackles. If anything… you will be killed, should they suspect that you are motivating my edicts. And I will be dethroned—or beheaded—by some hopeful official.”

      “I could be killed against your wishes? Under the command of some… ‘official’?”

      Lethe nodded grimly. “Oh, yes. It would be staged as an accident; perhaps they would even frame a fire dragon in the dungeon cells beyond. But I have no doubt that it would be perpetrated by a vengeful member of the court, one with their heart set on my throne, one who has seen that you remain my weakness. They want me to be strong, but only by their standards. And no ice king is ever encouraged to fall in love.”

      My eyes softened as I watched him. After everything I had done, the levels of betrayal, he still loved me. And he was a good man. He didn’t deserve to be wed to someone like Michelle, someone whose sole motivations were boredom and greed. It wasn’t his fault that he couldn’t perceive just how manipulative she was. In all likelihood, Vulott liked her more than Lethe did.

      “You should not love me, Lethe,” I whispered. I worried that if I did not express my boundaries to him soon enough, he would kiss me—and I could not justify such play-acting again, even in the name of freedom. Not now that I was a wife. “I’m married.”

      At this, Lethe’s fingertips left my wrists and he took a step away. His jaw had become stiff and his eyes raged. “You married him?” he hissed. “You forged off into the night with stolen equipment—”

      “Well, stolen by the ice dragons,” I interjected.

      “—and up and married him? Just like that? After everything?”

      I pursed my lips and refused to avert my eyes. “I know that in your culture, emotional experiences are… purposefully limited. But that is not true of my people—of humans. We welcome emotional interaction with one another. My husband and I… we have known each other longer than you and me. We have had more experiences, and deeper experiences, and… to you, yes, you and I shared a bond that could not be broken. And we do share a bond—I care about you very much—but, Lethe, you have to understand—that whole time I was here—”

      “The whole time you were here, you loved him still,” Lethe seethed. “I get it. When you were kissing me. And when you were taking advantage of my indulgence. You loved him still.”

      “You must have known that!” I cried, forgetting that the entire prison—including Altair—could hear us. “You saw the messages he was sending me. You can’t allow someone to be tortured as I was and then expect their interactions with you to be genuine. You must understand that from that point on, part of my action was motivated by fear.”

      Lethe winced and refused to meet my eyes. “You feared me?”

      “Of course I feared you! I feared you because you had me sent to this dungeon in the first place! I feared you because you alone had the power to kill off an entire people, and my husband!”

      “Would you stop calling him that?” Lethe hissed.

      “I’ll stop calling him my husband if you let me out of this damn dungeon,” I seethed in return.

      “I cannot, and you know that,” Lethe said, beginning to recede. “It would endanger us both if I released you from those chains so soon. Perhaps someday you’ll appreciate what I have done for you—what I would have done for you—and what I will do for you still, Penelope.”

      Lethe turned and exited the dungeon, casting me one anguished glance as he did so.

      In spite of how miserable I was, and how I wished that Lethe could be stronger, for me if not for himself, I couldn’t help but grimace and think that he still didn’t deserve the downtrodden role of Michelle’s fool husband.
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      It was still night, and it was late at that, but I couldn’t sleep. My mind struggled with all that had been stolen from me. It seethed to the forefront of my thoughts like a soup on the verge of overflowing from the pot. I needed to get into the sky. I needed to think. I missed The Hearthlands… Everwinter… though I could not be certain that my body would weather the frigid temperature. Though our ability to expel fire remained unhindered—save during the storms of ice and wind—many of my kind would suffer from stiff or even frozen wings in such white skies, and would plummet into the snow below. The skies were also so temperamental now. At times, the weather was crisp but clear… however, a fire dragon would be foolish to depend on that for longer than an hour or two before storms would arise.

      And, from the ogres’ beach, it was impossible to tell what clouds hung over The Hearthlands. Everwinter.

      I sat up from where I slept on the sand, beneath a sloppily constructed lean-to of palm fronds and driftwood. The temperature here was comfortable to us. Perhaps a touch too moist, but regardless, it was warm. We had no need of blankets or furs any longer.

      I glanced over the moonlit beach, where Mother lay resting nearby. Charis and Einhen slept as well. In grand total, we were less than four hundred remaining. Our people, once thousands strong, had been killed in battle, in imprisonment, or had fled to other countries and even dimensions. Less than four hundred remained to fight for our rightful territory. We thronged this lengthy strip of beach, but against the ice dragons, what would our ratio be? There were more of us in the human realm, but in the tundra of The Hearthlands’, where we became slow to move and even slower to heal - where the ice dragons were strongest, fastest, and most ruthless - what chance did we have with even one hundred more fire dragons?

      I grimaced, thinking about it. The city seemed more and more a distant dream, an unlikely future. And yet… gods… I’d rather see it destroyed by our own hands than the years of mistreatment the ice dragons would certainly allow.

      I took a deep breath, shrugging my shoulders to loosen the taut muscles. I wished Nell was here—but it was better this way. She was safe in Maine. Her parents would take care of her when I could not.

      I needed to get out of here. This place, with its camp of homeless fire dragons and its sandy dunes and tropical foliage, was not my home… and if I stared at it long enough, I became sick. I needed to fly. I needed to think. Or to escape from my thoughts, perhaps.

      Undressing with a perfunctory lack of self-awareness, I removed my pants and shirt, folding them on the sand until I stood, completely nude and caressed by island breezes. I walked until the wet sand dented beneath my feet, walked until there was no slumbering fire dragon in my range. And I closed my eyes.

      Shiny ebony scales coursed over my back and down my arms and legs; gold-streaked spines erupted from my shoulder blades. My proportions ballooned, until I spilled over the shore, until the waves were around my talons and my razor-sharp tail whipped up a salty spray. Then, unleashing a cathartic swath of flame which had been bursting for release, I beat my wings at the calm ocean air and lifted into the night sky.

      Swooping and diving, I careened away from the camp.

      Already my head began to clear, and I felt better. Lighter. Freer.

      

      I had just risen from the surface of the ocean, where I had been skimming the waters with my jaw, when I saw another large winged animal in the sky high above me. It came from the direction of the distant Hearthlands, now a white crust on the horizon, fringed in dirty gray cloud.

      Knowing that this was another dragon—either fire, or ice—I made haste toward its smaller silhouette, and quickly gained on the… the… harpy?

      But harpies didn’t come here. At least, they didn’t come here of their own volition. They preferred to be high above sea level, even if they did enjoy arctic temperatures. The nest on that cliff at Beggar’s Hole had not been a surprise to me. There were probably more of them further north, a prospect which would bring the countrymen of any such inhabited land to a shudder. A harpy didn’t simply roam outside of its desired territory… unless it was under orders.

      Harpies were created to be the earthly emissaries of the dark gods, not born like I had been born, nor would they die as I would die, age as I would age, or produce young as I would produce young. Having been molded by higher powers—what the people of Earth would call “Hades” or “Satan” or “Loki”—they were naturally inclined to taking orders, and needed little persuasion to torment a target. They were made to be that way, and it was uncertain if they had been fated to be filled with vitriol, or if such a fate had filled them with vitriol. Either way, they were a nasty business to encounter, and had almost killed me once before. The night of my first kiss with Penelope…

      I leapt down from Nell’s roof, onto her widow’s walk, and she whirled, eyes wide with shock. I imagined that I looked quite a fright: my hair more wild than usual, amber eyes bright and intense. Almost getting killed by a pack of harpies would do that to you; no matter how strong you were, four of the winged demon women were still worthy adversaries, particularly in an ambush. I had a scrape down the left side of my cheek, left by one of their electrical talons, and my lip was swollen and busted, having smashed into a rock on the cliffside. I still wasn’t sure if I’d merely come too near to the nest and disturbed them, exciting their ire… or if they had been acting under orders.

      “Hey,” Nell breathed, striding to me as naturally as a magnet moves for its counterpart. She reached out to touch my wound, but then hesitated. “Hey, are you okay? What happened?”

      “It’s nothing.” I dismissed the marks with a shake of my head, hoping she would leave it alone. We hadn’t yet broached the topic of mystical creatures, and how they would, on occasion, leak into her world. How she was looking at one right now. “You look like a queen.” I reached out to touch her cheek, wiping away an icy tear. “I hope that wasn’t for me.”

      “I—I just—I don’t know, Theon,” she said. “I guess it was, maybe, in a way. I mean—men stay for a little bit, and then they go. They want to touch your hair, even save your life… but then they don’t talk about anything, they have secrets, nothing they say makes sense, and I have no idea who you are, to be totally honest, you could be anybody, and you just disappear, so if you disappeared tomorrow—”

      “I won’t,” I promised her, taking both her arms in my hands. Her pulse quickened beneath my fingertips.

      “What happened to you tonight?” she whispered, distracted by my slight wounds. She had no idea how much worse it could have been. A lesser man—a human man—would be certainly dead tonight.

      But I only shook my head.

      “More secrets,” she announced.

      One of my hands moved to cup her cheek and I leaned closer. “I’ll show you everything,” I said in a hush. “Just give me a little time.”

      “I don’t want this to be like everything else,” she whispered up to me, her eyes glinting with despair.

      But I smiled. “Be careful what you wish for,” I whispered back, snaking my hand into her whipping hair and pulling her into my arms.

      Suffice it to say, harpies were not creatures anyone, even myself, should approach—except, of course, in situations of desperation.

      My eyes narrowed, and my wings pounded the night air harder as I chased the silhouette over the ocean between the ogres’ island and what remained of The Hearthlands.

      It was dark, but in the moonlight… was she brown? Were her feathers mottled auburn and chestnut? Had I not met her before on the beach of Beggar’s Hole, Maine? On the night that Penelope O’Hara’s father had ejected me from her home, saying that my heritage was a line of “tired tripe”?

      “Harpy!” I shouted, launching a fireball in her direction. Just to get her attention. “Stop!”

      The mottled bird-woman cawed in alarm and twisted in the air to avoid the spurt of white flame. The shock caused her to tumble, and it was all I needed to gain on her.

      I wanted to attack, but this wasn’t the same harpy who had been so snide during our interaction on the cliff. There was no way she’d be capable of flight again so soon, was there? Perhaps this was the other—the only one of the three who had descended willingly into the nest and gone to her side.

      “Theon,” she greeted me, confirming my suspicions. Her large black eyes seemed to laugh at me.  “I must say, I love what you’ve done with the place.” She laughed, and the sound was like breaking glass. I cringed. “It was always too warm for my sisters and me to visit before, except for business.”

      “As if your kind knows of anything other than business,” I snapped. “Or sisterhood, for that matter.”

      At this, she screeched and dove toward me. I swatted her with my tail.

      “Who sent you here?” I demanded, prepared to really lash into her. “Was it the ice dragons?”

      “No one sent me here.”

      “Tell me the truth,” I commanded, cold as any ice dragon. “You must have been sent for someone. Is that not the only purpose a harpy serves? To wreak havoc on a life?  What is your business, bird-woman?”

      The harpy laughed, and my eyes narrowed.

      “Oh, men,” she cooed. “I have no envy for your gender. So blind, you are. A harpy can have many purposes, sweet Theon.” I was disturbed at the familiarity with which she spoke to me. It was the way a superior would speak to an inferior. “We can take captives, certainly.” She swooped and dove in the air, enjoying herself. I wanted to shoot her down. I was in no mood to be played with, least of all by a likely consort of the ice dragons. If I had known the condition of my home country when I’d had my first interactions with her flock, I would have known immediately who had invested in their temporary loyalty. “But we can also ferry passengers between gates.” She sang a strangely lovely melody as she fluttered. “We can even raise young.”

      “You cannot raise young. No harpy bears offspring. It’s hard enough to get you to die.”

      “True enough that our captives fail to provide sufficient seed,” the harpy agreed. I shuddered to think of the poor men ensnared by such aims. “But we may raise young nevertheless. A harpy is nothing if not industrious. Open-minded to a fair trade, we are, we are. We can ferry passengers between gates. We can raise young. You see, a harpy can do many things.”

      “You excel at talking in circles,” I told her. “Harpy, it is late. Tell me who brought you here or I—”

      I froze, her words all running together to form an answer.

      She had come from Beggar’s Hole, Maine.

      We can ferry passengers between gates.

      Oh, no.

      Gods, no.

      Who in Maine would have gone to this harpy and made a pact? To be ferried between the portals?

      Only Nell.

      We can even raise young.

      Open-minded to a fair trade.

      The heat built up in my throat and expelled itself from my mouth. I unleashed a torrent of fire in the harpy’s direction, sending her on an erratic flight path over the ocean, toward the ogres’ beach.
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      Again, as before, I slowly lost all concept of time. There were no windows in the dungeon. The best measurement of time that I had was my own physical pangs. I hadn’t peed on myself yet, but I had to go to the bathroom pretty badly. I hadn’t lost consciousness yet, but I was very tired. It must have been hours… and my eyelids were leaden. The floor spun beneath my feet, but I kept my grip. I didn’t know how much longer I could do it, and Altair had lapsed off to sleep after Lethe departed. Without anything to distract me, it was only a matter of time.

      It felt like the early hours of the morning, though I could not be sure.

      A shadow moved over the stone stairwell, lit by the yellow, fluctuating torchlight. I dared hope that it was Lethe, approaching to free me from the manacles. Maybe he had changed his mind after sleeping on it. But two more shadows came behind it. Guards taking shifts, perhaps? But one of the shadows was too small—

      Michelle Ballinger swept around the corner, no longer sparkling in the strangely pointed gown she had worn to visit me the night before. She was now draped in layer upon layer of gossamer silk, all in cream and pearl and ivory. She was annoyingly gorgeous, as usual. Her makeup was soft, almost natural, and her hair fell in straight locks down her shoulders. I could only imagine that she must have awoken early to be tended by some poor group of maids and slaves.

      Behind her stood two guards wearing masks of dyed fabric: one red, one blue.

      “Morning, darling,” she purred, sauntering to my side. “How can I help you? What can I do for you?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I croaked.

      “I just want you to get in the habit of hearing that every morning. Though it will be coming out of your mouth… not mine.” She winked. “Boys? Let’s unfasten this Missy’s chains.”

      “It’s Mrs. now,” I corrected her blandly.

      Michelle didn’t say anything, but her countenance shifted into an even colder expression. The two guards stepped forward, one seizing each manacle, opening them and letting my arms fall down. They both snatched one arm up in their hands and guided me forward. My legs were about to fail.

      “Is Lethe okay with this?” I asked. The two guards led me up the stairs behind Michelle.

      “He’ll be all right,” Michelle said.

      “That means no,” I grumbled. The door to the dungeon opened and, for the first time in about twenty-four hours, natural light spilled over the floor. In spite of my fate, I was relieved that it was an escape hatch from the prison downstairs.

      Michelle turned on me and smiled. “Just be relieved that you’re able to use the facilities upstairs now.”

      “My, my,” I muttered. “Haven’t we gotten comfortable in the palace.”

      Michelle smirked. “You’re not one to judge, Mrs. Aena. Guards? Can you take her to get cleaned up? I have high standards for my servants. I wish to see them as a… lesser reflection of my own grandeur. And this…” Her nose crinkled and her mouth soured as she surveyed me. “This simply won’t do. Go with them, Nell. Get yourself cleaned up.”
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      The harpy moved with such speed to escape me, she faltered in the sky and went end over end into the waves, nothing but a spray of sea foam and a tumble of feathers. The sky behind us was turning shades of dusty pink and molten purple with the dawning sun. I flew over her, pinning both wings down easily with my talons—she might have been massive for a bird of Earth, but was obvious prey to any dragon. It was lucky for her that the camps remained slumbering in the distance. “Was your trade with my mate, the very same mate you attacked on the shoreline of Beggar’s Hole?” I demanded.

      “It was her offer, not my request,” the harpy spat. “Like with the ice dragons.”

      I knew it! If only I had realized that the ice dragons were a threat when the harpies had first attacked me, and later attacked Nell, I would have realized then what had happened. But their people had been a quiet—albeit surly—battlefront for my entire lifetime.

      “What did you barter with the ice people?” I asked, dragging her body across the wet sand. Her wings flailed and her eyes rolled as she thrashed against my grip, and her shriveled arms swung toward me.

      The harpy narrowed her beady black eyes at me. “The prince came to us,” she sneered. “He had seen you in his talisman: the shard of magical mirror procured from your castle’s floor. The deal he wished to strike was simple. We were to watch you, and, if we had the opportunity, we were to attack you, to distract you, but to never incite you to return to The Hearthlands. Or shall I say… Everwinter?” Her bird mouth grinned. “We saw you ascend the balcony of your mate’s home, and began to watch her, too… your mate, who offered up her young to me.”

      “Perhaps she tricked you, harpy; don’t be coy and pretend that you are unfamiliar with treachery. Even if she did not trick you… I can assure you that, no matter what her promise, you will both need to fight me in order to take my firstborn into your nest.” I breathed out a plume of smoke into her face and she cawed. ”What was your end of the bargain with the ice prince… or did you agree for free, for the sheer delight of murdering a man?”

      “My people—we are called ‘the snatchers,’” she reminded me acidly. “We strip clean, spoil, and torment. It is a joy to us. In spite of this, we have our own small pleasures. Great altitude. Rocky terrain. Heavy snowfall. For this reason, we chose Thundercliff as the settlement of our nest. We have seldom traversed this portal, for its winged creatures are large and often unkind. The ice dragons made a pact that this would no longer be so. They would respect us, and grant us usage of the great mountains which lie to the north of your country—or what used to be your country.”

      “And you believed him, did you? Perhaps your people should not be titled ‘the snatchers,’ but ‘the tragically gullible.’ Do you know nothing of the ice dragons? Their words are meaningless. A pact with an ice dragon is as good as a pact with the devil.”

      “You lie!” Parnassia hissed.

      “Yet you admitted to me that the ice dragons have not returned to your territory since the deal was struck. In spite of the obvious benefits a relationship with the harpies of Beggar’s Hole could have provided them.”

      The harpy wriggled out from under me, and I relaxed my claws, allowing her to thrash and flail to a stand. Though her eyes were heavy with bitterness, it was obvious that she was no threat, and might become a temporary ally. After all—she knew where Nell was. She had been the last creature to interact with my wife. Perhaps it would behoove me to show the harpy some kindness. This was the difference between an ice and a fire dragon, elements aside. I would not threaten her. It was one of the reasons that the fire kingdom had endured so long; we were capable of maintaining relations with the neighboring countries.

      “Are you being sarcastic?” Parnassia sneered, fluffing her wings to dry them in the breeze coming off the ocean.

      “Of course not,” I replied. “Do the ice dragons not know the worth of the portal in Beggar’s Lake?”

      Parnassia narrowed her eyes. “They must,” she hissed. “It is the wonder of our world. There is no other portal in existence which mirrors it.”

      “The ice dragons, you may find, are not the most studious or attentive of breeds,” I said. “To be honest, I am surprised that they were aware you inhabited the zone they call Maine.”

      I stared at her contemplatively as the sun rose behind us, illuminating the distant horizon, blue with ocean, white with the snow of Everwinter. The unique portal which rested in the vortex of Beggar’s Lake—some distance away from the rocky islet portal that led to The Hearthlands— was a mystery and a marvel to the people of our world as it was a mystery and a marvel to the people of Earth. Where they saw that the whirlpool ingested boats, and swimmers, and anything which drifted too close to the undertow, we saw the mystical gate into which such things were pulled… and from whence they could never return.

      It was a portal the likes of which we had never before seen. A portal which only opened from one direction. A portal to a dimension with no exits.

      And I considered for the first time since discovering the insurgence of the ice dragons that perhaps my arrival in Beggar’s Hole had been fate after all, and the oracle, Pythia, had been right.

      Perhaps my arrival in Beggar’s Hole had had nothing to do with Penelope O’Hara.
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      As a show of good faith, I shifted from dragon to man in front of Parnassia, and even bowed my head to her, becoming the most vulnerable I could possibly be without getting on my knees. She could never kill me—even in human form, it would be a fair fight between us, considering my strength—but I did not want her to be intimidated. Much like the birds of Earth, harpies were defensive and skittish. I wanted to gain her trust.

      “My fair Parnassia,” I began, “might I consort with you, as the ice dragons and my own wife have now done?”

      I glanced up to gauge her reaction. She raised her chin and eyed me with shrewdness.

      “These deals have not repaid me in kind, Theon,” Parnassia sneered. “They are poor examples for you to choose. You have led me to doubt the authenticity of the ice prince, as well as the authenticity of your human mate.”

      “I apologize for their shadiness,” I said. “In all fairness, I believe it would have been sharp of you to see your end of the bargain before agreeing to it. After all, there were no nests prepared for you on the mountains of Everwinter. There was no child awaiting you in the womb of my beloved—at least, none of which you have any evidence. It was all promises. But I can give you something which is solid. You can see it right now. You can touch it right now.”

      The harpy glowered at me. “Oh?”

      “Come to where I have set up camp; in my satchel, I have some items both useful and fantastic from which you may choose. For one of these items, Parnassia, I’d like a favor in return: help me to infiltrate the Everwinter palace one more time. The prince—who has been made king now—will remember and welcome you through the gates. Harbor me in secret, stowed away, and I will give you treasures. Treasures of my people. Treasures from the oracle, Pythia.”

      It was the mention of Pythia’s name which brought Parnassia’s wandering eyes to swivel and snap back onto me. “Pythia? The oracle of Thundercliff?”

      I supposed it was ignorant of me to assume that the harpies would not be acquainted with the oracle who inhabited their mountain. I had heard her call, even from the Pacific island.

      “Yes,” I answered, uncertain of how exactly to proceed. I gestured Parnassia forward, and we picked our way across the camp, filled with slumbering fire dragons. They would rise soon to greet the dawn, and I hoped to have the harpy removed from their sight by then. “Do you know her?”

      “She is revered by my sisters and me,” Parnassia confessed. “She needs barter nothing for our aid.”

      Perfect. “When I saw her, before I began my quest to retake my home country, she gave me three gifts to help along the way. The first, a bottle which, when filled, would evolve into a poisonous and unstable concoction, destroyed itself some days ago. But the second, a key which was forged by fate itself—according to Pythia—resides in my satchel still.” I stooped at the large leather satchel. Many items remained from the duration of my quest—blue suede moccasins and light wool and linen clothing from my venture to Beggar’s Hole, where I met Nell and first became entranced—and the love letter and skeleton key given to me by Pythia. “Here,” I said, pulling out the skeleton key for the harpy to inspect.

      She cocked her head and glared into the bag. “You said three.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You said Pythia gave you three gifts,” she said. “Where is the third?”

      “Ah.” I gazed down into the satchel at the papyrus. “That one, good lady, must be mine to keep. I need it still. It is a letter to open communication with a loved one across any distance, small or great… and if you took my wife and left her in Everwinter, I will surely need it soon, to inform her that I am on my way.”

      A rustling within one tent reminded me that I didn’t have much time. Soon, this transaction would be witnessed by the entire remainder of fighting fire dragons, and I didn’t know if I truly desired for everyone, from my mother to the court priest, to be aware of my dealings with a harpy. Many fire dragons would be too proud to carry out such an exchange: perhaps the greatest weakness of my people. Perhaps our purity had made us a touch too righteous from time to time.

      But true love had a funny way of humbling a big man.

      “Parnassia…” I looked from her to the tents and back, and the shift of my eyes did not escape her. Parnassia certainly did not want to be caught here either. As much as the fire dragons would judge me for this dealing, they would also likely wish to apprehend her. A roasted harpy would be considered, during times of glory, a peasant’s banquet… but right now, we were all peasants. “Time is of the essence. Do we have a deal, or not?”

      Her eyes flitted from the key—which would likely be elevated to the position of a fetish amongst her sisters—to my own eyes, and she sighed, annoyed. “Deal,” she snapped, fluttering her wings and lifting off of the sand in an attempt to snatch the key with her clawed foot. I held it away from her and shook my head, clicking my tongue.

      “After I have been taken to the castle safely,” I replied.

      She glared, but didn’t protest. She’d be a fool to argue that harpies had a track record of integrity. “And how am I going to sneak you into the castle, then?” she asked sourly. “I’m large, but so are you.”

      I grimaced. “I’ll need to curl up into a ball,” I said. “And you’ll need to carry the satchel on your back.”

      As the sun came over the ocean and made it sparkle, I wrapped myself in clothing, climbed into the satchel and closed it over my head, everything going dark. Next, I felt the leather confines lift off of the ground and heard the steady beat of massive wings, jostling me back and forth, bearing onward to Everwinter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nell

        

      

    
    
      It was difficult to decide which was worse: dangling from manacles with raw wrists and sore shoulders, needing desperately to pee and sleep, or trudging through the palace corridors behind Queen Michelle in all her bejeweled glory. They were both torturous; they were just completely different brands of torture.

      After my own bath—which had been cold, brief, and under the supervision of guards and Michelle herself, unlike the luxurious basin in which I had soaked as Lethe’s future queen—I had to manicure Michelle’s razor-sharp fingernails. She demanded that I accompany her to the indoor garden and pluck a wreath of roses for her hair. Ugh. I had to thread them into her braids after braiding her hair myself. She rambled on and on about the pleasures of palace life as my eyes drifted tiredly over the walls and ceilings. I wished to be put out of my misery. She had always been the most boring of hostesses—though I supposed she was no longer my hostess. She had become my mistress. My worst nightmare realized. I conducted myself in an honorable manner in the past, not only because it was decent… but to avoid becoming beholden to toxic individuals like Michelle. And here I was. Her favorite slave.

      After the manicure, and the roses, and her hair, she was as content as a housecat, and I was bone-tired. I still hadn’t slept at all from the night before, compounded upon night after night of poor sleep after Theon and I had been separated. After he had abandoned me on that beach.

      “Michelle…? Do you think that I might be excused to my sleeping quarters?”

      She smiled and raised one brow.

      “But I will need accompaniment for the physician’s inspection this afternoon,” she said. “I cannot spare you, Penelope. What if I drop something? Would I then pick it up myself? No, no, no. That does not befit an ice queen. It is important that my hands remain as soft as a baby’s butt.”

      “Why do you have a doctor’s appointment?”

      “Oh, I’m sure you know, somehow. You are Mrs. Aena now, aren’t you? Then you’re aware of the pressure upon the women of the dragon culture, particularly royalty?”

      My throat constricted.

      “The pressure to bear a child?” she went on. “I only recently got married, and I’m still constantly at the physician’s office, being tested for fertility and pregnancy.”

      Her eyes glimmered. What she was telling me, in her own twisted way, was that she and Lethe were sleeping together. Very regularly.

      Poor Lethe.

      

      On the way to the physician’s quarters in the western tower, we passed many areas with which I had already been made familiar back when I was in Michelle’s enviable position. But then, if the role was so interchangeable, was it really enviable? At least I knew that Theon would never discard and replace me so easily…

      A faint gold glow beckoned, twinkling from one open doorway into the hallway. My expression soured as I remembered what was housed in that room: the mystical astrolabe. It made me bitter to recall how close my efforts had brought the fire dragons to victory, to reclaiming their homeland… and how Michelle, the traitor, had undone it all in one fell swoop. I didn’t think I’d ever understand her reasoning: to avoid returning home, to her life, to the consequences of her little everyday decisions? Wouldn’t she just replicate them here? Or was her motivation empowerment within this society of thieves and murderers? Who would want to hold domain over such creatures?

      Michelle glanced at me, perhaps sensing that the sight of the astrolabe would upset me, as she had known me well on Earth. The room was filled with servants, busily tinkering in the gears and spines of the astrolabe. When I had tumbled, on the verge of freezing to death, the astrolabe in my ermine coat, it had crunched beneath my weight and been broken ever since. From that very moment, the sun had cracked through the cloud coverage again and the snow had begun to melt. My nerves had begun to thaw.

      But, as made obvious by the weather outside, the ice dragons had been busily “fixing” it ever since reclaiming it.

      Even now a team of five machinists huddled over the flat yellow disc, tinkering with its ticking pieces. They paid us absolutely no mind as we approached, entrenched in their handiwork.

      “What of the rete, Portella?” one of the machinists demanded of another.

      Portella, a harried, aging ice dragon with a speckling of blue scales along his cheek, glared up from his efforts, hooks held in both hands. His brow was speckled in beads of sweat.

      “It still will not budge,” he muttered.

      A gray-haired female rolled her eyes at him and grimaced. “We haven’t much time, you know.”

      “We have time enough,” Portella insisted. “It will just take me a while, but do not fear. The fire dragons will not regain the upper hand in this weather, even if the gods are on their side.”

      It took all my control to not lurch forward in amazement. Had the astrolabe jammed in a position to favor the fire people?

      Michelle, on the other hand, did not possess the grace of indifference. She crossed her arms over her chest, giving the machinist team a glare wintry enough to bring a swell of pride to Lethe’s breast, I was sure. “The rete froze in the exact position to benefit them in war? How is that even possible? It was broken. It should be random, meaningless gibberish.”

      “And it would have been,” Portella answered grimly, “if the ice dragons had been the only people to ever adjust its settings. But we were not. The fire dragons possessed this astrolabe for untold centuries, and in their time they not only forced our island to endure a perpetual summer, but also forced the stars to obey the path of their choosing.”

      I frowned with Portella and Michelle, wishing to deny it, though I had no place in doing so. I was the lowest servant imaginable—a human, a prisoner, a captive, and a traitor to the ice people. If Michelle didn’t have a personal attachment to me, I would likely be dead, so I held my tongue.

      Michelle, on the other hand, threw back her head and laughed. “You’re joking with me! The holier-than-thou fire people did the exact same thing to you that you did to them when you took over the palace?”

      But our welcome was wearing thin. They were clearly busy, and four of the five returned to their efforts. Only Portella sighed, his eyelids drooping, as he realized that he was trapped in conversation with the new queen. Apparently he, as well as I, found her insufferable.

      “Yes, my majesty,” he said. “The island should have four seasons, but never has. The rete was pre-set to a position which would favor the physiology of the fire people. That became clear to us when we first took the castle… and it took several days to reset the rete to our own standards. Now that it has been broken, many discs were fixed, but the rete returned to its presetting. Again, our team must dismantle its smaller pieces and turn the stars to a more favorable position. Until we do so, the fire dragons do have a… slight… advantage in battle.”

      My heart leapt, even if I didn’t know whether or not I believed in such things. Theon believed in them, and his people believed in them, and what had neurology taught me so far except that belief was more than half the battle?

      Now… if only I could find Theon again. Get hold of him. Get the message to him that he had a window in which the gods would tip the scale toward the fire dragons. I was certain he was safe, as news of his death would have traveled rapidly through the region. But where would he go after the shelter had been destroyed? Did he remain in the city?

      The look on Michelle’s face was the exact opposite of mine. Her countenance was frozen. My mother had told me long ago that a liar’s face would freeze up when they were caught, even if it froze in a smile. A liar’s face would freeze up because they were afraid, and Michelle was afraid now.

      “How long do you think—” she began.

      “With all due respect, your majesty,” Portella interrupted, bowing, “the longer we discuss the mechanics of the astrolabe, the longer it remains an unknowing pawn of the fire dragon court.”

      Michelle blushed slightly and took a step back. “Naturally,” she agreed, turning and beholding me. I smothered the light of hope in my eyes and prayed she hadn’t caught its glimmer.

      “Let’s go, slave,” she commanded, sweeping past me and back into the hallway. “I’ve lost interest in the astrolabe. Let us return to my chambers so that I may have my afternoon nap. My doctor’s appointment can wait a while… While I sleep, it will be your responsibility to tend the fireplace and turn the crank on the barrel organ.”

      “Barrel organ?” I’d never heard of it, or seen it, but followed Michelle just the same. She turned back down the hall, toward her own room.

      “Yes. I need the music to help me sleep. It drowns out the way the wind bangs and moans around here, when a storm begins.” She glanced at me over her shoulder and her lip quirked. “Don’t worry,” she soothed me. “It’s so simple, a monkey could do it.”
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      It didn’t take Michelle long to fall asleep. It was amazing how easily she slid into the lap of luxury, how naturally she fit the mold of a spoiled princess, no matter in what time period or country or even dimension it occurred. She had been given the room which used to be mine when I lived in the palace. The bed remained near the window, hence her need for the fire to be constantly maintained—or else the room became quite frigid—and her need for the barrel organ to be played, drowning out the roar of the storms, which would come and go,  throughout the course of the day and night.

      Now it was afternoon sometime, the sky overhead a low slate. The clouds were so thick and constant, it seemed nightfall was never more than an hour away, even in the early afternoon.

      I sat on a stool near the fire, enjoying its warmth—I supposed, once I got used to deflecting Michelle’s casual barbs, this world was better than the dungeon—with a barrel organ wedged between my knees. The barrel organ was the size of a small child, and it rolled on a set of well-oiled wheels for easy mobility. When the crank was turned, sheet music rolled past in a little window, indicating the song which was being played by the strange pipes housed within. It was automatic, and only capable of playing a handful of tunes. I’d been playing the same melody, a haunting but relaxing lullaby which I hoped would keep Michelle asleep… forever, frankly, and I didn’t care enough to switch out the sheets. Though my arm was tired, I continued to crank the organ, staring out the window at the sudden snowstorm hailing down on Everwinter. The weather here reflected the people of the city: chilly, then solemn, then violent. At times the air was clear, and then the sky would darken and snow would pummel the earth in chunks the size of insects.

      The door creaked open behind me and I jolted, turning to behold Lethe stepping inside. When he saw that I was here, too, he paused. I imagined it would be awkward to go to see your wife and instead find your former mistress, who you still loved in your own twisted way, sitting with her.

      “Nell,” he whispered, closing the door.

      My throat constricted. If Michelle awoke and found us speaking together, I shuddered to think what she would do to me. She was spiteful, and more toward me than any other female. Theon had not been swayed toward her during our time apart, and had gone on to marry me, which had hurt her enough. To see that her own husband whispered with me in some clandestine manner at her bedside? She’d have me beheaded.

      “I didn’t think she’d really do it,” he said, treading toward me. I almost recoiled from him, and I was glad that the barrel organ rested between us. I continued to turn its crank—plink, plink, plunk, plunk, plunk—to disguise the sound of our voices. “I told her not to… or that, if she must humiliate you, to put you somewhere that I wouldn’t have to see it.”

      I grimaced. Theon would never have said anything so gutless and self-serving to his wife. He didn’t mind if I was humiliated as a palace slave. He merely did not want to be made uncomfortable by watching it.

      “Well, she’s your queen, Lethe.” Plink, plink. Plunk, plink, plunk, plunk. “She’s more ice dragoness than I could ever be, I’ll tell you that.”

      “It’s almost frightening.” Lethe knelt at my side and I winced, wishing that he would get off his knees. Michelle couldn’t see this. She’d lose it. “My father loves her, you know, and he hates humans. But hell, she’s meaner than some ice dragonesses I know.”

      “Sounds perfect for you,” I muttered. Plink, plink. Plink, plink, plunk. I really wasn’t jealous. I was just sad for him. I wished he had the courage to stand up for what he wanted. I prayed that Theon would partake in that same courage, once he discovered that it was unlikely I could bear the heir he so ardently needed. The heir that his culture demanded.

      “Don’t say that.” Lethe’s eyes were warm and dark with sorrow. I remembered that particular shade of blue well. He was often filled with sorrow. “I would rather not, you know. I would rather not take a wife… not until I can love… as I loved you.”

      I grimaced. Did he have to bring that up? I couldn’t help that I was the first woman in his entire life to consider his feelings; hell, even I had misled him on a grand scale. If he considered what we had to have been great and true, then his bar really was quite low, and he could easily replace me. All he needed to do was pick anyone other than Michelle Ballinger. But marrying Michelle Ballinger was like falling in love with a vampire. She’d bleed him dry. She wouldn’t even be able to help it. She’d been built that way.

      “You didn’t have to marry her,” I reminded him as quietly as I could. Plink, plink, plink. “You could have waited. You didn’t have to be king yet.”

      “Oh, trust me, I had to be king… and my father was demanding a queen for the sake of appearance, if nothing else.” He placed his chill hand on my arm and squeezed. “I wish I could live in the way that you recommend, Penelope. I really do. But you don’t know what it’s like to have a father who is going mad, and rapidly so. The same happened to my grandfather. I worry that the same will happen to me one day.” Lethe pursed his lips and averted his eyes for the first time since entering the room. “It would seem to be the family curse—though it did carry us this far, didn’t it?”

      “Carry you where, Lethe?” I snapped, the crank going still in my hand. I’d spent my entire life taking responsibility, not only for myself, but for other people, too. Perhaps that was the reason a clique of socialites had gravitated toward me; they needed mothering like toddlers did, and I’d been unable to fail them. But I was tired of hearing it: the excuses, the complaints, the wallowing. After everything I had been through—the harpies, and leaving behind my family—twice!—and imprisonment, and abandonment by my husband… It was just enough. I was too exhausted to listen to one more whine from someone who kept allowing their life to be ruined, while I fought harder and harder every day to get back to Theon, back to happiness, back to those few simple, tranquil moments we’d been able to share.

      “Carry me where?” Lethe frowned. “Carry me to the throne of Everwinter, Nell.”

      I rolled my eyes. I had completely forgotten to turn the crank of the barrel organ at this point. “Carry you to the throne you never wanted? Don’t you mean that the family curse has thrust you this far, has forced you this far, like some kind of catapult? What brought you here? Really ask yourself, are you happy? Is this what you worked for, or was this some accident, some mistake? Think about it, Lethe. Do you want this life?”

      Lethe gaped up at me. “No one has ever asked me that,” he confessed.

      “Well, you should start to ask yourself,” I snapped. “Stop waiting for other people to ask you what you want. You live in a world where people will tell you what you want, and if you don’t fight, you’ll end up living their life—the life they’ve assigned you—not your own. If you don’t want this crown, Lethe, reject it. If you don’t want this island, reject it. There are people out there who really do want those things.” Theon flooded up into my thoughts, but I shoved him away. It hurt too much to think about him whilst we remained separated. “If you don’t want the wife you have, particularly if you never did, particularly if you were coerced into the arrangement, for the gods’ sakes, leave. Because no one is ever going to ask you. You have to tell them. Tell them you don’t want this crown. Tell them you don’t want this woman. Tell them you don’t want this life.”

      Just as I had finished my diatribe—and perhaps, as my passions flamed, my voice might have risen with them—a throat cleared, and my eyes flew wider. I turned to where Michelle had been lying fast asleep. But now she was awake. She was awake, with her arms crossed over her chest, glaring at the two of us. The window behind her had turned black with night, and the wind howled at her back.

      “Hello, Lethe,” she greeted. “Did you come to visit me, or her?”

      “I—I came to visit you, of course, my love,” Lethe stammered. If I wasn’t terrified for my own neck, I would’ve been disappointed in his gutless response. “We were just… talking.”

      Michelle smirked. “I heard,” she said. “My slave seems to know you very intimately, Lethe. Perhaps she would better serve us if she worked in some other capacity. After all, I apparently cannot even trust her to turn a simple crank while I sleep, can I? So, Lethe, darling, why don’t we assign Penelope here a task at which she might excel?”

      Lethe frowned. “And what would that be?”

      “Let her join the maid staff which cleans the bed pans of the royal family.” Michelle’s mouth split into a cruel grin. “If she knows you so well, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind. It sounds as if she would treasure the position. I can’t imagine any way to get her nose deeper into other people’s business than to scrub it off of porcelain, can you?”

      I winced and glanced at Lethe, torn between hoping he would stand up for himself—and me—and hoping that he would not, for fear of even worse retribution from this hellish queen.

      But one look at Lethe, and I knew where this was going. He sighed and his eyebrows lowered like a dog caught in the act of destroying the house. He didn’t even look at me. “Yes, my love,” he agreed. “I think that would be a wonderful place for her.”
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      The journey to the castle, even by sky, was still of considerable length. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Parnassia finally arrived at the gates. I stayed hunkered down within a fur, praying that her bag would not be searched. “Halt,” a gruff voice called out, then paused. “Harpy?”

      “What do you think?” Parnassia snapped. “I’m either a harpy, or a small, feathered dragon. Or a large, feathered human with wings and claws. Do you know nothing of your own cosmology, you fools? No wonder you are guardsmen.”

      Parnassia, I chastised her silently. We’re trying to get into the castle, not murdered at its gate.

      “And what business do you have in the castle?” the muffled voice demanded.

      “Why don’t you ask your master, Lethe Eraeus? He will remember. We have made a deal. I have come to discuss its terms. I was very useful to him during a time when his power was not so great, and still quite precarious. He would not forget an instrument so useful as Parnassia Thundercliff.”

      The guards murmured together, considering. “You may pass,” the gruff voice announced. “We will show you to the throne room, where King Lethe will receive you in a few moments.”

      “Marvelous,” Parnassia said, and we began to move again.

      A few minutes later, we settled, the guard commanded that we stay in the room and await further instruction from the king, and then all went quiet. A distant door closed, and Parnassia dumped me off her back.

      “My gods, you are heavy,” she snarled, stretching her neck and shaking her head. “What are you made of, bricks?”

      “Something like that,” I muttered, stepping out of the bag and slinging it over my shoulder. I slipped to the side of the room, where plants, tapestries, and suits of armor were lined up. “I’ll find you soon if I’m successful… or if I’m not,” I amended. “And if I don’t find you, well, then I was very, very unsuccessful.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.

      “Off to find the astrolabe which once made The Hearthlands so great. And then? If I live? To search the city for my wife.”

      I hunkered down at the exit of the throne room and ducked out into the hallway, glancing right and left. The corridor was empty, and I took the moment to pause and scrawl a message onto the yellowed papyrus of the oracle’s love letter.

      Nell—wife, I wrote, I have infiltrated the Hearthlands castle with help from an unexpected ally. I am very near to you now, and I will find you, if you do not find me first. I hesitated, but as the words were fading from the parchment, I added one final postscript. Please forgive me for what I have done. It was only because I could not bear to lose you, even if it made me a coward in doing so. I could not bear to lose you then, and I cannot bear to lose you now. Forgive me, my love.
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      I was scrubbing the basin of a dark, slimy substance at which I refused to look too closely, thinking about Theon, thinking about the war, thinking about how to get out of this washroom, away from the steaming, spraying faucet and this rank filth. I had known that coming here would thrust me back into the fray, but I hadn’t quite known that the fray would include… this. Knowing Michelle, I should have anticipated that absolute power would be ugliest on her. On the other hand—I was not completely powerless. If I could just get word to the fire dragons that the stars remained on their side, or if I could make off into the night with the astrolabe again… but that wouldn’t work. Not twice. Security was bound to be tripled now.

      In the misty washroom mirror, words traced themselves onto the glass as if by some invisible fingertip.

      Nell—wife.

      My heart quickened. Oh my God! Was Theon near? Or was he seeking to contact me, not knowing that I was already here? In an instant, in a flash, my anger at being deserted on the beach at Beggar’s Hole drained away, and a desperate, clawing need twisted in my gut and up into my lungs. I wished, how I wished, I could respond.

      I have infiltrated the Hearthlands castle…

      My hands experienced a spasm of shock and joy, causing me to drop the now clean basin which shattered on the tile floor at my feet. I gasped and looked down, too elated to even curse myself for the clumsiness. My eyes shot back to the mirror.

      … with help from an unexpected ally, was in the process of evaporating from the mirror. My brow knit as I wondered who had dared bring the rival prince—the future king of the former dynasty—into this palace, knowing the risks.

      I am very near to you now, and I will find you, if you do not find me first.

      I grinned. I doubted that he had any idea just how true those words were. They evaporated with the mist of the steaming faucet, and I thought that the message was complete, when one final addendum came, halting and yet forceful.

      Please forgive me for what I have done. It was only because I could not bear to lose you, even if it made me a coward in doing so. I could not bear to lose you then, and I cannot bear to lose you now…

      My heart swelled with love and understanding. It was almost physically uncomfortable, how much I loved him, as if I was ballooning into something which no longer fit the shell of my body. As if I, too, was shifting into a new, beautiful, amazing creature. The wife of Theon Aena.

      Forgive me, my love.

      I racked my brain for where Theon would possibly go, if he had arrived in the castle. I doubted there was any way that he knew I was here. He would never confide in my masters and tormentors, the Eraeus clan, which meant that he’d be uninformed. No one else knew I was here, save the gentleman in the dungeon, the one with the fireball tattoo on the back of his hand. Altair.

      If Theon was here, having no idea that I was also here, where would he go first?

      Obviously, the first place I, too, had thought to go as an ally of the fire people: to the astrolabe. Their most certain defense. And if I was caught along the way, I could just say that… say that… I had dropped the basin. And I needed help cleaning it up. It wasn’t like I had been given a broom and a dust pan, after all. Not to clean bed pans.

      I rushed through the corridors of the palace, toward the western tower where the astrolabe was kept, a watchful eye on every tapestry, every alcove, every mounted shield, when…

      “Nell?”

      I would recognize that voice anywhere.

      It came from behind an arrangement of ferns, clustered in a corner around a marble pillar. I whirled and there he was. Theon. It felt like a dream. He had been crouched down, but when he saw me, he straightened his knees and rose over six feet into the air. His amber eyes glowed warmly from the shadows, touching on me like sentient flame, and a breathless half-smile graced his lips. I went flying into his arms with no regard for the possibility of a witness, no regard for the endangerment to both our lives—my heart exploded, tears stung my eyes, and I buried my face into his neck, relishing the familiar blast of heat which always buffeted off of his body and onto mine when we embraced.

      “Theon,” I choked. My fingers tangled in his locks and I felt his lips move over my hair, against my neck, across my face, onto my lips. The heat was incredible as it moved over and swallowed me like a sandstorm, like a tornado.

      “What are you doing here?” When he finally pulled away from me, I saw how wide his eyes were, how shocked. “We can’t—not here,” he added, and I knew it was true. He pulled me into one of the shadowy alcoves, behind a drapery of burgundy and gold. “Nell, I’m so sorry for what I did,” he said. “I was just so scared to lose you. After my father… I couldn’t stand to lose someone else.”

      “Shh,” I pleaded, and brought his lips to mine, knowing that it was all we needed to bring order back into the universe. The world might as well have imploded right there, both Earth and The Hearthlands, for all that it mattered. A million guards could have surrounded us and I wouldn’t have known it; time stopped. Fire raged through each of my nerve endings as his fingers clutched at the small of my back, bringing the fabric of my servant’s skirt off the ground, bound in his hand. I was going to die. If making love to him didn’t kill me, the desperation to do so would. “Theon,” I breathed, “I’m sorry too. I said so many things I did not mean. But all I wanted was you. All I wanted was to be here with you, no matter what might happen.”

      “I know,” he said into my ear. “I know.”

      The echo of a door clapping shut further down the hall brought us both to a tense silence. Theon clutched me, shielding my body with his own, and neither of us dared look out into the hall. Even that minute movement, the shifting of the whites of our eyes, might attract the attention of a guard. Instead we stood stiff, all the confidence of our passion drained in an instant, clutching each other not like a queen and a king but like slaves on the verge of a fearful lashing.

      The clanking of footsteps came nearer.

      Nearer.

      Neither of us moved. I held my breath, and Theon’s chest was still, though his heart throbbed beneath my hands like the bass in a techno song.

      The clanking reached a crescendo, and I dared to allow my eyes to move to the side, just barely, to witness two shadows milling past. Watchmen on their rounds. They did not approach with any urgency, and in fact their body language spoke of boredom as they milled past us, clanking.

      We both sagged into each other and exhaled as they receded further down the hall, away from us. It would likely be several minutes until they passed again.

      Theon’s lips grazed my forehead, and then he pulled away enough to peer down at me. I looked up at him, and he said, “Did you…” His thick brows knit over his eyes, and he hesitated for a moment, and then forged ahead. “Did you make some sort of barter with the harpy, Parnassia?”

      My mouth fell open in a mixture of emotions: heartbreak, remorse, surprise, despair, and even, in part, a little piece of me searched for a decent lie to tell him. I couldn’t bear to tell him the truth. I hadn’t just made any old deal with Parnassia. And if he had met Parnassia—if he somehow knew that I had made a deal with her—

      “Theon,” I said. It was all I could say. I think my eyes said the rest.

      He pursed his lips and broke eye contact.

      “Look at me,” I whispered.

      “I can’t,” he replied, and a schism tore down the center of my heart.

      “You don’t understand…” But then tears crusted over my eyes, because the truth was even worse than what he might have assumed. “What did she tell you?”

      “She didn’t tell me anything.” But the disappointment, the dark caramel of his eyes, said otherwise. He knew something. “But she implied that you… that you might have… bartered our children with her.”

      “Listen to me,” I said, placing my thumb against his lower lip as if that tiny gesture could hold this moment still, could crystallize us before I had the chance to ruin everything. And just when we were finally back together, standing at the precipice of all we’d ever wanted. “It’s not the whole story, Theon. I didn’t talk to Parnassia first. First, I talked to Pythia.”

      “Pythia?” Theon hissed. “Why—what—”

      “You left me in Beggar’s Hole after you promised that you wouldn’t,” I reminded him in a low, steely voice. “I had to talk to someone who would understand. Do you know what it’s like for me in my world right now? No one believed me. Michelle was still missing. Everyone thought that I was crazy. And being abandoned by my husband so that he could return to war without me didn’t exactly make me sane.”

      Theon took a deep breath and closed his eyes, bowing his head. “Okay. Why are you telling me this? What did Pythia say?”

      “The reason we are not meant to be,” I whispered bleakly. “She told me.”

      “Don’t listen to that—she’s mad, you know—”

      “She told me that I couldn’t have children,” I blurted. I had to let it out in a rush. It was the only way to bear it. “And I had it confirmed myself, by someone who I doubt is mad.” I forced myself to raise my eyes to his, and to keep my jaw firm, to keep my lips from trembling. “A physician.”

      Theon stared at me for a moment, unmoving, frozen.

      And then, in an instant, he was animate again. Too animate.

      “I was going to the astrolabe,” he informed me, eyes alight with false hope. It broke my heart to see. “It sets the stars. It can remedy the war. It can remedy you, too.” He touched my lower abdomen, as if he could heal my womb by touch.

      “But… Theon,” I said, “I am not a fire dragon. I am not a part of this world, except that you have brought me here. I don’t believe that the gods of your stars hold sway over my body. They did not forge me. I’m—”

      The heavy echo of a door closing brought us to silence again, and again Theon clutched me to his chest and the two of us went utterly still. Clank, clank, clank, clank. The two guards shuffled along the corridor—our silhouettes must have been hidden by the light pattern on the tapestry… and an inattentive eye. They had walked these corridors too many times with no disturbance, no trespassers. Their eyes had glazed.

      Clank, clank, clank.

      The sound of their footsteps faded into the distance, and our bodies relaxed into each other. I exhaled and lifted my eyes back to him, unable to move on from this conversation before I said my piece, for whatever it meant.

      “Theon…” I whispered, gripping his shirt in my fingers. I couldn’t imagine losing him. I loved him from the texture of his fingertips and the smell of his neck to the softness of his voice and the way I could never really fault him for any decision he made, even his mistakes. Dammit. I loved him. I was his wife… “Maybe there’s some other answer?” I bit my lip and blinked up at him. “I mean, I know that everyone says we’re supposed to have children. But everyone says a lot of things. Everyone says that you should be with a dragoness, and not with a human. Everyone says that I belong in my own world, and not here. But that is just what other people think. They can’t…” I remembered then, in a startling flash, my conversation with Lethe. It applied here as easily as there.

      “Stop waiting for other people to ask you what you want. You don’t live in a world where that will happen. You live in a world where people will tell you what you want, and if you don’t fight, you’ll end up living their life—the life they’ve assigned you—not your own.… Because no one is ever going to ask you. You have to tell them.”

      “They can’t decide our path,” I finished. “They can plan it, but our path is up to us… and the gods,” I added for Theon’s sake. “We take what we’ve been given, and we forge what our hearts need in order to survive.”

      “But—” Theon was clearly frustrated by this mentality of self-determination over predestination. It had never been taught to him; that much was obvious. “But what if we can change it?”

      “Theon…” He kept hurting me without realizing it. I couldn’t even be angry at him. Just hurt. I cleared my throat. “What if we can’t? What if we can’t change it?” We stared back and forth, neither saying a thing, for a span of several seconds. Too long. “Would you leave me?”

      “No!” he insisted, raising his voice. His eyes widened as if I had stabbed him. “Nell… never. You’re my wife.” His jaw set and his eyes flattened with resolve as he spoke. His hands slid over my arms and clutched them. “I love you. That’s not going to change, ever. No matter what.”

      “Then maybe we should stop trying to live around the future. Stop listening to oracles and astrolabes, and just… live. Just make our own destiny. Our own fate. Today. And every day. By living the lives we want.”

      Theon’s eyes searched mine. “Would you think,” he whispered, “that it was crazy, if I said that I’d never thought of that before?”

      The door at the end of the hall opened again, but this time no clanking came. It was not the guards who approached, and I stiffened. Ironically, the guards were the safest individuals to pass this alcove. They were so used to the trek, they’d become unobservant. The same might not be true for any visitor, or member of the court or royal family.

      “A harpy,” a female voice said. “So, first dragons, now harpies? Harpies, in Beggar’s Hole, Maine.” I recognized that voice as readily as I recognized Theon: I’d been hearing Michelle’s dubious murmurs and pouts from childhood through adolescence into adulthood. Knowing we had precious little time to separate—knowing what joy she would take in separating us herself, tormenting us both together and apart, and that Theon would certainly be murdered, even if not by Michelle’s command—I threw myself from the alcove and came bustling from the fern-lined pillar, as if I’d been looking for Michelle all along. She was still at a distance, thankfully, approaching the alcove… and if she could maintain her focus on me, she wouldn’t notice Theon’s silhouette behind the drapery.

      “Yes,” Lethe was answering, his eyes closed as though he had a throbbing headache. My heart went out to him; she could be charming at first, but the charm would wear off over time. You could only fake it for so long, and Michelle had never been that convincing of an actress. “Yes, there are dragons, and there are harpies. The harpies don’t live—”

      “Nell?” Michelle shrilled, her eyes fixing onto me. Perfect. “What the hell are you doing? You’re supposed to be—”

      “I know, yes, I know,” I said, hurrying to catch the couple and maintain their eyes. For different reasons entirely, neither of them had any difficulty watching me. “I dropped one of the pans—after I finished cleaning it—and there’s a huge mess in the washroom. I came to let you know, so I can get some help cleaning it up, because—”

      “Ugh,” Michelle groaned. “It’s always something with you. I’ll fix it in a minute, okay? We have an important meeting right now.”

      Lethe glanced sideways at Michelle. “We have an important meeting? I have an important meeting, and we were in the middle of a conversation when it was announced. You made it very obvious that you wished to attend the conversation.”

      “Because I’m your queen,” Michelle reminded Lethe stiffly. “I should be present at important meetings!”

      “It has nothing to do with you,” Lethe murmured.

      It seemed as if they’d forgotten me entirely—and blazed past Theon in the alcove, as well—though I continued to tag along with them. I wanted to hear what the harpy had to say, too.
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      The throne room was empty, with the exception of the large auburn and brown bird-woman I remembered from the cliff at the beach. Parnassia’s face was shrewd and humorless, and in spite of our agreement and our history together, the harpy mentioned nothing of it. I worried she would say something, but her eyes stayed on Lethe.

      “King Lethe. When you were last seen by my sisters and myself, you were only a prince.” An icy smile formed on her lips. “Do you recall that meeting?” she asked.

      Lethe glanced at me, nervous. “Er,” he said. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      I frowned. Interesting. I hadn’t known that Parnassia had struck a deal with the ice dragons.

      “I’m Queen Michelle,” Michelle introduced herself, suddenly unsophisticated in her desperation to be recognized as an important figure at this meeting. She offered her hand, then awkwardly retracted it, noticing that Parnassia had nothing to offer but two withered, useless hands and a powerful set of wings folded over her back.

      “We were very trusting in our acceptance of your offer,” Parnassia went on, ignoring Michelle. It gave me an odd sense of vindication. “You claimed that your mountaintops would be reserved for my sisters and myself. We would have free reign of the air, and no need to fear the ice dragons. And now, King Lethe, the harpies of Thundercliff would like to view the territory we have been promised, and begin to build.”

      “And what territories of Maine will our people possess?” Michelle interjected.

      Parnassia finally acknowledged Michelle. Her black eyes swung to behold the insolent queen. “Excuse me?” she snapped. “No territory of our land was ever discussed in the trade. King Lethe, I beg you to control your female, for she speaks out of turn.”

      I was kind of amazed when Lethe turned to Michelle. “Control yourself, Michelle. You did not know the terms of my arrangement with the Thundercliff sisters. No territory of Maine was ever discussed. Parnassia is correct.”

      But Michelle wouldn’t relent. She whirled to face Lethe, and her pout blossomed into a full, sullen lip. “If the harpies are getting a piece of Everwinter,” she argued, “which is partially mine, isn’t it?—then we should get a part of their land: Beggar’s Hole.”

      “Beggar’s Hole is not ours to give, human,” Parnassia growled. “You must understand that.”

      “I don’t see why not. You know, I came here from Maine by sheer… happenstance. And even though I had an alliance with the fire dragons, I helped the ice dragons. I gave them a piece of technology—no, you know what, Lethe? I gave you a piece of technology that you needed in order to win the war. I gave you a crucial piece of technology, and it solidified that crown on your head, didn’t it?” She poked his chest. It was almost too much to watch. She was such a hellion. “I was brought here for questioning following the destruction of the fire people’s shelter, and your father especially liked me. He saw that we would make a good match… and so did you, Lethe.” She crossed her arms over her bust and smirked at him knowingly. “I know you saw us together, too. You can’t hide anything from me. So I stayed. This isn’t my country. This isn’t my world. But I’ve stayed. I stayed for you, Lethe, and I stayed for the ice dragons, and I stayed for the Eraeus dynasty. You think about that!” She stomped one foot. “You think about how I gave up my entire life to you, and I asked for nothing in exchange. Don’t you think it’s time that I get a little something back? Huh? Don’t you think it’s time that I get—oh, I don’t know—a wedding present?”

      Parnassia’s mouth turned down into a grimace. “Beggar’s Hole has several valuable assets to its name,” she said to Lethe, still not deigning to converse with Michelle. “It is not a mere wedding present, like the head of an enemy.”

      “And isn’t the mountaintop of Everwinter worth something, then?” Michelle shrilled. “Lethe! Don’t let this bird-woman disparage our country like that!”

      Lethe sighed and rolled his eyes. “If you really want to try to procure some space in Beggar’s Hole…” He winced. “I guess we could try to work something out.”

      Michelle simpered. “I would so love to be able to see my family during the winter there,” she purred.

      Parnassia scoffed. “These were not the terms of our arrangement,” she sneered. “I have yet to see the section of your land staked for my sisters and myself. And I have yet to be reassured that we will not be made the target of any dragon attacks.”

      Lethe’s mouth opened, but no words came out. “Uh,” he stammered again. “When we made that deal, I was only a prince, and now I am a king… but a new king. Things are uncertain. The city is just beginning to settle now that the fire dragons have been fully driven from the territory. Parnassia… Miss Thundercliff… we will need more time to figure out this arrangement. I’m just not sure—”

      “These are your people!” Parnassia screeched. “They obey you, or they don’t! My sisters and I completed our portion of the bargain! And now it is your turn! But the words mean nothing! Nothing!”

      With that, her powerful wings beat at her side, carrying her into the air, and she wheeled out of the throne room, tearing through the palace and out of sight.

      “Wow,” I murmured. If this meeting was any indication, the kingdom which lay sprawled before this king and queen was a dysfunctional one. After all, the queen was sullen and heavy-handed, imagining herself as more a prize than she truly was, just because a man who was losing his mind took a shine to her. And poor Lethe… he didn’t have the spine to say no to her demands. He didn’t have the spine, and he didn’t even like her that much.

      “Who asked you?” Michelle snarled, whirling on me. “Didn’t you say there was some mess in the washroom that you needed to clean up? And that’s why you weren’t working when we found you?”

      “Yes,” I agreed, not wishing to incur her wrath.

      “God,” she sighed. “Lethe? Who would be good to send with Nell, to help her figure out how to sweep up some broken porcelain?”

      “None of them,” Lethe answered. He didn’t smile or laugh. He wasn’t joking. “They’re ice dragonesses. They’re all as mean as… Oh! No! You know who’s actually quite nice?”

      Michelle rolled her eyes. “No,” she muttered. “Who is actually quite nice?”

      “That Merulina girl.”

      Merulina… Where have I heard that name before?

      “Let’s pair her with Merulina. Merulina will be fair. Yes? Nell, go to the servant wing and ask the head maid to pair you with Merulina. Tell her this was by the king’s command. She’ll reassign whatever Merulina’s task is, and we can get that floor cleaned up.”

      “How sweet and considerate you are.” Michelle slid her hands over his arm, perhaps incited to show affection by some stab of jealousy. “What a wonderful king I have.”

      As I strode from the door, heading to the servant wing, Lethe’s voice drifted up behind me, directed at Michelle. “I’m not just your king,” he reminded her. “I’m your husband.”
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      I was creeping closer to the western tower when the sound of wings beating brought me to a standstill. My eyes scanned the hallway. My blood ran cold. Had someone shifted into dragon form in the palace itself?

      “Theon!” a harsh female voice called to me. I glared at the approaching figure of the harpy. The meeting must have gone very poorly. “Come with me,” she commanded, “and let us talk of further arrangements regarding these dragons. Place your satchel around my neck.”

      “I can’t just leave,” I hissed. “I’m finally here. My wife is here. And the astrolabe is here. It’s the last hope of my people.”

      “You can come back soon enough. Trust that the astrolabe is not the only hope of your people. You also have an alliance with a nest of harpies located at the pinnacle of Thundercliff.”

      I shook my head, uncertain. “How can the harpies—”

      “Come with me, I said,” Parnassia repeated. “We will discuss this at length in a safer location.”

      I was hesitant, particularly about leaving Nell… but she was safe here for now. She was safe in the role of a servant girl, however humiliating it might have been, and as much as I hated to say it, I believed that Lethe would secretly go to great lengths to ensure her continued safety. If anyone was placing her in danger right then, it was me, simply by being here, and I did believe that the harpy would form an alliance with the fire dragons if I went with her. Her hot emotions had flared, and it might have brought about a sudden change of heart.

      And the astrolabe, besides, was certainly guarded. I might be able to procure it, but not without significant losses. It was possible that I myself would die, and Nell would pay the price along with me.

      So I climbed into the satchel, and the harpy’s wings beat, carrying us through the palace halls, out its gates, and back into the frigid nighttime air, back to the shores of one of our beaches.

      

      It was only when the temperature changed from icy to balmy that I knew Parnassia had borne me across the waves and to the ogres’ beach, where my people made camp. When she landed, it was amid cries of surprise and alarm from the fire dragons, whose suspicions were rightly roused by the sight of such a beast in their camp. The appearance of a harpy was never an omen of good tidings.

      “What brings you here, snatcher?” my own mother’s muffled voice demanded.

      The leather satchel lost its tension and collapsed into the sand with me, splitting open. I came rolling out, and found that a wall of fire dragons stared down at me, awaiting an explanation.

      “Theon,” my mother exclaimed. “There you are! We were worried.” Her eyes were warm with relief. She’d already lost one boy, and her husband. Neither she nor Nell could stand to lose me now.

      “Your son, the dethroned prince and future king of your land,” Parnassia explained, “intercepted me this evening as I had lost my way in search of the portal between the island and Earth. He learned of a deal I had struck with his wife, but our commerce did not end there. In exchange for a valued item from his satchel, I snuck him onto the property of the palace—”

      A murmur of confusion rose from the crowd.

      “What barter have you made with those devils?” my mother demanded, eyes flashing between myself and the harpy.

      “It is no concern of yours what past the harpies and the ice dragons may have once shared,” Parnassia sneered. She must have felt awfully secure to speak in that way to a fire dragon, particularly to the queen. “The concern of yours is that the deal between us has soured. The new queen, a human, oversteps her bounds. And the king, a man of no guts or spine, will not rein her in, nor will he deliver on his own claims. This has made me… vengeful. And it will bring my sisters to the same desire of vengeance. We will retaliate for this deceit… and you will want our aid in this battle.”

      Mother smirked. “What aid can a harpy be to a fire dragon? You are only a quarter of our size in battle.”

      “But in the snow? In the storm? Are we so much weaker?” It was a solid point. While we became stiff and slow in the cold, harpies, like ice dragons, flourished. “They do not trust you. They would kill a fire dragon in an instant. But we harpies have forged an alliance with them. They do not realize their misstep by allowing the new queen to speak so boldly of her demands.”

      Mother grimaced. She knew that these points were true.

      I dusted the sand from my breeches and said, “What do you expect from us in return for this supposed alliance? I will be the first to admit that I don’t know you very well; the ways of the harpies remain mysterious, even to the other winged peoples who traverse these portals. But the most obvious trait you all share is your—forgive me, my lady, for saying—cutthroat and self-serving nature. The only creatures about whom you seem to care are, at best, other harpies. One of your kind, or so I’ve been led to believe, would never strike a deal in which there was no gain for the self or the nest.”

      “You’re right,” Parnassia replied. “You don’t know us very well. We are not just, I prefer to say, excellent brokers. We are also… wrathful. And a deal broken with a harpy is not only a deal broken. A deal broken with a harpy is a new deal struck. But in this new deal, the harpy will ensure the destruction of the dishonorable party.”

      I nodded, satisfied, and even managed a smile… but the smile did not quite reach my eyes. I was thinking about Nell. She too had struck a deal with this harpy. And I knew now that it was a deal she could only ever break.
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      The head of the bustling servant quarters in the Everwinter palace—Dorid—was a gaunt older woman with pure white hair.

      “Ah, the new girl,” she greeted me. “What have you dirtied?”

      “I didn’t dirty anything,” I stammered, small beneath her wintry gaze. She must have been an ice dragoness.

      “Lost?” she snapped.

      “Nothing,” I said again.

      “Broken?”

      My cheeks flushed. “Yes,” I whispered.

      Dorid rolled her eyes. “All right,” she said. “I’ll send Misty and Ronquil—”

      “His Highness Lethe instructed me to request to be paired with Merulina,” I interjected.

      Dorid glared. “Merulina?” The name twisted and rolled off her tongue as if it was an item of zero worth, but then the woman did a little shudder, as if to shake the exchange from her thin shoulders, and forged on. “Very well. Merulina is in the scullery. I’ll call her. What have you broken, child?”

      I wanted to correct her usage of the word “child,” but I didn’t suppose it would do any good. Her lined face dictated that, to her, many adults were in fact children.

      “A porcelain bed pan—”

      I would have gone on, but Dorid’s guffaws cut me off. Apparently there was something which could break the stoic witch from her stony stare, and it was the image of me covered in dragon feces.

      “Go on, go on,” she begged, rubbing at the corner of her tearful eyes.

      “In the wash room,” I finished, cheeks still blushing with embarrassment. You would think that being removed from my homeland, and thrust into this war, and separated from my husband, not to mention discovering my infertility, might have hardened me to such trivial assaults on my dignity. But it hadn’t. I was still lamentably human.

      “Well,” Dorid said, clapping her leathery hands together, “I will guide you to the scullery and we shall fetch Merulina together. She’ll go with you the rest of the way to the wash room and help clean up”—Dorid giggled and cleared her throat—“everything.”

      

      Merulina was hunched over a sink which appeared to be filled solely with bubbles when we approached her. She was a tall girl, willowy, with kinky auburn hair which spilled down her back, unkempt, from out of a stained bonnet. Her skin, like the skin of all ice people, was an ivory that looked like it had never been touched by the sun. She was scrubbing a large, flat pan, and amid the clatter and clank of all the dishware, didn’t notice either of us entering the room.

      “Merulina,” Dorid snapped, breaking the girl from her daydream and causing her to spin around.

      She had a heart-shaped face, unusually soft for her lineage of ice, with deep olive eyes. It was only the eyes that betrayed her to be an ice dragon, for they, much like Lethe’s, seemed to bluster and howl with the elements of a savage storm. A blush rose to her cheek, and just as quickly drained away. She dried her hands on her apron and curtsied.

      It was noting her beauty which gave me the epiphany about where I had heard that name, Merulina, before. This was the “imprisoned” girl Altair spoke of.

      Of course. The meaning of the imprisoned fire dragon’s words dawned on me. Merulina had been no prisoner. She was a servant… and the reason their love was impossible: they were from two different sides of the warring world.

      Dorid swept forward and placed an arm over Merulina’s shoulders. “This is the new girl, Penelope,” she informed Merulina. “She’s a human, and she is an old acquaintance of the new queen.” The way Dorid spoke made clear her distaste for Michelle, which did not surprise me. “It garnered her a position amongst the staff, though she once knew the manacles of the dungeon quite well.” Dorid winked at me, as though we were old girlfriends and my history with torture was an amusement to us both. I didn’t let my face show how unbelievably rude Dorid was being. “Today is her second day, and she’s broken a”—Dorid had to pause to straighten her facial expression yet again—“a bed pan,” she finished. “It’s in the wash room. Go with her and help the poor thing get the place in working order again. We can’t have the castle looking like an outhouse.”

      

      As we walked, Merulina continually glanced at me from the corner of her eyes. I knew she had something on her mind, and finally it came out. “How… how is everyone in the dungeon?” she broached. “Is everyone all right down there?”

      “You mean Altair?”

      At this, Merulina whirled on me and brandished a trembling finger. “Don’t you dare,” she hissed. Then, looking right and left down the corridor, she straightened her shoulders and withdrew the offending finger. “I don’t understand—or appreciate—your implications.”

      “You’re an interesting sort of ice dragoness,” I commented. “You seem quite hard—but you must not be, really. Not if you’ve attracted the affections of a fire dragon.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Merulina insisted again. Her pace quickened as we approached the wash room. “But if I did, would you say that Altair was faring well enough without me—I mean, not me specifically—but without any additional help? From anyone? In general?”

      I smirked. Poor Merulina. It must have been hard for her. She couldn’t openly care about Altair’s fate, but there it was. “Altair was doing well last I saw him. Even without ‘additional help’ from ‘anyone in general.’”

      “What are you doing with your fingers?”

      “They’re called air-quotes. On Earth, people make them whenever they don’t really believe the words they’re saying.”

      Merulina glared at me, her porcelain complexion easily betraying a blush creeping over her cheeks. We ducked into the wash room with our brooms and pans, but none of these tools were put to work. The instant that the door clapped shut behind us, Merulina thrust the dust pan and broom to the tile, gripped my neck and sent me floundering into the wall. “Do not speak so flippantly of the fire prince. Explain these air-quotes to me at once! Do you or do you not believe that Altair Aena fares well in the dungeon? Do not be coy, human! I have not seen him in days! You do not want to tempt me—”

      “Excuse me?” I spluttered around the grip of her hand. “Did you say… Altair Aena? The fire prince?”

      Her frigid fingers squeezed my wind pipe and I gurgled.

      “I said do not be coy!”

      I shook my head frantically and she released me; I collapsed onto the tile, still sprayed with shards of porcelain, coughing and cringing at the stinging sensation in my palms and knees. “I’m not being coy,” I cried. “He was safe last I saw him—and I had no idea that he was a member of the royal family.”

      Merulina scoffed. “How could you be so uneducated toward the land on which your feet rest?”

      I pursed my lips. “You know I am human,” I reminded her, “like the ice queen. We both came from Earth at the same time. There is still much I do not know regarding the ways of your people. Especially…” Especially the fire dragons. In all truth, I knew more about the ice dragons than the fire. I had spent more time here than with Theon and his family. I hadn’t even known he’d had a brother. How could he have never mentioned something like that? But, as I scoured my memory, I turned up just as little about his mother and father. I truly had no idea what his childhood had been like. “Especially the fire dragons.” I was Theon’s wife—and I hadn’t even known he had a brother. One imprisoned in this castle, no less.

      “Fire dragons are far and away beautiful,” Merulina allowed, “but none are quite as captivating as the men of the Aena lineage. Though I risk my head for saying as much, and you are never to repeat those words. That is how you can know Altair Aena. He… is… beautiful.”

      “Um,” I said, my eyes finally lifting to meet hers, “I know exactly what you mean.”

      Merulina smoldered. “Stand up,” she snapped. Ah, the ice dragons. Although they had moments of cruelty and kindness to varying degrees, much like actual humans, they seemed to be uniformly of the jealous sort. “That’s enough. I’m sure you two got quite cozy in your cells—”

      “No, no,” I assured her, pulling myself to my feet. The layers of my servant gown had protected my knees, save an errant sliver or two, but my hands had not been so lucky. Beads of blood blossomed across both palms, and I went to the sink to disinfect the meager wounds. “He told me about you. He seemed to think that you would be coming. That I might have the chance to meet you, if I stayed.”

      I saw Merulina’s face in the mirror. It softened. “That was sweet of him,” she whispered, “to keep hoping like that. But… Dorid suspected that I was developing feelings for Altair. She’s sharp. She had my shift exchanged with another servant. Now my route does not take me into the dungeons anymore. It’s been days since we’ve seen one another.”

      I hesitated. Did I want to trust another of the ice people? Lethe had proven to be useless in that department, and the last thing I needed was another person who would be happy to take advantage of my friendship, and to cast me asunder in the event that I became a liability.

      “Maybe I could help you,” I said tentatively. Call it my curse to be compelled to extend a helping hand, no matter how many times I found myself later bitten.

      Merulina shook her head and busied herself with sweeping. “I doubt it,” she muttered. “No one can help me. No one can help either one of us.” Her eyes, still cold, turned up toward me as she centered a cluster of tinkling porcelain shards at her feet. “What are you going to do? End the war? Unite our peoples?”

      I grimaced. “No, I’m probably not going to end the war and unite your peoples—though if I felt that I could, I would certainly try. No. I mean that I could help you, maybe, in the short term. I could keep lookout while you visit with Altair.”

      Merulina’s eyes narrowed. “You might get caught,” she said.

      “I know that.”

      “There’s nothing in it for you.”

      “Yes. That’s true.”

      Merulina sighed, and her shoulders sagged. “Why would you do anything to help me? You don’t even know me. In fact—for the gods’ sake—if you turned me in to Dorid right now for all that I have said, you’d probably find your station in the servant quarters increased.”

      “Obviously,” I agreed. “But again, I’m human.” I smiled and felt my own heart warm with the words. “And I guess we can’t help but believe in the triumph of love.” Even my foolish mom and dad, and all the mistakes they made. I suddenly wanted to see them, and to see Theon. But helping Merulina see Altair would have to suffice. “And besides,” I went on, “any friend of the Aena dynasty is a friend of mine.” I extended my hand and allowed her to see the simple golden band which adorned one finger. Upon close inspection, it bore the crest of Aena: a fireball.

      Merulina inspected the piece of jewelry, and her eyes flew to mine.

      “Are you…?”

      I nodded, almost certain of the question.

      “The wife of Theon Aena?” Merulina finished in a whisper so low it was almost inaudible.

      I nodded again, and a deep red blush rushed to the servant girl’s cheeks. “Oh, gods, I had no idea!” she cried, bowing her head. “Forgive me for how brisk I’ve been—I didn’t realize…” Brisk was a gentle word for it. “I didn’t realize I was speaking with—with—”

      “The future queen?” I suggested, strangely invigorated by the words. I didn’t think I had ever said them aloud before.

      “My lover’s sister-in-law!” Merulina corrected me, smothering her face into the palms of her hands and shaking her head. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think—I didn’t know—”

      I smiled at the girl. It wasn’t her fault. I understood that the ice dragons were a little more, ahem, guarded than the fire dragons. This was a quality which the fire dragons lacked. But she had every right to feel that way. If she was in love with a fire dragon—and not just any fire dragon, but Theon’s brother—then she was surrounded by enemies here.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I assured her. “Let’s finish this up, find some bandages for my hand, and go down into the dungeons for a little while. I’ll be your lookout. I really don’t mind; I know how much it would’ve meant to me if anyone had been there to help me when I was trapped in this palace, pretending to be something I wasn’t.”

      Merulina cocked her head at me. “When you were trapped in the palace, pretending to be something you weren’t? You mean… right now?”

      We collected the porcelain piles into our dust pans and walked. “No,” I answered. “Before I married Theon, I was kidnapped by Lethe and kept in the palace. We almost got married.” I sighed and shook my head. “It’s a long story.”
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      Parnassia returned to her people after I had returned to mine. I slumbered beneath the morning sun, as our sojourn had kept me up most of the night. My mind then turned repeatedly to Penelope.

      “We take what we’ve been given, and we forge what our heart needs in order to survive,” she told me, again and again in my dreams.

      “But—” I felt myself thrash and twist at the idea that it was not the will of the gods which determined where every grain of sand fell. There had to be some other way. Some way to be happy, and to follow the path that had been laid out for me my entire life. “But what if we can change it?”

      “Theon… Theon.” Her eyes were clear and bright with pain. I thought of the sky over The Hearthlands—now Everwinter. Luminous. Opaque. And so low. “What if we can’t?” she asked. “What if we can’t change it?”

      When I awoke, I still couldn’t get the conversation out of my head. The sun over the ogres’ island was cheerful, the palm trees whispering in the breeze, the ocean roaring and rolling toward our camp. The ogres feared us too much to disturb us, and it was a pleasant place to have relocated.

      But it wasn’t home.

      “Theon.” My mother’s familiar voice interrupted my drift through half-sleep. “You were gone all the morning. No one could say where you were. It would have been easy to believe you were dead, you know.”

      “I’m sorry,” I told her. “You know how I am.”

      I didn’t have to see her to know that she was grimacing. “Yes,” she said. “I do.”

      I liked to act in solitude. That was my way. I didn’t like to report to anyone as if they were a superior, even a member of my family. Altair was the same way. Perhaps raising us boys with such confidence and courage had, in some respects, backfired on Mother and Father.

      “Should I even bother to ask where you went?” she prodded.

      “Not yet,” I answered. “Mother… do you ever think that The Hearthlands are just lost? That it is simply not our land any longer, and that we should make peace with that?”

      “Theon.” Her tone changed to that of discipline. That tone would precede a lashing when I was a boy. “The Hearthlands are our home. Not just our home—our destiny. Our rightful place. We will reclaim them. We must. It is in the stars.”

      I sighed and tilted my head away from her, almost with shame. “But it’s not,” I said. “It’s not in the stars. If it was in the stars, we would know it. We would find it under our feet without any effort. And that’s not happening. Even Einhen—the last time we were out at night, in our country—said he could hardly see the stars, but he knew that they had changed position to no longer favor our advantage.”

      “What are you suggesting, Theon? For the sake of the gods, speak plainly. What do you want? To relocate? Shall we just take over the ogres’ island, and deem it The New Hearthlands? Is that what you want? To give up?”

      “No!” I lurched up from where I had been lying in the sand. Mother swung into view, eyes shining and mouth stern. “I just wonder if, perhaps, an unending faith and patience in the powers that be is the correct course, when it seems that the winds have changed and we are only being blown further and further from the island.”

      “I’m open to any new ideas you want to propose,” Mother said.

      “That’s not true. When I took men and ran reconnaissance on the city, you didn’t want me to go. You wanted to stay and wait in the shelter. And when we were driven from the shelter by the ice people, you didn’t want to stay on the land—”

      “We couldn’t have! The weather changed!” Mother cried. “You know what the cold does to us. Though our fire continues to burn hot, our muscles and bones stiffen and slow. We become statues in such heavy storms!”

      “We could have stayed and fought until the weather changed,” I reminded her. It wasn’t in me to truly fight with my mother, whom I loved so dearly, who was the last remaining piece of my family to whom I could cling, save Penelope. But we needed to talk about this. We needed to talk about the fire dragon way, and how it might not have been as productive in war as… the human way. “You flew with our survivors away from the island before the first snowflake even fell, when Nell and I alone forged into the city. Admit it, Mother. You do not want to fight. Why?”

      “Because it is not our place to fight! We were the born leaders of that land. The natural leaders of that land! And it will be returned to us, just as it was during the insurgence of Emperor Bram—”

      “An insurgency which took almost all our females,” I noted darkly. “It was not the tale of fated triumph you imagine. We relinquish something great every time we decide to let the tide take us where it will.” My thoughts turned to Nell. What might have happened to us if I had listened to Pythia? If I had fallen in love with Michelle? My heart turned cold at the fantasy of our separate futures.

      Mother dropped her head into her hands, so that I could no longer see her eyes. I winced. Dear gods, I had made her cry. I was a terrible dragon. “I don’t want to lose any more of our men,” she confessed. “I’ve lost your father and your brother… and you disappeared again… you want to go back and fight again…”

      I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “There must be sacrifice in a real fight. What are we willing to relinquish, Mother?” I stepped forward and braced her shoulders in my hands. Her face came up from her palms, two wet tracks down either cheek. “What are we willing to let go of?” I whispered.

      “Nothing,” she replied.

      My jaw clenched. “Then your only option is to wait for the wind and the tide to change of their own choice. But I am willing to sacrifice a dream of perfection for the reality of happiness that I know with her.”

      Mother frowned up at me. “With her?” she asked.

      I winced. “I… We found out that Penelope is infertile.”

      Mother touched my cheek tenderly. “Oh, son,” she said, her voice low and warm with compassion. “We always hoped that you would fall deeply enough in love one day to marry—but Erisard and I were unsure it would ever happen. Your standards were so high, your dreams so lofty; you hardly seemed to notice the lack of eligible females until much later in life. Although it is, of course, part of a dynasty to propagate an heir… You are happy with her, and what dynasty are we now? Don’t live for a kingdom you can’t even enter. What sense does that—” Mother blinked hard as she spoke. “What purpose is a perfection you cannot touch, a dream? We may lose… some things… but happiness… happiness, we must take back. We can start simple. Forget the grandeur of the castle. Start simple. Just the land. The land itself. That’s all we need. Somewhere to start. Somewhere to build.”

      “Everyone!” I hollered to all the dragons on the beach. Those who were currently in our settlement roused from their activities at the sound of my voice. “Gather around! We are taking up a collection of ideas. Nothing is too big or too small!”

      For the next few hours, we gathered close and conversed. Many ideas needed to be dismissed. Conventional warfare was not an option for us. We could not manage a battle on foot with the same ease as the ice dragons; we would only decimate our own population. “But you flew in the snow,” Einhen reminded me. “Some of us are large enough, strong enough, to manage. And I—I can read the skies. Tonight, I will consult them again, and may determine the temperamental patterns of Everwinter’s sky.”

      “Do not use that name!” Mother commanded. “It is not Everwinter. They are The Hearthlands! Forever!”

      I put my arm around her shoulder, but reminded her, “As long as the people of that palace call the island Everwinter… that is its name. If we want to change that—we mustn’t pretend anything. We must take it back and change its name ourselves.”

      Mother pursed her lips.

      “And we can all walk in the cold… for a while,” Charis added, drawing the discussion back toward a plan.

      “That’s right,” I said.

      We went on to consider weaponry. Much of our store had been depleted when the shelter was ransacked.

      “What good is the wind to a fire dragon?” an older dragon demanded to know.

      “We do always have our fire,” I said, expelling one single flame into the air before me. But, as the gods would have it, the warm breeze off the sea carried the flame away, landing the little twinkle of light amid some dry reeds which had been used to buffer a lean-to on our camp. I jolted with alarm as the spark caught, and the fire spread quickly—too quickly for the saltwater to be of any aid—to consume the simple shack and leave one of our number homeless… again. Of course, we were homeless at the moment, too, so what did these trifling buildings matter?

      “Still, let’s put it out,” Mother said, glumly approaching with a large pot of ocean water. “If it spreads, we’ll lose the entire camp.”

      And, just like that, another spark was ignited. But this little twinkle of light was not on the wind. It was in my mind.

      “Of course,” I breathed. “Our fire. And the city itself.”

      No one understood what the enigmatic phrases, side by side, could have meant. “What are you talking about?” Mother asked.

      “We cannot move in the cold, but fire can move in the cold. Fire can burn in the cold, as long as it doesn’t get wet. We would need to time it right. But, Einhen, you said you would consult the skies tonight?”

      “I grabbed up my equipment when we fled the shelter,” Einhen agreed. “It hasn’t been unpacked yet, but yes, of course. I’ve been meaning to return to the stars for more answers. It just… seemed so hopeless for a while.”

      “You will be able to see the patterns of the clouds,” I said. “You could ascertain the window of a storm. They come and go, don’t they? The snowfall is not constant.”

      “That’s right,” Einhen said. “We traveled in it ourselves. There are sometimes entire nights without—”

      “How will the fire move in the cold without us?” Mother asked, sensing the direction in which I was taking our group. “Does our element no longer require us to control its destructive powers?”

      “But it really doesn’t, you know,” I said. “It never did. Fire has a mind of its own. You saw what it just did to that lean-to. I didn’t command that.”

      Mother’s face shifted into such a glower that she resembled a woman of wintry lineage. “You’re not suggesting that we abandon our flames in the city to do what they will?”

      “Some ice dragons will stay, certainly, and fight,” I confessed, “but you know that ice dragons are by and large creatures of comfort, creatures of leisure. Many of them will abandon the fiery city for the Obran peninsula. And those who stay—well—for what do they stay? For the charred shell of a once great city?”

      “And to what do we return?” Mother shrilled.

      “To what do we return now?” I shouted back. “Is there any return for us at all without sacrifice? You said it yourself. What purpose is a perfection we cannot touch? Start small, you said. All we need is somewhere to start. A place to rebuild. And the island can be ours again!”

      “You are talking about the destruction of the centuries. You are talking about the forfeit of our history, Theon. The sacrifice of our traditions.”

      “You are talking about the past, which is gone,” I retorted, “and the future, which is made of air. I am the only one of us still talking about now. Today. Tonight.”
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      Per my agreement with Parnassia—whatever “agreement” a man can ever come to with a harpy, anyway—she and her companions traveled through the portal over Everwinter  to join us on the ogres’ beach. Only three of them could come, as I had broken the wing of the other auburn bird some time ago. It didn’t seem that long ago… and at the same time, it seemed like another life. In those days, my biggest concern had been winning Penelope O’Hara’s heart. I hadn’t even understood the attacks of the winged women, much less the condition of my homeland. To think, whilst I had been wrapping my arms around Nell, tilting her face up to mine, my family had been shunted off to a shelter, sealed beneath inches of ice and snow.

      And now…

      Now Penelope O’Hara was my wife. The future queen. And a slave in my former palace, laboring directly beneath her own former best friend. My mother was the last of the family to remain. My younger brother had been missing and likely dead for at least a month. My father… beheaded on the very steps of the castle where he had raised us.

      As the three shadows of harpies approached in the sky, and my mother cast a glance in my direction. She had acquiesced to my plot, particularly because I was technically the new king of The Hearthlands, and deep down, she knew that. Deep down, she also wanted to trust me, I was sure. I was her own son, after all.

      “Business with harpies is never good business, son.”

      “That’s fine. I do not employ their services for good,” I answered her.

      “But they always want something in return,” she went on. I glanced at her with sympathy. This war had changed her; it had made the strong and brave woman who had raised Altair and I into a former queen who only was willing to cower. But I supposed war had changed us all. I had lost my gentle touch, perhaps forever. I regretted the easy trust I had bestowed on acquaintances, even on ice dragons themselves. “What will they take from us?” Mother breathed.

      “They want nothing from us because we want the same thing; it’s a collaboration, not an exchange,” I reminded her. “We both want revenge.” The word felt heavy, twisted, and satisfying in my mouth. “We both want the ice dragons ousted from the territory.”

      Mother’s eyes were cloudy; she clearly had more to say, but could not, as the harpies were too near. All three women were massive: Parnassia, the auburn and chestnut, mottled creature, muscular and trim as a field hand; the coal-black, sleek one, whose body was cut into narrow lines, with almost no breasts or hips of which to speak; and the snowy white one, whose figure was round, both soft and strong, like a farmer’s wife. All women had deceptively beautiful faces: arched cheekbones, full lips, and large, black eyes. There was something missing from them, though: that element of humanity even some ice dragons possessed. Some.

      “Theon,” Parnassia greeted sharply. “And Lady Aena.” Her head slightly bowed. “These are my sisters of Thundercliff. Ispa, the black-hearted. She was born without remorse.” The raven-looking one bowed slightly. The women were not used to showing respect to anyone or anything. That much was obvious. “And Keke, eater of the wicked and thief of their children.” The dove-looking one bowed slightly, her pretty face hard and unshifting. “Though we all exist to punish the wicked.”

      “I was not wicked,” I blurted. “Nell was not wicked. You tried to kill us both. And certainly the children of the wicked are not—”

      “Well,” Parnassia drawled, “although we are punishers, snatchers, we have a will toward destruction which can be… sometimes whimsical.”

      Ispa and Keke tittered behind her.

      “At times, we do make mistakes,” Parnassia went on, ignoring them. “Particularly for prizes which draw our eye away from our missions. But in these events, I think you’ll agree that you have benefited from our weakness of will.”

      I acquiesced to this point. “Granted. I never would have imagined that a harpy and a fire dragon would share a vision—but then I also never imagined that the ice dragons would destroy The Hearthlands as they have.” I glanced at Mother and then back to Parnassia. Upon the loss of her sister—though they were all sisters, but with no true family allegiance—it seemed that she was given deference by the other two. “We have agreed on a plot to send them from the territory, though it is admittedly rash, and almost as spiteful as it is destructive. We will, when our seer divines that the storms move in our favor, send agents of flame to burn the city, pushing the ice dragons from the castle walls and into the wilderness again. We hope that they will abandon our ruined structures and return to the Obran peninsula, allowing us to rebuild.”

      Parnassia, Ispa, and Keke seemed to consider this amongst themselves.

      “Destructive, rash, and spiteful, yes,” Parnassia agreed. “It will do little to ensure that the self-appointed rulers of the domain do not return, exactly as you have. Ice dragons are not known for their… emotional maturity. I would not be at all surprised to find the lot of you squabbling over a ruined city for another few years, as occurred on the same land some half a century ago.”

      At her words, Ispa cackled. Fire leaped in Mother’s eyes, and her thighs shifted and twitched, as if on the verge of a lunge. I held out my hand to still her before we lost our new—however shady—allies in the fight for our home country.

      “Yes, they’ll be back,” Ispa predicted. “Just you wait and see. Give them another twenty years… right after you poor asses rebuild.”

      “Forgive me, your majesties,” Parnassia snarled, “but what exactly does this have to do with our revenge? So far, I have heard nothing to relieve my mounting anger with the ice dragons. Their queen! Augh! Have you met their queen?”

      “Once or twice,” Mother answered dryly, shifting a glance in my direction.

      My cheeks darkened.

      “Yes, we know the woman of whom you speak,” I agreed. “She is human—”

      “Human!” Keke cried. “Humans are the worst! So much worse than any harpy could ever dream of being. Our madness at least knows reason. Our cruelty knows boundary!”

      “My point,” Parnassia went on, “is that your plan does nothing to satisfy our own needs. We must humiliate and deface the frauds and liars of the royal ice court, as they used our services, changed their terms, and dishonorably discarded us.”

      “And what do you have to offer by way of manpower, if you’ll forgive the phrase?” I asked her. “What of weaponry? We have precious few men to sacrifice for your wounded ego, Parnassia. Precious few resources to squander in multiple battles.”

      “We do not want to fight them,” Ispa snapped. “Fighting is honorable and fair; it is the kind of thing a damned fire dragon would do. We have no interest in honor. We have no interest in fairness. Our only interest is in torment.” My nose curled as her gnarled, withered hands, otherwise useless, petted each other as she spoke, as if this scheming brought her great pleasure. “We have not used the portal in Beggar’s Lake to exact our revenge for over a hundred years. But now… I feel it is time, sisters.”

      “Beggar’s Lake,” I murmured.

      “Beggar’s Lake houses a unique portal which, due to the force of the vortex atop it, is impossible to escape from,” Ispa went on. “It has become a dimension of torment and loss. Perhaps there exists some creature strong enough to battle up from the whirlpool and back into the world known as Earth, but if such a creature exists, we have yet to see it. Even we would be trapped if we descended into those depths, strong as we are.” She smirked.

      “What’s down there?” I asked.

      “The ghouls,” Ispa answered with great relish. “The ghouls are down there.”

      My eyes bulged. I gulped and nodded.

      The realm of the ghouls was almost a fate too horrific to wish upon the soldiers of the ice people. They were ethereal beings, almost fleshless, entirely monstrous. Their blood was as black as pitch, made thick with the entrails and ichor that were their regular diet. They could drive a person mad, and then disappear before your very eyes. I knew of them, of course, but I had somehow never imagined that one of the many portals might lead to their home. I couldn’t even imagine what such a place might look like. And to send living creatures there… just for revenge…

      But then I thought of my father’s face, hanging on his skull like a flag of surrender, white as ash and bruised, tattered. Thought of how they’d left him shackled for weeks, until he couldn’t walk anymore, couldn’t use his arms anymore, and had begun to starve. Were they truly so much better than the ghouls? Perhaps it was the ghouls I should have pitied.

      “I like it. But how will we get them to go into the portal?”

      “We have relations with the royal court,” Parnassia reminded me. “We’ll invite them to Thundercliff, under the guise of a meeting to discuss territories. Certainly, Maine is the closest province in keeping with their climate. It’s only one portal away. They would be interested in discussing the possibility of inhabiting the land.”

      I recoiled at the thought, though it was all nothing but a plot, a ploy. To think that the ice dragons wouldn’t just infiltrate the homes of honest, hard-working fire dragons—but move on to the homes of honest, hard-working humans… not to mention helpless…

      “Still,” I said, “you mentioned a vortex which creates such force, the portal is inescapable. How could you, relations or no, convince one of them—or any of them—all of them—to go through?”

      Parnassia smiled softly. “How could we, you mean,” she corrected me. “How could we convince them to go through?”

      My mind turned over the question a few times before a light flared on. “There is something for which any ice dragon would dive,” I said. “But you’ll have to wait for us to retake the castle.”
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      I had told Merulina to let me get some bandages for my hands, and we would venture down to the prisons, where I would be her lookout, and she could see Altair again. But apparently servants were the last people who got to decide what they were going to do over the course of their day. The life of a servant girl in the Eraeus castle was more like the life of a dog, or a ball of trash, or a speck of dust; you just got whipped from one place to the next, and if you got a moment to even think, you were lucky. It wasn’t until nightfall that I was finally able to pull Merulina aside without Dorid looming behind us. We’d been shunted from dinner to dishes to making beds to cleaning fireplaces and now laundry. We had folded a giant stack of white linens and deposited them on a cart to be taken by another couple of maids to an upstairs closet. Dorid had just departed for the servants’ quarters to settle some dispute about a missing vase.

      “Come on,” I hissed in Merulina’s ear. “If we don’t go now, God knows we’ll never get the chance.”

      Her emerald eyes shifted between the door to the hallway and the pile of folded laundry. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “You don’t understand, Nell—they’ll kill me if they find out.”

      “Oh, I understand. And you’re right.” I wanted to tell her about how I had been carried off into a gigantic nest by some horrific bird-woman because I had dared to follow Theon out across the beach one night. I wanted to tell her that I had been tortured for him in the same dungeon Altair inhabited now. I wanted to tell her that I had stolen the mystical astrolabe and disappeared into a wild snowstorm for the mere chance to see him again, the mere chance to give him an edge in this war that wasn’t even my own to fight. But I held my tongue. It would be nothing but boastful. Merulina had to make her own decisions. It was possible that she didn’t love Altair in the same way that I loved Theon… and if that was so, it would do her well to realize it now and not waste too much of their time.

      “If you don’t want to go, you can just say so,” I reminded her. “No one is forcing you. The risk is yours. The decision is yours.”

      Merulina’s eyes shifted again between the folded sheets and the waiting door. She expelled a violent sigh and marched to twist the knob in her hand.

      “Let’s go,” she said, flinging the door open and darting out into the hall. “Before I change my mind.”

      

      As we trundled down the stone steps, I thought that perhaps I should have considered whether or not being caught would be worth it for me, too. After all, it wasn’t as if I would be innocent in all of this. I already had enough strikes against me. I would need to invent some reason why I was down in the dungeons when I was supposed to be up at the laundry bins.

      “I’ll stay here,” I whispered, lingering at the final twist of the stairwell, where I could see up, to the station where guards would often pass for the changing of the shift, and down, where meager torches lit the cells of the remaining fire prisoners. “I’ll speak loudly if I’m asked why I am here.” From my days as a prisoner, I knew that the timing was almost impossible to speculate. Sometimes guards would mosey down into the dungeon as if by happenstance, chatting amongst themselves with nowhere to go and no true task to which to attend, and other times we’d been forgotten for what felt like—but couldn’t have been—hours. “I don’t know how much time you have.”

      “I used to be the dungeon’s water girl,” Merulina explained. “I can say that there is never a guarantee that a sentry or a servant will not pass through. But if you’re lucky, you can have all the time you need to express your love. We shall see. But—you were right. The risk is mine. The decision is mine. If a guard comes, tell him that you were sent to look for the missing vase.”

      I scoffed. “Dorid would never agree that she had said—”

      “Not by Dorid,” Merulina hissed. “By me.” With that, she whirled and descended the stairwell to hunt for Altair among the cells. It was almost impossible to see them—an occasional shift in the shadow let me know that a body was moving—but I heard Merulina’s expression of gratitude, and heard Altair join her chorus in surprise. Her silhouette moved to the bars of a dim cage and the torchlight played over her hair, showing me that his fingers had found their way into her tresses.

      They kissed, a long, luxurious kiss, as if they had all the time in the world.

      I stared after them and thought helplessly of Theon. Our interaction the other night had been so brief…

      I wished I could go with Merulina and tell Altair that I knew his brother, if only to in some way be with Theon again by being with his family—to tell him that I was his sister-in-law now, and possibly the queen of The Hearthlands, if they ever became The Hearthlands again. But I didn’t want to ruin their moment. Merulina was gasping with tearful breath—an ice dragoness crying for love, what a beautiful thing—and Altair murmured sweet nothings in her ear… which traveled quite well due to the acoustics of the dungeon.

      “I was starting to think I’d never see you again,” he confessed. “It’s been days since a beautiful girl brought me water.”

      “Dorid suspected,” Merulina sobbed. “She said I was awfully happy to be doing such abysmal shifts, and perhaps I deserved to be promoted. She was trying to keep us apart—and she succeeded. The only reason I’m here now is that your sister took pity on me… she’s being my lookout right now.”

      “You should know that the fire dragons do not have sisters. We are a race without women since the war under my grandfather’s reign.”

      “Your sister-in-law,” Merulina answered. “Theon’s wife.”

      “Theon’s wife?” echoed in the prison. I resisted the urge to go. I would need to be here, looking, in case a guard approached—

      “The new girl, aren’t you?” a voice emanated from behind me, and I jumped, whirling. My heart slammed into my ribcage with every passing second.

      “Uh, yes,” I said. Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no. “I just… it’s so dark down here!” I threw my voice farther to catch Merulina and Altair’s attention, to pull them from their lover’s embrace. “I was supposed to be looking for that missing vase, but—but—I think I lost my way?”

      The man behind the blue cloth mask considered me, skeptical, then nodded his head back toward the guard post. “Come with me,” he said. “I’ll take you back to the servants’ quarters. The vase got found already. It was in the library with a different set of finery. Mismatched. Bad housekeeping. But never mind that. The servant responsible was apprehended and punished.” His eyes were cold as he spoke. Apprehended and punished for misplacing a vase. I could only imagine what they’d do to me, much less Merulina, if they knew the truth.

      “O-okay,” I said, loudly again. “Thank you!”

      I glanced over my shoulder once—I risked it, like a fool—before following the guard up the stairs.

      Merulina was gone.
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      The stars over the Ixwane Ocean were large and bright, shimmering down onto the beach like photographs, reminders of the sky under which The Hearthlands had once resided. Of course, that land mass was now more often than not covered by clouds. But the stars had not changed—except in position, perhaps.

      I had been taught to read the stars when I was younger, but had not taken the time to truly examine them in years. There were enough seers in the castle without needing to use the skill myself. My mother would have been appalled if she had known. But Einhen and I scanned the stars from the ogres’ beach and I thought of Penelope. She was all alone in that castle, being ground to a pulp beneath Michelle’s thumb… And my wife, I felt people failed to realize, was quite resilient. She would not be ground to a pulp, and if she would not be ground to a pulp… she might be returned to the dungeon, to see what the manacles might make of her.

      And I couldn’t lose her. I couldn’t lose my father, and Altair, and Penelope, all in the same month. I was resilient too, but not that resilient. I needed something left in my world.

      Beside me, Einhen sketched out the patterns of the stars and examined them more closely with a ruler and a magnifying glass, etching little dotted lines between them to show their trajectories. In the sand alongside him was a telescope. I was too lost in my thoughts to be of any help. Perhaps that was the real reason I had never closely consulted the stars, instead, consulting a court-appointed seer. I couldn’t be troubled to concentrate for that long on the series of silver speckles.

      My mind continued to wander to Penelope. What if Lethe thought he could take advantage of Penelope? He certainly still loved her. She was my wife… and if he laid so much as a hand on her, I would be forced to take measures of my own. Things would certainly get ugly. Very ugly. What if he—

      Off to my left, Einhen’s writing utensil scratched harder and faster on the surface of his yellowed papyrus scroll.

      “Dear gods,” he breathed, distracting me from my worry. “Theon!” Einhen tore his eyes from the scroll, darted them to the stars once more, and then turned them to me. They were wide with alert, with panic. “The stars!”

      “Yes, they’re…” I wasn’t sure quite what to say. I didn’t want to make a fool out of myself. Sighing, I asked, “What are they?”

      “They have not changed position!” Einhen clapped a hand on my shoulder. “They remain with us still!”

      “What?” Without thinking, I snatched the scroll from beneath Einhen’s hands and examined the crude map he had been drawing.

      He was right. I couldn’t see a single star out of alignment within the sky which had always hung over The Hearthlands every night of my life until the day that I had departed for Earth.

      “The gods,” Einhen cheered. “The gods will give us an advantage in war, in travel, in luck… though the weather remains unfavorable.”

      “Unfavorable?” A sharp note crept into my voice. “Einhen… we require the storms to relent, lest they extinguish our fire and drive us from the territory. We need a window of clarity in the sky.”

      Einhen’s shoulders sagged. “Perhaps unfavorable is not the word,” he corrected himself. He scooped the telescope from the sand at his side and examined the mottled sky over Everwinter yet again. “Unpredictable. The clouds move too quickly… some are dark, some are light… it’s impossible to be certain when or where the next storm will begin in Everwinter, and impossible to tell how long it will last. I can say it is not snowing right now. And at night the storms seem to abate, to at least soften. Perhaps the astrolabe machinists retire in the night hours, and the sky clears for a precious few hours.”

      “So the weather is uncertain, but the gods will grant us… luck.”

      “The ice people appear to have not changed every disc of the astrolabe. And we did not notice. We never mapped them again after seeing their new positions. They changed back right over our very heads.” He looked away from his telescope, breathless with relief, with excitement. “We must strike now. Tonight. The ice dragons surely know this folly, and are working to repair it.”

      “We were always going to strike tonight, to tell you the truth,” I admitted to him, pushing up to a stand and turning toward the waiting camp of fire soldiers—the loyal remainder. “One never knows if they shall live or die. Even now, we cannot be sure.” I looked away from Einhen and again thought of Nell. “The gods do not decide everything.”

      

      The night sky over Ixwane Ocean was filled with fire dragons, all in brilliant shades of gold and crimson and bright, flame orange. As we approached our distant shore—now a silvery crust, where it had once been a verdant series of hills much like the ogres’ beach—my eyes shifted from one bank of cloud to the next. As long as those snowy mists held their loads overhead… we would be able to travel onward, toward the city itself, with our weapons and ammunition strapped to our necks. My emptied satchel had been packed with driftwood, reeds, and other dried materials from the ogres’ beach. It was highly flammable, and it would do what I could not. It would cover the city itself, sent forth like an arrow.

      We traveled through the frigid air, eyes half-closed against the dry atmosphere. At least, being as dry as it was, it would help the fire to burn. And it would need to be a lot of fire. It would need to overwhelm them.

      For almost an hour we flew onward toward the city as fast as we could. The time was precious. There were only a few dozen of us left. If it started to snow…

      “Heading into a flurry!” Einhen announced.

      “We have to turn back!” one of the smaller red dragons cried below me.

      “No!” I rebuked. “We can make it! It won’t last for long.”

      Our wings beat the air, and one, two smaller dragons spiraled out of the squad, down to the ground below with wings cramped and locked in the cold. “They’ll be all right,” I exclaimed, fixing my eyes straight ahead as we pushed through the thin sheet of snowfall. “We have to keep going!” I could see the walls of the city on the horizon. It wouldn’t be long now.

      Descending to the city entrance and frozen moat, we landed in the deep snow. I wondered if the ice dragons had been made aware of our presence yet. Knowing how lazy and overconfident they were, it was possible that the patrols had been slackened after the shelter had been raided. But it was impossible to say. We had no time to waste.

      I shifted into my human form in order to use my hands, and the other fire soldiers followed suit. As it had been before, the city was left open, a vulgar display of the perceived superiority of ice forces. I unsheathed the satchel from my neck and dug inside for the salty wood and foliage, dried to the bone in the sun of the ogres’ beach. “Show no mercy,” I instructed my men. It was a phrase I never would have uttered before. “We are not trying to save anything. No ice dragons, and no structures within the city. Let it, and let them, burn.”

      At the entrance of the city was the same abandoned inn where Nell and I had spent our first night as husband and wife. I gazed at it with longing and remorse for only an instant before exhaling a plume of white-hot fire into its windows.

      Posted nearby were horses and donkeys, draped in heavy quilts, attached to bridles, awaiting their owners. I unbridled one horse, loosely attached a bundle of kindling to its tail, and breathed some sparks into the mass. The horse neighed and took off into the city, but before it lost the bundle attached to its tail, the snow that it kicked up extinguished the flame.

      I extracted a quiver and bow from my satchel. The quiver was stuffed with arrows whose feathered fletching had been replaced, wrapped in dry reeds instead. I exhaled some sparks again and took aim at a distant building. It had once been our cobbler’s shop. But now… now it was just an empty building, or perhaps the hideout of some lowly ice dragon who hadn’t the courage to remain on his or her own land, the Obran peninsula.

      The arrow arced into the sky like a teardrop of fire, descending perfectly onto the cobber’s shop.

      Archery was a lesson I’d never missed.

      A dim flicker began in one window. Too slow. If our fire all started with natural speed, the ice dragons would have plenty of time to extinguish them.

      “Men,” I commanded. “Our sparks will not progress at the speed we require!”

      “What of our fireballs?” Charis called back.

      “They are exhausting,” Einhen replied.

      “War is exhausting. The fireballs it is. The thicker, the better!”

      Einhen sagged—not a warrior by trade—but acquiesced. The lot of us heaved and belched, vomiting streaks of white lava into the depths of the city.

      They landed and exploded, creating immediate wildfires amid the kindling of our town square. The temple sparkled like a firework, its bejeweled statues and fountains, fed with the gaseous ground waters of The Hearthlands, shooting into the sky. The apothecary’s station fumed with the smoke of sage, while the physician’s office was practically vaporized by the variety of chemicals harbored therein.

      I stared out across the blanket of destruction… so many of our buildings, our landmarks, gone in an instant… one of the fireballs slammed into a statue of my grandfather, melting it almost instantly into the snow below…

      Wild-eyed ice dragons, still half-asleep and half-naked from their beds, came staggering out into the snow. Some of them ran in their bare feet or stockings toward the open exits of the city wall. Some of them transformed into dragons, all shades of blue and white and silver and black, then fled into the sky and over the walls. Some of them yodeled from within burning buildings they had taken to inhabiting, spewing shards of ice out windows in an attempt to blanket the blaze. But the assault was too fast, too much, too unexpected.

      It wouldn’t be too long before a discerning ice dragon stepped from his or her abode and scanned the streets, not for the flaming horrors around them, but for their cause. And when that happened, we would be forced into ground combat. Soon. But it would be too late. By the time we were targeted and forced into defensive mode, forced to relent and even recede, the entire city would be aflame. Even now, we had fanned out at a distance of several blocks from one another, and our fireballs assaulted different quarters of the city. And when we fled, then… then we would tap into the gaseous moat and set it aflame, encouraging the remaining ice dragons to flee rather than walk the full length of the moat, extinguishing its waters to resuscitate a ruined city.

      My gaze panned to the castle.

      My only fear was not the condition of my childhood home, but Penelope.

      As the fires of the city crackled and spread from building to building, creeping ever closer to the palace itself…

      As the warm, yellow light played across my features, relaxing and warming me…

      I worried. I worried at how the royal family would react, and prayed that they would be thrust into a panic too deep and wide to consider revenge on a lowly slave girl. They did not know that she had become my wife. Not unless she had told them herself.

      All around us, a gentle snow began to fall. At first, I couldn’t even see it, as the flakes melted as soon as they came close to the fires. But then I realized that my face kept feeling sharp little prickles. Ice.

      I winced. Even though it would be smart to fall back now, to save my men from the damage of the coming storm… I could not abandon Nell.
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      When the bombing began, I had already been “returned” to Michelle. I was aware of the resurgence of fire dragon power before Michelle had even awoken. I saw the strange flares of orange, yellow, and red light, illuminated on the opposing wall, and stood to investigate. That was when I knew. Balls of fire like white plasma filled the sky, streaking and exploding gracefully through windows. Homes stood like black skeletons in the wake of the dancing flame, and people were in the street—fleeing and grabbing what little they could. From my vantage point, three stories high, I could also see fire dragons moving through the streets, but the ice dragons could not. Unable to track the source of the fire, they were surrounded by a hedge of flame, and relented. Many of the buildings were consumed, and those that were extinguished by the ice of a dragon still smoldered, blackened, useless. I swallowed. Soon, the castle would be alerted, if they weren’t already. Soon, Lethe would know. Michelle would know. I shuddered at the thought of vicious Vulott being made aware of this development.

      But my heart quickened with both terror and anticipation. Theon was somewhere in those streets, advancing toward me.

      Shouts emanated through the heavy wooden door of Michelle’s bedroom. Footsteps thundered down the hallway, not stopping here. A smattering of jewel-toned lights, a reflection of a jeweled statue exploding somewhere near the castle, flared across Michelle’s sleeping face, and she stirred. I was no longer playing my barrel organ. I had stopped several minutes ago.

      “What are you doing over there?” Michelle demanded sleepily, shoving herself into an upright position as if it was the most heroic task of her nineteen years. Rumpled and drowsy, she still looked annoyingly sexy.

      “Watching the bombs.” Though my heart was stampeding in my chest, there was nothing else to say. Where could I go? Out into the snow, like a mad woman?

      Poetically, a soft snow began to fall outside the window.

      “What bombs?” Michelle bellowed, flinging herself out of the bed and ambling to the window. She shoved me out of the way to thrust her face against the glass. “Oh, my God,” she whispered to herself. “They came back.”

      Righteous vindication throbbed in my heart. “Of course they came back.” The words popped out of my mouth with no thought at all, steely and passionate and firm.

      Michelle cast a glare in my direction. “Did you know this was going to happen?”

      I forced my face to stay in line. “Anyone could have guessed,” I replied. “It was their land, originally. The ice dragons didn’t kill everyone; they didn’t follow them across the ocean. It was entirely possible that they just reassembled elsewhere. I mean, either perspective—that they would or wouldn’t return—would have to be an assumption. I just assumed they would.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but the bed chamber door was thrown open just then, and we both whirled at the sound, uncomfortable eye contact broken.

      “Queen Michelle.” The person standing in the doorway was Dorid, strangely; not Lethe. Interesting. It said a lot of a man who would not come for his wife as another imminent battle hung over the land, encroaching on their own castle. “Your presence is requested in the throne room.”

      Michelle strode toward the door, and I stayed behind. If she forgot about me… I certainly would have stolen some furs, a pair of boots, and tried to find the astrolabe before striking out into the streets of Everwinter in search for Theon.

      But Michelle probably knew this. She had always been smarter than she looked—her emotional intelligence would’ve been off the charts, if her ego didn’t get in the way.

      “You,” she commanded, pointing at me and jerking her finger into the hallway. “Come with me, or face the consequences.”

      Grim, I trundled after her.

      

      The throne room was a tizzy of panicked gesticulation when we arrived. My heart went to Lethe, as he was bone white and manic. “Nell, you’re okay,” he blurted upon sight of me. Michelle shot him a poisonous glare. “Michelle, darling.” Lethe went to Michelle and embraced her quickly. “They’re destroying the entire city. They’ve gone blazing insane.”

      “I should have known that this was coming,” Vulott muttered. It was he and not Lethe who sat on the throne, massaging his temple tiredly. “I don’t know why I didn’t think that they would be capable of such an atrocity.”

      “What should we do?” Lethe asked. “What are the people in the street doing?”

      “I watched from the window for a while.” I spoke up. “Most of them fled. There are just too many buildings on fire, and the ice people… They don’t seem to care that much about the land. Not as much as they care about themselves…”

      “Typical,” Vulott sneered.

      Lethe abandoned Michelle’s arms to continue his pacing.

      “Then forget the people,” Michelle called after him. “What about us? What will we do?”

      Spoken like a true ice dragoness.

      “The fire encroaches,” Vulott announced, having moved to the window. “The snow fall is too light to extinguish the buildings, and I see fire soldiers moving in the streets. We have been abandoned by the people, but the fire dragons remain. Even in the snow.”

      Damn right, I thought, my mind turning to Theon with a swell of pride.

      “What about our guards?” Michelle demanded, her voice pitchy with despair. “There has to be someone here who can protect the castle for us!”

      “Sometimes you are so beautiful and cold, I forget that you are human, my dear,” Vulott grumbled. “And then you say something like that and I’m reminded.”

      “What? The guards themselves aren’t loyal?” Michelle shrilled. “Then what the hell is the point of having them?”

      “It’s your knowledge of Everwinter which is truly lacking,” Lethe explained to her, more gently than Vulott would have. “The castle is surrounded by a thin band of gaseous water, now frozen. It means nothing to us in its frozen state, except to be an object of beauty. However… the fire will melt it quickly. And the natural pockets of gas in the creek will explode into a ring of fire. The castle will be slowly engulfed from every angle, except in the event that an ice storm rages down onto us. But if it does not—even with a team of fifty ice dragons, should every guard stand beneath their pledge of allegiance—the fire will overpower the manpower in the castle. We would sustain massive damage to certain wings. The castle is simply too large.”

      “We can’t just leave it!” Michelle wailed. “This is our castle!”

      “Darling, they will destroy it,” Vulott explained to her acidly. “They would rather destroy their own palace than allow us to dwell in its walls.”

      “Then what are we going to do?” she cried.

      “Hurry,” Lethe answered. “Send word to the guards. Abandon the property. We must think first of our own safety, mustn’t we?”

      “And leave behind an untouched castle for the fire dragons to retake?” Vulott cried.

      Yes! I cried silently. This was their home before you came here and stole it!

      “Hell, no.” Michelle spoke up. “If we have to leave, let’s take what we can carry and regroup elsewhere.”

      “We’ll take the weaponry,” Vulott announced.

      Simultaneously, Michelle announced, “We’ll take the jewels.”

      Lethe winced. “The fire will not wait for us to load our sacks,” he reminded the two of them. My heart went out to him. He had some qualities of an ice dragon, but he was less ice dragon than Michelle Ballinger herself. “If you must, then hurry.” His eyes were dark with judgment, but he didn’t have the spine to stand up to either of them. “Grab whatever you need and let’s go. I’ll be waiting along the northern parapet.”

      “Nell!” Michelle snapped, her eyes setting on me. “Load your arms with whatever you can carry, and instruct the other women to do the same. Go now! To the servants’ quarters!”

      As I stepped from the throne room, I was taken aback by the harried motion of the sentries and maids bustling down the corridor, some loading their arms with precious goods. My teeth tugged at my lower lip as I scanned the hall… Whatever you can carry. Would I have the time to make it all the way to the western tower? Would I be the only one who would think to grab the item—an item of priceless worth, even if it wasn’t encrusted in jewels?

      But she’d told me to go to the servants’ quarters, too. Dammit!

      I also needed to find Merulina and prepare to brave the cold, but those weren’t the only things. I had to think about Theon, and what he would want me to save most. So much to do. It didn’t help that the palace around me was churning in chaos. I almost wished that I was the queen. I would’ve ensured the safety of my people, not concerned myself with looting. The current of servants moved in the opposite direction, driving toward the castle’s main hall and exit, but I pushed back against them and forged toward the western tower first. I had some time. Just enough time to get one last thing…

      

      The western tower was totally deserted—quiet enough to be disconcerting. The hallways tapered off into darkness… with the exception of a splash of golden light emanating from one particular doorway. The room which housed the mystical astrolabe. I crept onward, slipped into the room, and beheld the ancient device. Its interlocking discs gleamed with light. I was gentle as I removed the astrolabe from its platform, but I had no thick coat in which to hide it. If Michelle saw me, I’d have to pretend that I had collected it for her.

      Moving through the western tower and back toward the center of the castle was like stepping from one world—dark, quiet, and lonely—into another—bright, noisy, and crowded. The walls had been stripped of their tapestries and crests. The floors were littered in sprays of broken baubles and discarded coins. I wasn’t even sure what I could grab for Michelle anymore, but then I also assumed she’d packed up everything she could carry.

      In all the commotion, the dungeon was forgotten. Its door hung open, but the guard station just beyond was dim and empty. Of course; the ice dragons were by and large cowards, weren’t they? No wonder they had lost the land twice now. If they couldn’t steal it without much effort, they wouldn’t bother.

      War against a nation of cowards and thieves was understandably difficult. Without respect for the land, for families, for heritage, there was much for a people to lose in war. But on the other hand, it was easy to regain a foothold against such an enemy. They were so weak, they made it easy.

      I glanced to the right and to the left, then advanced toward the prison. Before I passed the empty guard station, I hesitated and scanned the interior of the small room for any keys. At first, I thought that someone had had the foresight to remove them—the foresight as well as the spitefulness. But the guard had not seen fit to remove every item of use, for leaned in one corner were several tools, including a long, metallic scissor which resembled bolt cutters.

      I snatched them up, heavy though they were—the bolt cutters wedged beneath one arm, while both hands continued to brace the astrolabe—and trundled down, down, down the twisting stone stairwell to the dungeon beyond.

      I could hear them crying out for me—for anyone—before I even turned the last corner and was spilled out amid the prison cells and dangling chains. “What’s going on out there?” a woman in a cell demanded. She was an older fire dragoness, starved down to the bone… and an idea bloomed in my brain. Of course. The prisoners could help the soldiers! No one would ever need to know that it had been me…

      “The king has come to save us,” I informed her breathlessly, placing the lock on the cell door between the scissors and closing them tightly. The lock groaned and gave, twisting and falling to the floor. “Let’s go. Take a coat and boots from any closet and join them!”

      “And who are you but an ice dragon slave, to give the proud people of this land your orders?” the woman demanded, glaring at me hotly.

      I wrenched the prison cell’s door open and extended my hand toward her, so that she could see the thin band of gold gleaming on my finger—and the Aena crest thereon. Her eyes—a dark gold much like Theon’s—flashed from my ring to my face. “My slavery is nothing but a ruse,” I assured her. “I will be queen of The Hearthlands when the throne has been restored to its rightful king, Theon.” I didn’t have the time to explain any further than that, though I saw from the largeness of her eyes that she believed me. I jerked my head to the side, signaling for her to pass and pass quickly. “Go now, there is no time to lose,” I commanded her. She hurried past, and so did several other fire dragons in her cell. They all scurried up the stairs, into the madness beyond, and were gone. I continued to scavenge for Altair. Where…?

      “Sister!” a familiar voice called to me from the shadows. I twisted and scanned the darkness… and there he was, on the fringes of a torch’s dying light, forgotten by the sentries, bound in chains.

      I hurried to unfasten his manacles with the heavy scissors in my hands, using the astrolabe as a meager illumination in the shadow. The manacles clattered away from the wall, still attached to his wrists but freed from the stone. He rubbed at where his skin had begun to go raw. It was a pain I remembered all too vividly.

      Altair’s eyes fixed on me intently.

      “The astrolabe,” he breathed. “You were the one. The one who met Merulina and brought her to me.”

      “Always been a sucker for romance,” I answered, leaning down to scoop up the astrolabe again. “Have you seen Merulina since the attacks began?”

      Altair took the bolt-cutting contraption without missing a beat. “Sadly, no,” he replied, strangely upbeat in spite of the words. “But if I know Merulina—and I think that I do—she is safe, wherever she is. I believe we all have some people in our lives who will never be made into fools, and who will ensure their own survival above all else.” My mind shifted to Michelle. Yes, in a way, I could see how an admirer might tout her strength, even if I couldn’t particularly understand it. “I will free the rest of the prisoners. Unless you think there is no time?”

      “The guards and servants are no longer employees of the castle so much as they are mercenaries, concerned primarily with looting the palace. I doubt anyone would stop you, as it would divert valuable time… literally… from their acquisitions.”

      “Then free the fire people I shall!” Altair cheered. He’d struck me as an optimist during our past encounters, but I’d never seen him happy until now. He practically skipped to the next cell, severing its latch with the scissors. “And then we will join our brothers in the fight.” He nodded at me, still illuminated by the astrolabe in an embankment of darkness. “You remind me of my mother. I should’ve seen it earlier. Naturally, Theon would be drawn to you.” He bowed, then wrenched open the next cell door, allowing the waiting prisoners inside to be released. “I forgive you for whatever ruse you must engage in to restore the kingdom to its former self, Queen Penelope!” he bellowed, skipping to the next cell and dismantling its lock.

      Clutching the astrolabe to my chest, I forged my way up the stairs, pushed along now with a throng of escaped prisoners, uncertain. Altair raised a good question in my mind. Should I continue the illusion of servitude in order to stay near to the royal family, ensuring that an insider remained with them, but risking that the astrolabe be taken? Or should I go, dress myself in a coat, hunt Theon down in the snow, and present to him the astrolabe?
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      The question ended up being a moot one, and my decision had probably been poor. I wanted to find Theon, not because it was strategically wise, but because I felt better being with him. But… he wasn’t quite ready for a reunion yet. He still stood at the front line with his men, and I believed—with all the pride and faith that made a woman into a fire dragon—that this would be the first, and hopefully only, historic battle of his reign.

      In any case, I’d gone upstairs and was hunting for a coat closet when Michelle found me.

      “What are you doing? Where have you been?” the girl sneered, advancing on me. Her eyes flashed between the astrolabe and my face. Lethe and Vulott exited the throne room behind her. “That was all you got?” she cried, reeling back. The palm of her hand flashed out and caught me on the side of the face. My head snapped just slightly to the side, even though I could tell she had thrown the full force of several years of resentment into that slap. My eyes trained on her and simmered there, even as my head turned to face her again.

      “Well done, girl,” Vulott praised, stepping forward and practically snatching the astrolabe from my hands. I almost fought him for it, but my fingers loosened and I let it go. Between the lot of them—surrounded by ice dragons as I was—there was no point. I would have to stay with them, and look for my next opportunity to seize it.

      “And that was what took you so long, I suppose.” Michelle would not relent in her glower, nor in her suspicious tone. Of course, she knew me well enough to know that she wasn’t the only one who was not to be trusted between us. One thing we had in common was our steadfast refusal to follow anything but our hearts—the difference was that hers was firmly planted in self-interest, and Theon had mine. Anything I did outside of her direct supervision was suspect. Still, she was willing to take the risk and accept me as her servant girl, since that meant being able to humiliate me all day long.

      “You see the condition the castle is in,” I explained, lifting my hand to make an example of the mayhem swirling around us. Even the sight of their own king and queen didn’t bring any of these ice dragons to a halt. “Everything I found was taken from me. The walls, the closets, the depositories, the windows, everything has been stripped of its valuables. Apparently everyone came to the same conclusion you did.”

      Michelle grimaced. “You could at least go to my bedroom and get my gowns. Now.”

      The crash of a window punctuated her sentence, and a stream of fire came pouring into the hallway below us. An ice dragon shrilled with horror and unleashed a ribbon of ice in combat. Someone in the great hall went to the front entrance and unlocked it. A powerful wind came gusting, causing the chandeliers to twist and tinkle. It was freezing out there. Damn, the fire dragons were probably not going to be able to fight much longer. It might have been long enough. The “royal family” was, after all, poised to depart. And the fire dragons were poised to enter. In every window, separate blazes filled the sky. The snow had come, but come too late.

      “Now?” Lethe reiterated. His eyebrows settled over his blizzard-blue eyes. “The only ‘now’ which we must consider, queen, is that the fire is upon us.”

      Another window downstairs exploded inward, a tongue of flame lashing into the castle. Meanwhile, out the front door, gusts of wind carried snow across the foyer… and ice dragons shifted and took to the sky in droves.

      “We must not spare a single member of our court,” Lethe went on.

      “She is not a member of our court,” Michelle insisted, jabbing a finger at me. “Lethe, don’t be an idiot—she’s Theon’s wife!”

      “And yet you brought her up from the dungeons,” Lethe retorted.

      Michelle spluttered and grasped for a new point. “I sent her for valuables and she returned with the astrolabe! The single tool in this castle which could ensure the victory of the fire dragons!”

      I could definitely smell smoke downstairs. I pursed my lips and maintained my peace.

      “The fire dragons are taking the castle,” Lethe replied. “If she had left it, they would soon acquire it. That she took it shows loyalty.”

      “Oh, Lethe.” Michelle rolled her eyes and refused to look at him. “How can a king be so—?”

      Another window crashed, shards of glass spewing in every direction, but this came from our own floor. I thought in horror that the fire dragons wouldn’t know, wouldn’t stop, and would accidentally kill their own queen… kill their own king’s brother… but no tongue of flame was exhaled through this broken window. Rather, an auburn, speckled harpy came tumbling through, slammed into the opposing wall, and collapsed on the rug.

      As had become customary, a strong cocktail of relief and apprehension swelled in my chest at the sight of the harpy with whom I had stricken a fruitless exchange. Parnassia.

      “King,” she huffed, straightening. “I arrived the second I heard that the fire dragons had risen again in your fair, frigid country. Come to Thundercliff. You will be welcome there, not only safe from Aena’s men but also comfortable.”

      “Thundercliff,” Michelle noted. “Where in Maine was that, again?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Beggar’s Hole,” I reminded her under my breath. It was painfully reminiscent of high school English, wherein she would never quite remember any of the books she’d sworn she’d read.

      “I’m afraid your dwelling is too small for the likes of us,” Lethe replied. “As you can see, we have with us a court of four, and the women are human. They cannot withstand the cold and the altitude kept by your kind, fair harpy.”

      “Thundercliff’s forest, then, may suffice,” the harpy tried again. How… accommodating she was being.

      Downstairs, I could hear the sound of more glass breaking. Many of the servants had fled now, leaving precious few in the halls… and smoke was buffeting up toward the ceiling, dark and ominous. We would need to make a decision—and soon.

      “But this is our castle,” Lethe insisted. I wanted to argue that point, but held my tongue.

      “But Thundercliff Forest,” Michelle interjected, “is where my ‘castle’ is.” She used air-quotes to denote that her palatial lake house was only a castle in a manner of speaking.

      “What is ‘this’?” Vulott asked, mimicking her.

      “Nothing.”

      “Means that it’s not a real castle,” I explained to Vulott, who immediately frowned.

      “I don’t want to go to a castle that is no castle at all,” he denounced.

      “Um, the place is gorgeous, and everyone would be psyched to see me,” Michelle argued, oblivious to the smoke and broken windows.

      “We need to decide now!” Lethe insisted.

      “Come with us to Thundercliff, and the harpies will be your allies in wartime,” the winged woman cooed. “Perhaps the young queen should not be so eagerly dismissed. Perhaps it would behoove you to maintain a satellite castle, rather than a castle on this disputed territory, so vulnerable to attack.”

      “And it has a great security system,” Michelle interjected. “And my parents are never there.”

      Lethe looked from the harpy and Michelle to Vulott and me, weighing his options. Parnassia and Michelle offered an easy exit to a foreign land, a retreat to regroup. Vulott and I, on the other hand—what did we represent to him? Some notion of family? Of honor—however misguided? Strange to think that he would ever look at me and see anything in common with his insane father… but I supposed I should have been flattered.

      His eyes ticked between us and his jaw set. “No,” he decided. “I want to stay. I want to fight. I want this castle—and I want this land. I want to give the ice dragons their own kingdom, finally. We cannot run again, or it will be another fifty years before we see another uprising. The fire dragons knew that. And this attack is just a play on our weaknesses! Let us prove them wrong!” he cried, looking to his father for support. “If we leave now, we will never return, except as second-class citizens again.”

      I shielded my nose and coughed. My eyes were beginning to burn. What were they doing down there?

      Vulott nodded thoughtfully, but then he opened his mouth. “Still, some portion of land on which to brood and plot is better than a charred husk; what have we won if we win this war? Nothing. They are willing to destroy even their own castle.”

      “Because they banked on our superficiality and laziness driving us out!” Lethe said. “Let’s surprise them! Let’s—”

      “I go with the bird-woman,” Vulott decided, interrupting his son. “The harpy is a like-minded creature. We will be safe among them. Besides.” Vulott brandished the astrolabe, giving it a disrespectful slap with his palm. “We have this. There is no true victory for the fire people. There never will be again. Even their queen is a slave.” He glanced over his shoulder at me and winked. Ugh.

      “Yes, ‘Thundercliff’ is a great place,” Michelle piped. “I vote we go too! People will freak out that we are there. In a good way. But…” Her eyes shifted back to me and she coughed. “Let’s leave Nell behind,” she finished. “We’re not going to need her there. Trust me.”
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      I gaped at Michelle, strangely insulted. It seemed natural that, if there was going to be a sojourn to my hometown, I would be included in it. On the other hand, my husband would be here at this palace, and I wanted to be with him.

      Voices filtered up to us from the ground floor. Male voices. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the ruined corridors were now abandoned. The fire dragons were in the castle. They were probably looking for us now—and I wasn’t the only one of us who had heard them. A silent exchange of eye contact passed around the circle, and Lethe stepped forward. “We’re not leaving her here,” he announced.

      “Why not?” Michelle snapped. “Are you going to miss your little girlfriend too much?”

      “We’re not leaving her here because she knows exactly where we’re going, and she is the queen of The Hearthlands, whether you want to admit it or not,” Lethe snapped back. “Can you leave some of this tactical decision-making to me? I’ve only been trained in the art of war my entire life, Michelle!” Flames crept up the downstairs banister. “We have to go now! Without any reinforcement whatsoever, should we choose to fight, we would lose. We need to depart—Thundercliff is as good a place as any, if not better—and regroup there. That’s my command as king, and as husband,” he said, pointing at her as he spoke.

      Spines and scales in an icy blue rippled upward and outward from his fingertip, and his nails elongated and blackened, becoming tubular and reptilian. I had watched Theon shift up close a few times… I’d never really seen it happen to Lethe. One second he was, by all appearances, a slender pretty boy—but, in the next instant his jaw and nose elongated to form a snout, and his blue eyes enlarged, his skin dried, his hair receded, his proportions ballooned and lengthened to the chorus of popping tendons, reshaped bone. It didn’t take long at all before he was something else entirely, something which filled the hallway itself.

      Lethe wordlessly nudged Michelle with his head, scooping her onto his neck, where she slid down until she reached his shoulders. He did the same to me, and I locked my arms around his neck, terrified of the flight which was to come. I didn’t even have a coat. I could only pray it would be so fast, my arms wouldn’t have the time to numb.

      Vulott allowed the auburn harpy to cradle the astrolabe in her withered arms before he transformed into a large beast of silver hide and blackest eyes.

      I was clinging to Lethe’s neck when I caught sight of Theon heading up the stairwell. As Lethe charged out the open window, followed immediately by the bird-woman and Vulott, I craned my neck to maintain eye contact with Theon, hoping that I could silently send him a message. That everything was going to be okay. As long as I was his queen, nothing could come between us. And he would have his empire back if it was the last thing that I did.

      Lethe pulled Michelle and me onward into the dazzling snow clouds of Everwinter, and Theon grew smaller and smaller in the broken window of the castle. It was the only building within the city walls which did not appear to be a blackened shell now. Smoke rose, thick and steady, from the ruined country.

      “Did you hear that?” Michelle yelled into my ear. In spite of our differences, her arms were nonetheless locked around my waist.

      “No!” I yelled back. “I didn’t hear anything!”

      But it was a lie. I had heard. I’d heard a voice on the wind calling out my name.
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      The saddest element of our battle tactic was how readily the soldiers of Everwinter relinquished “their” property after it had become damaged. The castle particularly could be salvaged, as it was the greatest structure of The Hearthlands, and the most fortified and the last to be reached, but when we arrived at its gate and began sending our arrows through its windows, the ice dragons inside poured out as if a plague had entered the very air, poisoning all it touched. I almost wanted to yell at them, insulted by their behavior, even if it served me.

      The city at our backs would take weeks to rebuild, months, maybe years, depending on the manpower we could invest.

      As I had directed my men forward, part of my mind had continued to work—could never stop working—as a king, envisioning his future on the land. But the worst of it was already over. The majority of the common folk had fled, followed by the guards and the maids. All that remained within the walls, if they did in fact remain, was the royal family.

      Before we entered the castle, I briefed my men on the situation. “My wife is in there,” I explained. “My wife is in there, and good fire people may remain in those dungeons, so listen—take care with what is destroyed. In so many ways, take care. There is not much left behind now. If we can manage to intimidate or discourage through shock and awe alone, let us. The island has shed enough of its own blood for our sake.”

      As I moved through the ring of remaining fire dragons, I found older women amongst us—older women who had not been with us when we had departed from the ogres’ beach. I found malnourished men with stern faces and joyless eyes… and I recognized these people by the raw strips of flesh on their wrists and ankles, by the shabbiness of their garments beneath the off-key luxuriousness of their coats. They had come from within the castle walls, not without. They were prisoners. Had Nell taken the risk of setting them all free?

      “Good woman,” I said, touching one of the escaped prisoners on the shoulder. “You did not come from our camp offshore.”

      “No, sir,” she answered, bowing deeply. “My name is Ulla, and I hail from the mighty Iphras. I have been captured twice now in this godsforsaken war. The first time I was taken to the dungeon and freed by your own hand, my king, but stung by an ice arrow and recaptured in the resulting turmoil in which so many escaped. In the second time, I was freed by another of the Aena name.”

      “Penelope?” I asked hopefully, casting my eyes toward the castle, haloed in snowfall.

      “Nay,” the woman answered. “I know no Penelope. Altair Aena, the younger prince of Erisard.”

      I stared at her without comprehending. I forgot the snow falling softly around us, forgot the smoldering desolation at our backs and the castle awaiting beyond. Everything fell away at the promise, within my fingertips’ reach, of family restored. It had been months since I’d seen Altair. I’d thought him dead. He had been missing since this battle began, almost two months ago, and I’d seen so many die, I’d thought that surely… surely…

      I swallowed, blinking away tears. “Where?” I asked her thickly. “Where have you seen Altair?”

      “The last I saw of him, he was expelling me from the castle walls, sending me to be of any service to the cause,” she explained. “He found these shoes for me.” She kicked up her fur-lined, suede boots, which I recognized as originally belonging to my grandmother’s collection. “And last I saw him, he was throwing a coat onto a young man and driving him out the door. He was in the dungeons with us. But a woman claiming to be queen set him free.”

      I swallowed again. Penelope. This moment couldn’t be more sweet or sharp in my chest, and it made the whole world vivid and bright with new color, new dimension. My brother was alive, and it was my beautiful wife who had freed him herself. They had worked together to free the fire people from the dungeons so that they could join our fight, even as weak as they were… and they had the passion and the determination to agree to do so. I was so proud.

      I doubled back to the front doors of the castle, giving my call to hold all fire until I had returned, and ascended the stairwell toward the grand hall I knew so well. It would be heartwrenching to allow it even the slightest hint of smoke damage… but one glance through a frosted window revealed that it had already been demolished by its own inhabitants. Tapestries hung in tatters on the wall, and royal crests on shields which dated back into long-gone centuries were only evident by the shadows they had left behind on the wallpaper. Shattered china and shards of crystals and gems were strewn, forgotten, crushed into the carpet. Ice dragons moved through the entryway, many of them loaded down with the extravagant memorabilia of my dynasty, not their own.

      As my eyes turned over the scene within, they caught upon something which brightened the demolition of my childhood home beyond words, which made it fall away and become small: the profile of my younger brother, framed in the foyer, just beneath a chandelier, propelling another man in a coat toward the entrance. The youth came dancing down the stairs in fresh boots and coat, ready to fight.

      Altair’s eyes turned and caught mine. They leapt and steadied, transitioning from relief to desperation as he moved rapidly toward the entrance… and so did I. He slipped from the foyer and closed the door behind him; we met in the arched entryway and embraced. I pounded Altair on the back with one hand, reassuring myself that he was real, warm and solid; my other hand ruffled his thick, dark hair, and then both shoved him back so that I could look at him more closely. Suspended outside the horrors of war for that moment—even while the entire city smoldered at our backs—we appraised each other as merrily as any two party-goers reunited.

      He had lost weight. I could see that much. His eyes were still young, but his face… his face had weathered in his time in the dungeon.

      “I thought you were dead,” I blurted.

      Someone on the other side of the door twisted the lock, the bolt clicked into place, and I smiled without mirth. The ice dragons were terrified of us.

      Altair let loose a belly laugh. “It’s good to see you too!” he replied. “I met your wife. She’s a precious thing. And there’s an uprising, apparently.”

      I grinned. Altair’s loose, child-like nature was contagious. “Apparently,” I agreed. “We’d like to spare the castle. Come with us. Have the dungeons been emptied?”

      “Of all but their rats,” Altair confirmed.

      “Then join our front. We will drive the dragons from within, but they seem to be moving quickly enough without as much as a flame being hurled in their direction.”

      “Aye, true enough indeed,” Altair said, his gaze turning to the city. “The snow is putting out the rest, it seems. So, to save our faces, we have cut off our noses, have we?” he asked.

      “You say that as if this plan was a simple last resort,” I chastised him. “It was a careful attack, targeting the deepest weakness of the ice dragons.”

      Just then, a window broke. One of the dragons, impatient, had unleashed a belt of fire into the main hall. “Hey!” I bellowed. “I said to hold your fire!”

      Altair and I advanced together on the disobedient soldier, but it was already too late. Tension had broken somewhere in the ranks, and another window burst further away. Simultaneously, the castle’s front door opened, and out poured more ice dragons than could fit through the awning at once. They took flight, haphazard and desperate, some shifting in the air, clutching chests and satchels and fine garments in their talons or mouths.

      “I suppose there is no stopping it now,” I commented, turning back to Altair.

      “Have wiser words ever been spoken?”

      I grimaced, remembering then what a smartass my little brother was. “I’ve got to get in there. Nell is in there somewhere.”

      Altair gave my shoulder one slap. “Of course. You go. I’ll take over out here. Wait—how’s Mother?”

      I glanced back at him and winced. I didn’t want to have to be the one to tell him about Father… but from the pained and hollow glint in his eyes, I didn’t have to. He already knew. Best to let it exist outside of words. That was enough.

      “She misses you,” I answered instead. “She loves you.”

      “I’ll see her soon,” he replied, turning from me. “Go find your lady, and I will handle the troops.” I strode toward the door, now banging open and shut in the wind, and Altair called after me, “I love you too, brother.”

      I looked back at him and placed my hand over my heart, smiling. He knew what it meant. I turned and marched into the foyer… almost totally deserted. I cocked my head to the side and frowned. Ice dragons must have been fleeing from every exit in the palace. Now, none remained. The closest voices I heard emanated from further down the hall: other fire dragons, scouring the floor for ice dragons remaining on the premises. I hoped they didn’t get too zealous and set anything else on fire.

      There was one other set of voices upstairs.

      My eyes bulged.

      It was Nell! Nell… and Michelle… and Lethe… and Vulott…

      My jaw clenched. She was with the traitorous court of ice people. I understood why she had remained in the castle, even after I had been here and seen her so briefly—but now we had driven them off our land, and there was no royal family to whom she needed to play insider. No royal family, save our own.

      I pounded up the stairs to the second floor, searching for her… but saw only ice dragons crowding the corridor. One I recognized immediately as Lethe, Michelle on his back, and then, he nudged downward with his head and Nell appeared, sliding down his neck to join Michelle between his shoulder blades and his leathery wings. They were taking her! They were taking Nell!

      I bolted forward, pounding down the hallway, but Lethe and Vulott had already taken their exits, out through a broken window with one other woman: Parnassia. I knew where they were going, but still, I could not bear to lose sight of Penelope. I shifted with the same speed of any cowardly ice dragon fleeing this castle, my feet hardly having time to transform before they were drawing up and leaving behind the ground.

      I swept to the side of the castle and passed Altair quickly, sliding down into the snow only long enough to say, “When the castle is secured, follow through the portal to the rock island! And go from there to the portal of the ghouls!” I did not give him a moment to respond. The wind caught beneath my wings, I moved the bones of my shoulders with power, and sent myself rocketing back into the air. The Eraeus family were nothing but grains on the horizon now. It didn’t matter to me that the sky was crowded with snow clouds. My wings moved with fury against the wind. It didn’t matter to me that the drag of the wintry blasts pulled me to the side and stung at my hands and feet.

      All that mattered was that I could see them, becoming smaller, and I wondered if Nell had heard me calling her name. I wondered if she knew that I was coming for her. I would not lose her again. This had gone on long enough; the castle was mine again. And she was, too.

      I careened onward toward the portal.

      I would not lose her again.

      I passed through the portal, exploding out of the darkness and into the slate sky of Maine. America. It felt like a lifetime since I’d seen this land. I skimmed over the black, salty waters of this ocean—the “Atlantic,” it was called—to trail behind the two large shadows which moved ahead of me, one small. Vulott was the largest, then Lethe, and then Parnassia. I knew that it was Lethe who harbored the girls—his queen, and mine.

      I should hang back. The sight of me would ruin any element of surprise in a later attack. But it was so hard to see Nell with them… the gods alone knew what they had in store—

      Just then, a slender shadow, a tiny dash of black against the churning gray of cloudy sky, went toppling off of Lethe, and my heart leapt into my throat. It was Nell. I knew it. I just knew it. I lunged forward, but I knew that I would be too late. She fell too fast. Fell like a stone.
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      “You think I can talk Lethe into taking over Beggar’s Hole, too?” Michelle bellowed into my ear. “You could work in that castle, you know? Still see your family. That’d be nice. We could start a campaign to, like, support ice dragon awareness. A charity!”

      I twisted slightly so that my voice would be angled toward Michelle, rather than thrown into the wind. Neither of us were sufficiently dressed for this weather, but Lethe rode too high in the sky for me to be able to think about much else. No matter how cold my fingers got, I would need for them to snap off before I let go. “I don’t think you get it,” I hollered back to her. “They’re two different worlds. You can’t bring one into the other and mix them—you can only pick one. If you want to be here, you should stay here.”

      “I’m not a queen here!” Michelle called back.

      “Yeah, well.” The next words came out of my mouth without my really meaning them to. They just popped out because they were true. “You’re not really a queen anywhere anymore.”

      The next thing that I felt was a wrenching at my waist where Michelle had been clutching me for balance. Suddenly, my stiff, cold fingers were forced to scrabble at Lethe’s scales for a better grip—but I was too late. I hadn’t seen it coming. Somehow I had thought that Michelle, in spite of being shallow, and self-centered, and cold, and manipulative, was not capable of the greater evils we saw perpetrated in our world. I did not think that, as much as she could steal or lie, she could murder. But she proved me wrong the moment her thighs clutched to Lethe’s shoulders for balance and she dug her fingers into my hips, tilting and shoving me from his back.

      I let loose one long shriek—it really didn’t end until the breath in my lungs was exhausted—as my legs thrashed in the whipping wind and I toppled toward the ocean. It’s going to be so cold, I thought, screaming again and shielding my face in anticipation of the impact. I’m going to freeze to death. No… no, I’m going to drown, just like I did the night that Theon and I met. How… fateful.

      I slammed into something cool and solid, yet spongy and yielding beneath my weight, what little oxygen I had left after all the screaming was pushed from my lungs immediately upon impact. I bucked and clawed against the scales which enwrapped my torso, peripheral vision swimming in dots. Don’t lose consciousness. Don’t lose consciousness. I don’t think he could catch you again.

      Who had caught me?

      Blinking, I raised my head. My legs hung loose in the air, my arms instinctively looped to clutch the length of skin which now cradled me. The scales were chilly to the touch, and pale blue… and up, sitting at the base of Lethe’s shoulder blades, I saw the shadow of Michelle’s back. I glowered at her. She had tried to kill me. She really had.

      And Lethe had saved me… with his tail.

      It was from this vantage point, dangling behind Michelle, Lethe, Vulott and the leading harpy, advancing onward toward the shore, that I was able to see another scaled creature in flight behind us. Behind us, and so low to the ground his belly might have been skimming the water. He was as large as a small house, a shimmering black dragon with golden embellishments.

      Theon.

      

      I was shuddering uncontrollably and beginning to lose sensation in my extremities when the five of us finally touched down in the heart of Beggar’s Forest, though I remembered that the winged woman had not called this land by that name. She had called it the forest of Thundercliff. I knew this land well; the Ballinger lake house was not far from here, nor was the famed Beggar’s Hole itself: the mysterious whirlpool which sucked everything into its depths, never to return. I remembered fantasizing in my less mature days that Michelle, on certain days, would get sucked down there. But then… she’d never tried to kill me before.

      There was snow here, but it was a thin crust of the stuff, bright silver in the moonlight. The harpy touched down first on the beach, surrounded by the thick, snow-clotted foliage so customary of Maine. Vulott and Lethe landed directly after her, transforming back to their human selves. Michelle also looked cold, but she was of a thicker build than me. “I wish there was some way that I could warm you,” Lethe commented to me, off-hand.

      Michelle’s expression soured, though she said nothing to Lethe and instead directed her thoughts, naturally, to his insane father.

      Dragons of a feather, I thought acidly, wrapping my arms around myself.

      “I have a family home not far from here,” Michelle informed Vulott sweetly. “It could serve as a base of operations… temporarily, anyway. As I mentioned, my parents are never there.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and smiled like a model in an ad. “There’s no reason to think that we’ve lost Everwinter, you know,” she went on. God, she did sound like some terrible queen, a villain fit for a fairy tale. “The fire dragons don’t know about this place. We could make a plan… regroup… enlist the harpies.” She cast hopeful eyes toward the harpy, who had now been joined by two others of her kind; one raven, one dove.

      “Your queen is fierce, Lethe,” Vulott commended her. Michelle smirked, and I wished that I could remind everyone that this was the man who allowed his unwilling son to take the crown because he was losing his grip on a little thing called sanity.

      “But our people fled the city,” Lethe reminded her. “Much like we did. No one stayed behind to defend it. And now we’ve scattered.”

      “Still!” Michelle cried, gesturing to the auburn harpy, who held the astrolabe clutched in her withered forearms. “Look! They can’t really go back. They can’t really reclaim anything. Because we have the astrolabe! Right? As long as we have that, the island is virtually uninhabitable… right?”

      Lethe shook his head. “It won’t work here,” he told her. “We are now in another dimension entirely, Michelle. While the astrolabe is here, it will not affect Everwinter… or The Hearthlands.”

      “Shut your mouth,” Vulott spat.

      But Lethe merely looked away from him and continued speaking. It was progress. “While the astrolabe is here, it will not affect the stars, nor will it affect the weather. Not in favor of any party. The natural patterns of the island will resume as if the astrolabe had never existed. It has probably already begun.” His eyes shifted to his father now. “You know it’s true,” he added.

      “If the device is useless here,” the head harpy asked, “why did you bring it?”

      “That is simple enough,” Vulott sneered. “So the fire dragons would not have it!”

      “But…”

      “Are you going to be okay?” Lethe whispered beside me. He was watching me with warm blue eyes, concerned. “It’s awfully cold here for a human.”

      “It’s chilly,” I admitted, rubbing my own arms. “But it’s not nearly as bad as Everwinter.” I smiled up at him. “Trust me.”

      He smiled back, and our brief moment of peace was interrupted by the sound of a crashing through the trees—and two large fire dragons, one black and gold, one orange and red, dove toward us out of the sky, aiming directly for the small beach on which we were clustered.

      Michelle covered her head and shrilled like a banshee, ducking down onto her knees.

      I stared into the sky, and I let the smile on my face soften and grow. I missed Theon so much, and now he was here; I had seen him following us… and now I saw him again, gleaming and raven black. I’d known he’d come for me. Now that the castle had been retaken—perhaps even before it had been fully secured—he had come for me. I’d known he would. I’d been waiting.

      “I’d rather be damned to hell,” Vulott growled, silver scales coursing over his face and hands, body cracking and popping, lengthening and ballooning. His massive head swung to scrutinize his son icily. “This is an age-old feud, boy,” he snapped at Lethe. “You were born to die for it.”

      Lethe frowned at his father, as if this statement brought to mind unanswered questions, but then he shifted anyway. My lips fell open slightly, and I almost wanted to call out to him, to say something to him, ask him why, why he kept letting his father run his life… his whole life… but the fire dragons were on top of them now, and I knew he wouldn’t listen to me. It was too late. Just like Michelle… he’d chosen his side.
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      Theon spewed a bright orange magma onto the beach, toward Vulott, but the silver beast took to the sky, where he had more maneuverability. I lunged to one side, even though I was never in any danger of being hit, and then shot a glance over my shoulder. The bright orange puddle seethed and sizzled like a geyser in the sand.

      I wondered who this second dragon, orange and red, was. Lethe had taken to the sky and started battling with him or her; I hadn’t seen that coming, and I wished that Lethe had objected to the battle. I didn’t want to see either of them hurt. Lethe was not, at his core, a fighter. So why did he fight? When would he finally say no?

      The black harpy and the white harpy swarmed overhead, their massive wingspans slashing over the beach.

      The black harpy made one move to defend Theon from Vulott—she clawed at the silver dragon’s hide—and it was all that it took for the senile ice dragon to realize that the harpies had turned against them, or been against them from the beginning. He shot a spray of ice at the black harpy—enough to cause her wings to falter and for her to go splashing into the shallows below—and then, for good measure, shot another cloud of frost at the white harpy, in case she got any ideas. But it was obvious to me that harpies didn’t naturally fight for anyone but themselves, as the white harpy quickly recovered and withdrew, not even going to help the black harpy as she floundered out of the water. I bit my lip, watching her. Anyone in the waters of Beggar’s Lake needed to be careful. The undertow led into that bottomless whirlpool. Even a dragon, I suspected, would not survive.

      The brown-and-red dappled harpy squawked and drew up slightly into the air, her stance protective. She still clutched the astrolabe, which had lost its mystical luster in this dimension.

      Michelle looked from the mid-air diving and lunging of the fire and ice dragons, to the astrolabe, and back again. It had been her bargaining chip once before. It had saved her life once before. Knowing Michelle, she was banking that this precious item could do the same thing twice… and she lunged for the winged woman, which even I had to admit took courage.

      The harpy’s arms, shriveled either from lack of use or poor engineering, were all too easy for Michelle to wrench the astrolabe out of. The harpy cawed and lashed out with a leathery talon, striking her beautiful face. Michelle floundered and collapsed into the sand. I could not let Michelle have that astrolabe; she’d attempted to murder me maybe half an hour ago. She’d sought to make me her lifelong slave. These things had exhausted the last of my excuses in her name.

      I lunged onto the shore and grasped the interlocking discs from her arms; still, in spite of that nasty wound, her arms were wound tightly around the astrolabe. We rolled over the damp beach, kicking, thrashing. I got desperate and hooked my fingernails into claws, swiping down Michelle’s wound. She wailed and reeled away; I collapsed onto my back with the astrolabe on my chest.

      I looked for Theon, but he was now distracted by a battle with Lethe, their reflections of black and blue twisting on the surface of the lake. Dear God… what would I do if either one was stricken and collapsed into the water? Was pulled into that vortex in Beggar’s Lake? I couldn’t take it; I wished they wouldn’t fight.

      Michelle held her face and moaned, rolling away.

      My eyes lifted to the sky overhead, where the silver and orange dragon twisted in the sky. The silver dragon—Vulott—locked eyes with me over the orange wing of his opponent, and then… his mouth opened and emitted a twisted lance of pure white ice. I screamed; it was moving too fast; there was no time!

      A disc of white ice zoomed from over the lake, intersecting with the lance, and both shattered and fell in a rain of razor-sharp shards onto the beach. I rolled on top of the astrolabe, burying my face into the sand. I drew my legs up beneath it, cradling the astrolabe against my torso, then forced myself to look into the sky. I knew more was coming. Just because Lethe had intervened with his father, protecting me… didn’t mean the assault had ended.

      There, in the sky, zooming toward me. The silver beast. The insane ex-king. Vulott.

      The red harpy shrilled and flapped, disappearing.

      I shrieked and rolled away, covering my head, waiting for the sting of icy claws into my back.
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      I’d hesitated at Thundercliff, lingering there. Nell was safe. I’d seen Lethe swoop and scoop her with the precision of his long tail. I knew he would take care of her—I thought that he would, anyway. And I needed to wait for Altair. I couldn’t take on both Vulott and Lethe. If they saw me prior to that event, they might relocate, realizing that the harpies had betrayed their trust. But as soon as Altair appeared in the sky, I moved to greet him in mid-air. “The harpies have taken the Eraeus men to the ghoul portal! They have the astrolabe—and they have Penelope!”

      “Let’s go!”

      Altair and I moved through the sky, fortunate for the coverage of the night. The portal of the realm of the ghouls—vicious, macabre, and twisted creatures—was located at the bottom of the swirling lake, in the heart of the forest.

      We found them within a few minutes, scanning the thick forest for the beach where the harpies had agreed they would lead the ice dragons. We found them… and they found us. The bigger one, Vulott, shifted and took to the sky all in one horrific ball of flesh and scales, melting as a man, emerging as a dragon. Lethe hesitated, but took to the sky after his father. Lethe—in spite of Penelope’s fondness for the man—would find no similar quarter in my heart. As Vulott locked onto my brother, my eyes narrowed, and Lethe locked onto them.

      I wanted to fight him… but then I remembered how he’d swooped down and his tail had whipped out and collected Nell from the sky when I’d been too far behind to do the same. I wanted to fight him, but I didn’t want to fight him. As he came to meet me in the sky—a blast of corrosive frost, met with a ball of fire from my own throat—it seemed a shadow play. A thrust for the entertainment of who? His father?

      The shriek of the harpy sounded behind my back, but I couldn’t twist to observe.

      Another streak of ice zoomed past me, and disappeared into the lake’s water beyond.

      My eyes shot to the lake below. I could see the dark hole, roughly the size of a bicycle wheel, twisting on the surface of the water, as black as any of the cosmic portals, trembling, moaning open. I knew the ghouls waited on the other side.

      Lethe sent another blast at me, and I dove. That was when I heard Nell’s scream. Too late, too distracted. By the time I had turned, Lethe had already sent a disc of ice spinning from the cloud he had exhaled. It intersected the bolt of ice whistling its way toward Nell. Both objects crashed and showered down onto the beach; I saw that Michelle was wounded, the harpies had all but abandoned us, and Nell had rolled away and covered her head, leaving the astrolabe unattended between the two of them.

      I was becoming too stiff, even though it wasn’t snowing, to continue this fight—but the sight of the astrolabe, lying between the two girls on the sand of the beach, renewed my vigor. It was not only a pivotal tool to the Aena dynasty, but it was the exact precious lure that a mad king would pursue into even the most treacherous depths. I pulled beyond Lethe and zeroed in on the beach, allowing the dull gleam of those interlocking spheres to become my focal point. My talons stretched forward. Silver Vulott went into a similar dive in an attempt to reach the astrolabe first—but Altair sent a plume of fire after him, and Vulott shrieked, thrown off-course.

      I skimmed the wet sand of the lakeshore, bringing the astrolabe up in my claws, and then carried it over the lake again.

      I knew—I had heard—that the Aena dynasty had used this astrolabe to manipulate the climate of The Hearthlands to be suitable to fire dragons, just as the Eraeus dynasty had used it to create a climate more hospitable to their own people. But now that the city had been burnt to a husk, and almost everyone on either side had vacated the region, it seemed silly and petty to hold on to it. I cast a look at the beach, where Nell was still huddled. Cold. She needed me. And that made the astrolabe all the pettier.

      I relaxed my talons open and allowed its interlocking discs to whistle through the sky, plummeting down into the lake waters below. It winked in the silvery moonlight and then vanished into the tumultuous tunnel of what the people of Earth called “Beggar’s Hole”—the phenomenon the town itself was named after… and what others called the gate of the ghouls.

      Lethe did not pursue the astrolabe, but watched it disappear into the dark froth of the lake. He did not cry out as Vulott flexed his talons and zoomed downward, his eyes steadfast on the disappearing gleam of silver as it went deeper and deeper into the whirlpool. I assumed that he did not realize, or did not remember, into what dimension his father had just plunged.

      I looked at Nell on the beach. She was still cradling her head… but her eyes had raised to scan the lake’s shore. To determine the source of the mighty crash made by Vulott’s descent into the whirlpool.

      I went to her without the sense of urgency I had felt before. We were safe now. The sole survivor of the Eraeus dynasty was her friend; he did not pursue me as I advanced on the beach. He did not seek to extricate his father as the silver beast swirled down into the shadowy vortex.

      A deep, echoing moan filtered up from the portal, as if a hungry beast had been fed, but I didn’t look back. I knew enough of the realm of the ghouls to know that if they did emerge from that powerful vortex, it would be a sight best ignored, if not from which to flee. I focused on Nell and landed over her, steadily shrinking into the form she knew best: the human Theon. My hand still bore partial talons and patches of black scales as I stretched it out and gently brushed the hair from her cheek. Her eyelashes kissed closed, and she leaned into my palm, smiling. I wrapped my free arm around her, letting the chill of her body melt away beneath my touch.

      “It’s over,” I whispered to her, cradling her against me. She shuddered and murmured, but the murmur didn’t seem too alarmed.

      “It’s not over,” she replied. “There is still a queen and a king to be… in a ruined and empty city.”

      I smiled and tilted her face to gaze into mine. I needed to see her eyes and know that she was thoughtful, but not dismayed. “Not ruined,” I promised her. “Only… battered. And not empty, either. We will rebuild the land with the remnants of our people, and the others will return. The Hearthlands are beautiful. The country will not fall into disrepair, and it will never be forgotten. Not while we are at its helm.” I leaned and pressed my lips to her cold ones. The heat of our bodies together formed a halo which surrounded us, and it wasn’t until the mewling of a crying woman shattered our solace that I remembered the harpies, and the ice prince, and Altair, all around us.
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      “Oh, Theon,” Michelle called out.

      Knowing these harpies, it was entirely likely that she would find her chakras infected now, and without the tender touch of a dragon to heal her, the only cure would be a strict regimen of meditation… something she and her human doctor would have to figure out by themselves. However—naturally—her primary concern with the scratch was that it marred her complexion. She kept one hand up to shield the imperfection from view. “I’m so sorry,” she went on, lurching to a stand and approaching Nell and me. Meanwhile, both Altair and Lethe filtered back to the beach, shifting as they came. All of us were nude, and it was unfortunate, in this weather. It would help if we could get cleaned up at a nearby home. “I was—forced!” she exclaimed, pointing at Lethe as he stared back at her with a blank look of surprise. “I didn’t want to—you know that I was loyal—!”

      But I grimaced. It was always hard to remind people of who they were when gentility would no longer suffice.

      “Michelle,” I said, “I seem to remember attending a ‘going away’ party for Penelope nearby to here.”

      “Ugh,” Nell muttered from where she remained cradled in my arms. “No, that was her beach house, but she has a lake house, too. You might be able to see it from here. That was where her Christmas Eve party was.”

      “Of course!” Michelle gushed, her eyes ticking between myself, and Altair, and Lethe… and then roaming warily toward the three harpies who remained on the shore. “Of course. You’re all w-welcome to use the l-lake house and just… just wash up, or whatever you need. Spare clothes. Bite to eat. Whatever you need.”

      The harpies watched her with particular closeness, as if watching wounded prey.

      “Proud queen,” Parnassia hissed to her, fluttering closer, “the bird-women of Thundercliff were willing to ally with the fire dragons for nothing at all, a most unheard-of pairing, because the ice dragons were dishonest in their dealings with us, and because their queen was disrespectful.” The three faces twisted with judgment as they glowered down on her. “Our place in your downfall, though ultimately small, satisfies us… for now. Knowing that you have no kingdom is knowledge enough.” Ispa and Keke hopped closer still, leering over Michelle in such a way that I almost intervened. After all, was she not just a girl?

      “But know this,” Ispa the black-hearted sneered, “we were created to lurk, and to judge, and a lifetime is awfully long. You are still so very young. Be careful where you step. Be careful what you say.”

      “We were christened ‘the snatchers’ by our gods,” Keke added. “And I… am devourer of the wicked. Thief of their children.” Her eyes flicked over Michelle as if surveying a bin of overflowing garbage. “So… be good.”

      The three harpies took to the skies again, with the exception of Parnassia, who lingered just above me and stretched out one withered claw to brush my cheek. Her face, for a moment, was almost soft. Almost. “Theon Aena—king of The Hearthlands,” she cooed. “Your valor and constitution were most impressive to us. Please do not hesitate to patronize Thundercliff again.” Her eyes gleamed wickedly, and all vestiges of softness disintegrated. “For a price.”

      With that, she launched into the dark sky after her sisters.

      “Theon.” Michelle cast me a stern gaze, as if she thought that the proper expression was all that I required to pay respect to someone. She touched my arm, and Nell’s nose curled, her eyes flashing. But she remained ever my queen, strong, steadfast, and did nothing but glower at the intrusive hand of her enemy. “You know that the ice dragons are wicked and treacherous,” Michelle continued, “but I’m just a human.”

      I glanced at Lethe, who had said nothing so far. The man said nothing still. His eyes were full of sadness as they beheld his traitorous wife, the product of an ill-advised union. “Perhaps,” I answered, “I would have believed what you say about ice dragons some weeks ago, when the only ice dragons I knew were those of stories told by my history tutor in childhood. But… I have seen that Lethe Eraeus would intervene on behalf of my innocent wife when his own father sought to end her. Flawed, certainly, the ice dragons are—but they do not possess uniform flaws… just as the fire dragons do not.”

      Altair nodded with grim sincerity. “I must agree with you, brother, and I’m relieved to hear you say it first,” he said. “That will make telling Mother that much easier.”

      “Telling Mother what?”

      Altair grinned sheepishly and waved the matter away with a hand. “Oh,” he said, “nothing… nothing.”

      Nell grinned back at him, and my brow furrowed. “Okay.”

      “I feel like we’re getting off the topic here,” Michelle interrupted nervously. Her eyes brightened as a toothy smile spread over her face. “Give me another chance,” she said. “I can impress you again. I impressed you once, didn’t I?” Her eyes moved from my face to Nell’s, which was less than half as forgiving. “Nell,” she gushed, her hands moving to my wife’s arm, “give me the same opportunity I gave you. I let you stay in the palace. I took care of you.”

      “You made me your servant,” Nell snapped, “for the joy of humiliating me. You weren’t trying to do me any favors. You were just… amusing yourself, Michelle, because deep down, you’re sad. Deep down, you can’t enjoy yourself without tearing someone else down. That’s how sad you are. And I’m sad for you. I am. But.” In spite of her words—and I believed that Penelope did, yes, feel a degree of sympathy for her old friend—her face remained unforgiving. “I don’t have the same problems you have. I love my life.” She squeezed my arm at these words. “And I don’t need to use anyone else’s embarrassment or pain to feel that way. The only service you could have provided was trustworthy, enjoyable companionship. Since you can’t provide that, you’re useless.”

      Nell shrugged, having already made her peace with their history, but Michelle gaped at her in shock. I supposed she’d never imagined that the day would come, that someone would look at her and just reject it all. Not for any special reason. Just because her wares were not appealing. “But—but—” she spluttered.

      “Good luck with your beach house, Michelle Ballinger, of the Boston Ballingers.” A courteous adieu had been long engrained in my muscle memory. In spite of everything we’d been through, in spite of the betrayals, in spite of the fact that she was as callous and cutthroat as any ice dragoness, I couldn’t stop myself from wishing her good luck. “May your future here in the land of Maine, among mortal men and the company they keep, the business they entail, aid you in your quest to find happiness.”

      Michelle’s eyes bulged, and she must’ve been panicking, because she turned next to Lethe. I had never before pitied an ice dragon as I pitied one now. “Lethe, m-my king,” she pronounced, striding past Nell and I, going to brace Lethe’s cheeks in her palms and force him to peer into her eyes. Like some kind of demon witch intent upon casting a spell, I thought. “You can’t leave me here. I’m your wife! Your queen! You can’t abandon me… not any more than you can abandon all of it. Everwinter. Your people. Your vision for the future.”

      But Lethe pulled his eyes easily away from hers. “I would not have; you’re right,” he murmured. “But allow me to stop forcing you.” He took a step back and regarded her with more warmth than Nell or I had, strangely. “I know that you fear your life will have lost its magic without the world of the dragons,” he went on. “But there is magic all around you. Even here.” He bowed low. “I wish you all the best in finding it.”

      “Come,” I said, mostly to Altair, and slightly to Lethe—who was, oddly, beginning to win my respect. “Michelle. Enjoy your life here, in Beggar’s Hole, among its human peoples. Not the portal of The Hearthlands, or any other escape to any other world, but an appreciation of the average things in your own homeland, for your own destiny—that will be the key. I am sure Penelope and I both hope that you find it.”

      With that, I shifted back into my dragon form, and Altair and Lethe followed suit. It was much easier to ignore the sting of Maine’s fading winter with the thick scales of a dragon’s hide. I nudged Nell onto my back, and she shifted into position with surprising fluidity and grace. What a relief to know that, although the physical might have come naturally to Michelle… Nell was the one who was willing to work at something to make it better, whether that thing was as fantastical as the riding of a dragon’s back or as mundane as a day-in and day-out marriage.

      My wings came down, up and down, up and down, pulling us together into the sky. Michelle grew smaller and sadder on the beach below. It was amazing how, when one was first introduced to Michelle, she seemed more grand than the average woman. She had all the aura and presence of a true queen, of an almost magical being. And yet, when stripped of the glamour to her spells, she was even less than the average woman. More like a sick child, hungry and cold. She grew small, and the twisting vortex of Beggar’s Lake filtered by beneath us.

      I swallowed, thinking of what I knew regarding the realm of the ghouls.

      I was certain we would never have to worry about the machinations of Vulott again, and I had anticipated that Lethe would follow him into the vortex. But he had not, perhaps confirming Nell’s approval of his character, or at the very least, his wits.

      But he hadn’t known that the vortex of Beggar’s Lake led to the portal of the ghouls. If he had known, he would certainly have stopped his own father, wouldn’t he? If he had known that the vortex led into the portal of the ghouls, and he had allowed Vulott to go without warning, that spoke to his feelings regarding the war his father had started and passed to him like a torch. But ice dragons were also notoriously uneducated—perhaps, in part, due to being relegated to Obran’s peninsula, the coolest zone of the island—both on foreign lands and their own. I was willing to bet that he hadn’t known… which meant that he simply hadn’t been willing to even move to pursue the critical device.

      And what of the remainder of the ice dragons?

      Would we find them clustered in wait for an edict from their throneless king, as the fire people had awaited my father, and then as they had clung to me?

      I doubted it. Without a determined figurehead, their dreams would shrink to encompass only the simple luxuries of their own lives: the accumulation of wealth, and the production of children.

      Nell and I, Altair and Lethe at our rear, left behind the shore of Beggar’s Hole, approaching the rock island which would lead us directly onto the soil of The Hearthlands.

      Perhaps the gods had been watching all along.

      Could it have been mere coincidence that the love of my life would live so near to our earthly portal? Mere coincidence that her town would be famed for its natural wonder, unknowingly celebrating—and likely suffering— their connection to the dimension of ghouls?

      The more I recalled the recent weeks in my mind, the more connections I saw, like the joints of a constellation. If a single shard of the magical mirror, an Aena family heirloom, had not remained behind for Lethe Eraeus to collect and use in his espionage, he never would have known that I had been led by Pythia’s call to Maine. He never would have procured the services of the harpies in distracting and disturbing me, which in turn had caused Nell to consider them for help when I had abandoned her, safe with her parents, so that I could return to the war. It was the harpies who had suggested the use of that oft forgotten and unused portal.

      Perhaps even Penelope’s infertility had been a thread in the grand, unknowable design. After all, had it been the order of the gods, woven into the stars over The Hearthlands, that I have a son who would be king? A daughter who would be a queen? Or had that merely been mortal machination? Nothing more than a tradition, an expectation. Not fate. Decree.

      And it was that infertility which had allowed her to strike the deal with Parnassia she knew she would never be able to satisfy. The deal with Parnassia which had led our paths to cross when Parnassia became lost in the sky, and brought about the alliance which ultimately disposed of the ice dragons…

      They might have been a threat to us still, as they would doubtlessly rebuild their society—even if only by concentrating on themselves—but it would be a long time until they struck again. Perhaps another fifty years. Perhaps the grandson of Lethe, if he chose to remarry, or to rekindle his sham marriage to Michelle, even. The poor sap. Maybe, though. Maybe there was some way we could rebuild which might de-incentivize a rebellion by our brothers to the south.

      I pointed downward and dove into the center of the ring of rocks, the dazzling cosmic portal at its center. There was the unpleasant sensation of being stifled, of darkness, and then we burst into the fresh air of my homeland. The clouds, which had been low and thick since I had returned, had broken apart. A pale blue morning sky shimmered down on us, and with it a few threads of sunlight. The snow had split into patches and appeared to be melting, but slowly, and the city…

      The city on the horizon was black and smoldering still.
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      As the four of us descended to the ground at the city walls—the moat had stopped its infernal burning and was now the burbling, effervescent river I had always known it to be—Lethe, Altair and I shifted into our human forms, again nude. Penelope had the grace to let this go unacknowledged, which was kind of her, as the men of fire heritage were seldom aware of their own nudity unless a female was present.

      “Theon,” Altair called to me, frowning and shaking his head. There was a message scrawled across the city wall, fading into thin air before us.

      Children, the letter began, if you are in condition to read this letter, know that the castle has been almost wholly retaken, with the exception of one willful ice dragoness who refuses to vacate. Find me the moment you return. I am in the throne room.

      All my love,

      Your mother

      “It was a gift from the oracle of Thundercliff,” I explained to Altair. “A letter which allows the writer to transcribe across any distance to anyone they truly love. I suspect Mother has taken charge of my satchel.” We pushed through the ruined gates and into the blackened shell of a city beyond. Large swaths of snow had melted away to reveal the dead and brown grass beneath.

      “I suspect that is not all she has,” Altair grumbled.

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      Altair cleared his throat. “I know a particularly willful ice dragoness,” he said, shaking his head. “She would have stayed behind… and she wouldn’t have bent to the will of the former queen, attempting to banish her.”

      I frowned and caught a glimmer of smile playing at the edges of Nell’s lips. “What?” I asked. “What am I missing?”

      “You’ll see,” Nell replied. She shared a knowing glance with Altair. “Hopefully your mother hasn’t tortured her too much.”

      The castle loomed before us now, clearly damaged but not nearly as destroyed as the surrounding village. There were some burnt portions of the wall, some windows that had been knocked out, but it seemed that the acquisition of the palace had been a quick and relatively painless one.

      We moved into the foyer. The central chandelier had crashed to the floor and shattered, now it was little more than twisted, golden sculpture. Muddy footprints tracked up and down the carpeted castle stairwell. And, naturally, the odor of smoke clung to everything. What a mess.

      Still. Altair was alive. Penelope was my wife. And the shadow which had sought to guide the crown of ice—Vulott Eraeus—was forever vanquished now.

      “I wish we’d had more time to talk about our families before being thrust into all this,” Nell said softly to me. “I was so sure that I had heard mention of Altair’s name somewhere before, but you never told me that he was your brother. I didn’t know who he was until Altair’s girlfriend told me that he was a fire prince.”

      I gaped at this. Altair had never been much the type for commitment. At times it seemed even fortuitous for him that we were lacking in fire dragonesses. “You have a girlfriend?”

      Altair’s cheeks flushed. His grin was part boyish, part sheepish. “Technically,” he said, “I have a fiancée.”

      How was it possible that so much had changed, so quickly? From a peaceful countryside to a blizzard-choked, war-torn country, and then… this. Charred and trembling, but alive. Our father was gone… but I had Nell. And Altair had… A fiancée? As if the upheaval of our land had also been necessary for undergrowth to flourish.

      But how had he met her? Where? And when? During all of this time, when had he had the opportunity to meet an eligible fire maiden? I frowned, confused. Where did such a creature even exist?

      “Altair,” I said, “have you met… an older dragoness?”

      Altair grinned and swept open the throne room door for me, bowing so that Nell and I could enter. Lethe followed behind us. “Not exactly,” Altair said.

      There in the throne room—untouched by the fire—Mother sat before a host of fire dragons, the entirety of the camp we had brought from the ogres’ beach. At the side of the throne was a young woman wearing manacles. She had the porcelain skin characteristic of ice people, and long, thick auburn hair… and a resolute pout.

      “Mother!” Altair cried, springing forward. I had expected his tone to be ragged with relief and gratitude, as mine had been the first time I’d seen Mother and affirmed that she was alive and well. But his was almost a reproof. Regardless, Mother seemed to not notice the tone, and stood from the throne, advancing down its aisle, and embraced him. The exchange was over almost the instant it had begun, as Altair pulled away. “You can’t—You have to let her out of those chains, Mother; by the gods, this is humiliating. Merulina—I’m so, so sorry.”

      Mother glared at him, even as she advanced to impart her hug of welcome onto me, and Altair sprinted the remainder of the aisle to where the ice dragoness—Merulina—was stationed. According to his body language, they were quite intimate. He touched her face, and she panned her eyes readily to track him as he lowered and kissed her lips… Oh. That was why there had been no older fire dragoness. He had, ahem, befriended one of the insurgents. An ice woman.

      My brow furrowed.

      But it was nothing compared to Mother. Her jaw dropped. “Altair! That woman—She’s a prisoner! She refused to vacate the castle, even when all her people had abandoned it, and all that remained were the rightful heirs of this land. Even then, she would not relent. She must be punished for such insolence, if only to be made an example.”

      Altair grimaced and gave her a grim look. “Merulina stayed because she is to be my bride.”

      Mother’s cheeks fumed. “What?”

      “This castle is just as much hers as it is Penelope’s. She will be a rightful heiress of this land, too, in time.”

      Although Merulina’s expression had been chilly and somewhat bitter when it was turned toward the fire people—who had, admittedly, chained her up—it was soft and open, nearly shining with admiration, when Altair spoke.

      “This is ridiculous,” Mother insisted. “We cannot begin anew by integrating the vipers who tore asunder our—our—and just what the hell is this?” She gestured to Lethe. “You’ve brought with you the imposter king of the ice people, too? Into this very throne room? Have you gone mad, the three of you?”

      Nell squeezed my hand once and stepped forward. “If I may be so bold,” she began, “the reason that Lethe has returned to the palace with us is not that he considers this to be his home, per se, but—”

      Her eyes shifted to Lethe himself, and he stepped forward to take the helm.

      “To express my most sincere apologies at having been compliant in the move to appropriate this city for the uses of the ice dragons,” he said. “I don’t expect that you will forgive me with ease, or with speed, but I do wish for you to know that my father—as he encouraged my people to always be—was stern, and cold, and narrow-minded, and single-minded. He was tutored beneath my grandfather Bram, and absorbed all his teachings too well. And I… my father found to be lamentably soft by comparison.” Lethe grimaced. “He would take this land at any cost. It was his life’s ambition. But I would like you to know that I have, perhaps not greater ambitions, but better ambitions, for myself.”

      Mother grimaced and nodded to him. “I see,” she said. “And what is it that you wish for your own future, if not the shackles of our dungeon?”

      “I might like to be a history teacher someday,” Lethe confessed bashfully. “Power, and servitude, and even the accumulation of wealth, they hold no particular gleam in my eye.”

      “Then you are no ice dragon,” Mother replied testily.

      At this, Lethe laughed, and a plume of frost exited his lips along with it. “I assure you that I am,” he said. “But we are people, my queen. We share a land, and a culture, and a history, but we are each individuals, with our own dreams and histories, our own secrets and weaknesses. I am not exactly like my father, just as I am not exactly like the young woman you have shackled at your feet.”

      Altair sighed loudly. “Can we do something about this?” he complained to Mother. His tone reminded me of the tone he would take in childhood, which had always made him the more spoiled one of the two of us.

      Mother’s expression was dark, but she gestured for one of the sentries to advance and unshackle the young woman.

      “I suppose mine is also not the correct way to begin anew,” she allowed.

      “Aye,” Altair agreed, pulling the manacles from Merulina’s wrists. They embraced passionately. “It did not serve us well in the wake of Emperor Bram, did it? Rather, it seemed to radicalize the remnant of their people.” When they pulled away, he touched Merulina’s face and smiled down at her tenderly. “I can attest that this dragoness is as pure as the driven snow, and yet as steady as our own flame. The only reason she does not wear a ring with the Aena crest is that I wished to receive your approval before placing it upon her finger.”

      “But—Altair—how will she dwell in the palace with us?” Mother asked, cocking her head to the side. “I do not mean to be rude, but the sunlight has always been concentrated heavily on the palace, and heat radiates into the city itself. This is why the ice people stayed on the Obran peninsula, where it was cooler. She won’t be… comfortable… here. You see, I am thinking of her when I express my… doubts as to this union. I am also thinking of you… Lethe.” Her eyes moved with cool judgment between the pair.

      “Things will be different from now on,” I told her. I tried to be gentle. Mother was older. She’d been taught long ago to treat the ice people a certain way, to think of them in a certain way. And it would be harder for her than it would be for the rest of us to change, but I had faith that she could do it. She was not made of stone. “You see… Mother… Altair and I followed Vulott, who had confiscated the astrolabe, to the nearby portal of the ghouls.”

      Her weathered hands trembled up to her lips. “By the gods,” she breathed. “You went to the portal of the ghouls?”

      I winced, thankful that she would never learn how Lethe and I had fought—albeit more a sparring match than a true fight, with fang and claw to draw real blood—in the air over the lake itself.

      “But that doesn’t matter anymore, because we are fine,” I reminded her. “What matters is that the astrolabe, amid the scuffle, was lost in the gate of the ghouls, and Vulott, in his desperation to control this land, followed it.”

      Mother’s hands slowly drifted away from her mouth. “But there is no returning from that gate,” she breathed. “Not for anyone, or anything.”

      I nodded once. “Yes. Vulott is gone… and the astrolabe is gone.”

      Mother shook her head as if to strike the words from the air. “But if the astrolabe is gone, we have no control anymore. Not over anything!”

      “That’s true. The weather and the stars will follow a new pattern. They will follow their natural order and forget the prescribed motion of our preferences, fire or ice.”

      “That is why the chill remains in the air. It is, indeed, a true winter. The first true winter this isle has seen in centuries.”

      “But it will see a summer.” Merulina spoke up. Mother looked at her sternly, as if she wished to reject that the young woman was being quite considerate of her. “It will see the course of all four seasons—and my people, the ice dragons, will no longer be forced to stay on the Obran peninsula. We will be able to live and work in the capital city, if we wish.” She maintained eye contact with Mother, which was an admirable feat for anyone, particularly an ice dragoness. “Even in the palace.”

      Mother’s expression was still sour. “Yes,” she admitted. “I suppose you are right.”

      “And we could use the help of any willing ice dragons,” I interjected. “If they can live in the city, they can help rebuild what we, well, destroyed.”

      “What we both destroyed,” Lethe added darkly. “The war we began was the war you ended. We worked together to ruin the land.”

      “The land isn’t ruined, though.” Nell finally spoke up. I looked to her, and I remembered, suddenly, vividly, the woman I had seen when I’d gazed into her soul, on the stoop of a beach house in Maine one December’s night.

      It was her, and it was not her. This woman was older than she was, and she had thick, wild black hair lifted off her back by some phantom wind. She was taller than Penelope, and held herself with a noticeable confidence: square shoulders, chin up, eyes even. Although she was slender, like Nell was, her body still wasn’t quite the same. Her cheeks were a fair pink, and her tan skin bore with it a delicate smattering of freckles, as well as a delicate smattering of scars. Her face bore the exact same structure of Nell’s, angular and petite. It wore not one single crease, and I knew, somehow, I knew that this was because of her effort to appear strong, and not because she was never bothered by anything. She wore a blue gown and an armored breastplate: a warrior and royalty in one.

      Nell looked like that queen I had seen, fleeting and illusory, those many moons past.

      “Does the soil operate differently here than it does on Earth?” she asked pointedly.

      I frowned and shook my head. “We may have different flora, and the enzymes will never quite match, to be sure,” I said, “but it is still soil. If you mix it with water, it will still make mud.”

      “In America, we let our forest fires burn wild.” Although she had never before addressed my people as a whole like this, she spoke with confidence. “It’s even beneficial to the forest overall. The heat from the flames—which causes seeds to spring open that have been waiting for years—helps the new growth to germinate. And then they fall and flower in the debris of the wreckage… which acts as a fertilizer, providing a rich, nutritious base for the development.” No one reacted to these seemingly random facts, but Nell’s eyes were bright with optimism. She speaks with such passion! “Don’t you see?” she asked them, turning from one face to the next. “This war was your forest fire, burning wild. And now all of the tensions boiled over, all of the history which seems to be charred to a crisp, torn into pieces, and lying at your feet, are really a fertilizer. This—this is a tragedy,” she said, twisting to face my mother. A wise decision, as my mother’s eyes were the hardest. I had always known my mother to be a soft and tender woman, but the war had changed her, as it had changed me. It had taken more from us than from anyone else. It had taken not only Erisard, her husband, my father, but it had taken the land we assumed would always be ours, a gift from the gods themselves. It had taken our faith in the stars, and our bond with our people, and most of all, the innocence with which we could see the world.

      But Nell had enough steadfast, resolute innocence—as if it was an oasis within herself she had been guarding her entire life—to share with the rest of us. To teach us how to let our own optimism spring forth again.

      “This is a tragedy. But it’s also an opportunity. It’s an opportunity given to you by the gods themselves, Mrs. Aena. Queen Aena. It’s an opportunity to heal this city, and I don’t just mean the burnt buildings, the ruined businesses. I mean the relations between the fire and the ice people who share this land. You can start again by fully integrating your city. You said yourself the astrolabe used to be fixed so that the sun would shine brightest on the castle. Naturally, this felt perfect to you, but it also kept the ice dragons from ever being able to interact politically, or economically, or socially. And now—you have some good ice dragons here who are ready to start over with you. To help rebuild not just the stores and homes but the entire culture.” She looked significantly to Lethe and to Merulina before continuing. “You even have the opportunity here to heal the schism between your people by welcoming the birth—I mean, maybe, no pressure, guys”—she blushed and directed this aside to my brother and his bride-to-be—“but you could welcome the birth of a new breed of dragon. A breed of dragon who might have control over both fire and ice. Who might be comfortable in the summer and in the winter.”

      Nell grinned between my mother and my people, pleading with them, revealing to them their own greatest avenue of success. She wanted them to believe in her, but not because she was desperate; because she was right, and she wanted what was most beneficial to all the people. A true queen. My heart sang with pride and gratitude that I had found her, and that I had chosen her, against all odds. Against even the will of the gods.

      Nell went to stand directly in front of my mother. She looked much smaller by comparison, as humans are generally smaller than dragon people, but something similar passed between them. A kindred air to the straightness of their backs, the evenness of their eyes. They were a pair of queens.

      “During the war, so many people ran,” she reminded my mother, her voice soft and private, something for Mother alone to hear. The speech was over, but a conversation had begun. “Now all that remains are those who would not leave for whatever reason. These are your truest people. These are the people who will pour themselves into the earth like rain so that it will spring up again.”

      Mother watched her closely, thoughtfully, and I took a deep breath. She had that glint in her eye that she would have whilst appraising a jewel or hearing a request for a loan. “You are almost right,” Mother allowed. A small smile spread across her lips. “But these are not my people, Mrs. Aena. Not anymore.”

      With that, Mother descended into a deep bow before her, the gathers of her gown buffeting down around her legs like the explosion of a flower’s petals in bloom. She clasped her royal brooch in one hand—the brooch which bore the family crest—and lowered her eyes until her chin almost touched her sternum.

      When she stood again, her smile was hardly any larger. It trembled slightly, and her eyes were crusted with tears. “You, my dear,” she whispered to Penelope. “You are the wife of my eldest son, the prince of this great land. And although the coronation has not yet been held, it will be forthcoming. These are no longer my people.” Her tearful eyes turned from Nell to me, and she nodded again, a nod of approval and of departure. “They are yours.”
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      That night, after the remnant of our people had been secured wherever there was room enough to house them, and after Nell had excused herself to bathe in the steaming atrium, I gazed across the wounded expanse of The Hearthlands—the snow silvery and broken like shards of glass, not melting, but also no longer falling in thick swaths—and thought about the coronation to which my mother had alluded. “Forthcoming,” she had said. It was a lot to digest. Before me lay this ruined kingdom. But at the same time, Nell was right. Within its ruins lay the seeds of great potential, and if we didn’t turn our backs on that, if we instead allowed this new course to germinate, perhaps the capital city could be more magnificent than ever before. I was relieved to have her at the helm with me.

      “Hey,” a soft voice called behind me. Before I turned, I saw her reflection shift, milky and blurred, on the glass. There was a pensive quality to her features now which the outside world seldom ever saw. So often, for others, she was cheerful at best and stoic at worst. But for me, she was vulnerable. She was bare.

      I turned to behold her, swaddled in a silken, pearlescent bathrobe, her hair down and damp, her eyes deep and pained.

      “Hey,” I replied, advancing to brace her elbows with my fingertips. I scanned her face for some clue as to her melancholy. We were together, back in the castle, and my own mother had bowed to her as the new queen. What could weigh so heavily on her still? After everything we had been through? “What’s wrong?” I asked, my brow furrowed.

      Nell averted her gray eyes. “Queen,” she breathed, breaking away from my touch to stand near the glass, where I had been when she’d entered the room. “Queen in a day. It’s an awful lot to handle, isn’t it?”

      “And I’ll be king,” I said, touching her shoulders. It had been so long since we’d been in the same room, unfettered by circumstances. I couldn’t stop touching her in my dream-like wonderment. “It won’t be so different. It won’t be so hard.” My reflection smiled at her in the glass. “Were we not already kings and queens?”

      Nell smiled, but the smile was melancholy, and her eyes wouldn’t quite touch mine. “There are pressures on a queen—archaic pressures, really—which your culture places there.” Even as she said this, one of her palms came up and laid over mine on her shoulder. “You knew this… and you let that device, the astrolabe, go.” Her eyes fluttered down to her feet. “You knew it was our only hope. To manipulate the stars of The Hearthlands. To change the will of the gods, and make me”—she cleared her throat, and a tear darted down her reflection’s cheek, cast against the dark night sky outside like a falling star—“make me the woman with whom you were destined to be.”

      I gripped her shoulders and twisted her gently to face me. I could not stand to continue having this conversation with the window. “Fate can be cruel,” I said, an unintentional bite to my tone. “According to Pythia, the gods had set me to fall for Michelle. It seems that you were to be with Lethe. It certainly would have been easy for Michelle and I to be together, and in truth, there were a few times where I stood at a crossroads between the two of you, and hers was the path of least resistance. I could have chosen her. Easily. But the gods… They crush even their most devoted followers at times. They make play pieces of us, and games of our lives. What about Romeo and Juliet?” I asked her. “It would seem, to consult history, that they were destined to die together in the Capulet tomb. But is that the way their lives should have gone? Two mere children in love, unable to reconcile the feud of fools? Was destiny good in that moment? Was destiny fair?”

      Nell cocked her head and smiled, even with her eyes still faintly pink from shedding tears. “How do you know about Romeo and Juliet?”

      I grinned. “It would depress you to realize how well-educated I am.”

      My grin must have been contagious, as it leached onto Nell’s mouth in turn. “Then you’d have known that they weren’t real.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. But give me my point, would you?”

      “Your point?” she goaded, feigning obliviousness.

      “What do the gods know about you or me? Who is to say that they didn’t pair me with Michelle from sheer spite, or boredom? So… just forget them.” I ran my fingers lightly over her cheekbone and into her hair, tucking a strand behind the crest of her ear. “I want to follow my heart. And if the path under my feet doesn’t take me in the same direction, I’ll cut a new path. I’ll shave my obstacles down into stepping stones.” I took a deep breath and offered her a deeper smile, a warm smile of sympathy and consolation. “I knew that I was throwing more than just a weathervane into that vortex. But—Nell—look at where manipulating the stars has brought my people. You said it yourself earlier today. Maybe, if we hadn’t altered those discs to make us the most comfortable and secure people on this island, we could have avoided the war altogether. Maybe we should just stop trying to force our flawed notions of perfection.”

      “Your logic is inconsistent,” Nell complained. “In one breath we should denounce fate, and in the next, we should allow it to run its course.”

      “In all our breaths,” I said, “we should let ourselves be happy… and trust the pieces to fall in the right places. Or not. And it doesn’t matter. The question shouldn’t be, ‘Was I perfect? Did I do everything the way I was told that I should? Did people stand back in awe of me? Did I beat everyone else?’”

      Nell grimaced, and I knew she was disturbed by the notion of being non-competitive. You didn’t have to be a psychologist to understand that the basis of her friendship with Michelle was largely a twisted urge, in both of them, to show the other one how they were supposed to do it.

      “The question,” I finished, “should be, ‘Was I fair? Did I treat others with respect? Did I enjoy my choices? Did I appreciate what I had?’” I put my mouth close to her ear, to make sure that she could hear this. “I appreciate what I have,” I whispered. “I couldn’t ask for anything more. And tomorrow, if the gods themselves came to the coronation and offered me the stars in exchange for you… I wouldn’t take a single one of them.”

      Nell smiled at me, and though the sadness had broken away from her, her eyes still shimmered behind tears. “You wouldn’t?” she replied, hoarse with the restraint of a sob.

      “Of course not.” I laughed and touched her cheek. “A teaspoon of star stuff weighs about ten million tons. How impractical would it be to own one? Where would we even put it?”

      Nell laughed, but shoved at my chest and broke eye contact, trying to step away from me and my insistence on merry-making, but it was the night of my coronation! The war was over—for now, and maybe forever, at last—and we were wed! I pulled her to me and crushed her laughing mouth against mine, driving one palm into her reams of silken hair and the other lowering to caress the curve of her lower back. I felt the chill from the window melt off of her as our body heat mingled, built, and coalesced.

      “Be serious,” she breathed between our mouths, though I knew that she didn’t mean it. Her body bowed and flowed with mine as if we had been welded together.

      I pulled away from her—only enough to gaze into her eyes—and offered my own ragged, windswept smile. “I am being serious,” I told her. “I knew when I threw that astrolabe into the portal that I was sacrificing more than just our eternal summers on the island. But… I don’t need any more than just you. Perhaps the astrolabe gave my dynasty a power which was too great, and too far-reaching, to bind the hands of the gods as it did. To ensure that our wishes were always held in their favor.” I cradled her torso against mine, pressing our foreheads together so that there wasn’t even a sliver of space left. “We have destiny, and we have free will, and that is enough for me.”

      

      That night we slipped off into an easy sleep, side by side, docile and complete, and were awoken in the morning by an elated Altair. Elated, and rambunctious. Nell didn’t even stir, save to sigh sleepily and turn from the source of the sound. It was I who grumbled and nestled deeper into Nell’s dark hair, glaring up at him from the warm nest of blankets.

      “Let’s go!” Altair cheered, bounding into the room. “Do I have to rip the blankets off of you?”

      “No,” I growled, glowering. “How early in the morning is it? It can’t be that late.”

      “It’s going to be ‘afternoon’ shortly,” Altair replied with a smirk. “The two of you slept for almost fourteen hours. But I suppose you needed it.”

      I turned back to Nell, on the verge of shaking her shoulder and calling down to her, but she was already peering up at me, blinking sleepily. “Morning,” she cooed, still warm and foggy with slumber, “King Theon.”

      The coronation traditionally occurred in the garden, but it was still too damn frigid—and apparently it would be for the next several weeks. We opted instead to adorn the throne room with garlands and banners and hold the event there. It was open to the general public of The Hearthlands and we stood before Einhen, the court priest, to hear our reign blessed and to kneel for my mother to grace our heads with the royal crowns. It was a brief ceremony, but it seemed to me to be never-ending. I had prepared for this my entire life, and Nell, straight and elegant in her robes, looked as if she had been born for it… regardless of the gods.

      When we turned, our congregation of remnants—roughly twenty percent of whom were born from ice dragon lineage—bowed and clapped and called out for our long and healthy lives. Although the windows remained frosted, crusted in snow, it seemed to be spring all of a sudden, and I took Nell’s hand and led her down the aisle, bowing to the citizens as we passed.
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      You never know which visit to your hometown will be the last, so to speak. I was only nineteen still, and yet I felt as if I’d crossed some boundary which could never be uncrossed. Whether that line led into queendom or just womanhood, I wasn’t sure.

      Theon and I stayed in The Hearthlands' castle for another week or so, during which time a concerted effort toward reconstruction and infrastructure had been launched. There was also much talk of ratification to the law of the land, although Theon thought, naturally, that the laws were very fair and always had been. “Maybe it would help,” Merulina had suggested starchily, “if we looked over them with fresh eyes when you return from your voyage to Earth?”

      We packed lightly, for the visit would be a short one, perhaps of one day. Altair and Merulina had already begun to prepare for their own wedding day in the coming week, and I’d been drafted into her bridal court. After the fall of The Hearthlands—and the brief rise of Everwinter—there was a silent consensus throughout the castle that some new life was awaiting, and we all dove into it as if from off a springboard. There was no one untouched by the tragedy, no one who had not experienced some loss, except maybe me. Unlike humans, the dragons had no desire to discuss the horrors of war, to hold vigils or to form support groups or to even erect monuments to their fallen. They were singularly, almost superstitiously focused on their future, and the sentiment was contagious: there was just so much still to be done.

      But I couldn’t just leave my parents again without saying a proper goodbye. It was part of the barrier I had crossed into this new place. I needed to return home and bow to them one final time. There was a part of me—the girl in me, a tiny sliver, almost a ghost—which wrung her hands together and sweated at the notion of bringing Theon to this meeting with my parents. As if I had something to fear from them, whether it was disapproval or misunderstanding or something else an adult could lord over a child. But I knew that he needed to be there, and so did he. We weren’t just saying goodbye to them as adults, as king and queen. We were saying goodbye to them, with all due respect, as man and wife.

      And so, on the front steps of the palace, we bade farewell and good luck to the court which remained behind to continue to work during our departure: the former Queen Aena, Altair, Merulina, and Lethe, among others loyal and sworn to the kingdom, such as Einhen and Charis. We received our bows, and kisses to our hands, and Theon shifted, the black scales coursing over his skin, the talons sprouting from his fingertips and toes, and nudged both his satchel and myself onto his back. I no longer ever feared that I might fall, but was beginning at last to be elated by the fingers of the wind running through my hair—and I was no longer surprised by the casual way with which dragons viewed nudity before and after a transformation.

      We tore off into the sky, the crust of The Hearthlands’ snow below us, the bright blue sky above, and when we dove for the portal which would link us to the rock island, and from there to Beggar’s Hole, I pressed myself low to Theon’s shoulder blades and grinned with anticipation.

      

      It was at the cave of Thundercliff—now so familiar to us both, just about three months after the site of our first introduction, fated or not—that Theon deflated and his scales receded over his skin, allowing him the form of a man again. He dressed himself in clothes from the leather satchel, a woolen tunic and pants of some rigid, thick quality, similar to corduroy. I smiled at him. He made such a gorgeous human being.

      “You don’t think the oracle will come approach us while we’re here, do you?” I asked with a hint of amusement to my voice. “Maybe remind you one last time of all the riches you’re sidestepping by rejecting Michelle Ballinger?”

      “Oh, but she has approached us, darling,” Theon said, sidling up to me and grazing my cheek with a light kiss. “She’s been in my head from the moment we crossed that portal, doing exactly as you said. Moaning about how destiny has been skewed by my insolent harpoon, and luck will never walk the path of my heart again, and blah, blah, blah. Maybe you should be an oracle. You’re pretty good at divination too.” He winked and his warm palm braced my hand in his.

      “Really?” I asked as he tugged me from the dry shelving of stone, onto the sand and through the rocks, toward the beach. “What is she saying to you, exactly?”

      “Oh, bah,” Theon replied, smirking. “It’s really not worth repeating, my love.”

      I hesitated just long enough to let the sweetness of my love for him spread through me, and then we set off across the chill stretch of beach, toward my father’s beach house. To know that he had silently withstood the oracle’s telepathic ramblings imbued me with strength in facing my parents, and we ascended the wooden staircase. We knocked at the front door. Three times. I took a deep breath and braced my fist to knock again, but it flew open and Mom was just standing there, gaping at me, her short black hair fretting in the breeze.

      “Hi, Mom.” I broke the tension.

      “Oh, my God!” she cried, throwing herself into my arms. I couldn’t remember a time I had seen her more emotional, even shortly before and during the divorce. That wasn’t the only surprise I was experiencing, either. Like… what was she doing still here? Didn’t she have her own practice to maintain—in DC? Wasn’t Zada going to eventually drive her insane? “Nell! You’re back!” she breathed into my neck. I felt my skin dampen where her tears fell. “What the hell happened? Are you all right?” She extracted me from her iron grip and beheld me at arm’s length, her scrutiny shrewd and maternal. “And what are you wearing?”

      A blush crept into my cheeks and I cleared my throat. “It’s called a pelisse,” I explained, head nonetheless held high. “May we come in?”

      Mom’s eyes panned to Theon for the first time since she’d opened the door. Her eyes were icy. She could’ve been a dragon for all the severity with which she gazed at Theon. “The man who kidnapped you,” she deduced coldly.

      I shook my head and smiled, even though there was no real warmth to the expression. “He did not kidnap me,” I told her, and she hesitated, but moved for our passage.

      Inside the beach house the living room was lit, and pictures of me adorned every table, every surface, as if I had died. I supposed that they had had no way of knowing whether or not I had. The decorations which were expected of Zada and Sage’s presence—posters of fairies and tie-dyed tapestries and pictures of celebrities beneath words—had disappeared from the beach house. I frowned and opened my mouth to ask Mom about this as we descended onto the couch, hardly warmer than outside, but she probably had more pressing questions on her mind.

      “So,” Mom began, “where did he…” She glanced at Theon and cleared her throat, revising her question. “Where have you been? Was it the same place that Michelle went off to?”

      At this, my brow furrowed. “Michelle is… talking about it?” That wasn’t like her. To tell the truth, in her mind, would be seen as weak.

      “Michelle is not talking about anything yet. She refuses to conduct interviews on her disappearance, but she did hire a public relations agent who has been telling the papers that she’s writing a book about it this year.”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course she was. If there was anyone who could make her gutless displays of self-service, her betrayal and subsequent rejection, into some harrowing tale of personal triumph over victimhood, it was her. Michelle Ballinger was victim and victor in one.

      Theon squeezed my hand, and I glanced over at him. “Let’s not get distracted by her,” he whispered to me. “Michelle and whatever books she writes have nothing to do with us.”

      “I somehow doubt that,” I whispered back. “But I see your point.” I turned my attention back to Mom, who had watched this display of intimacy and partnership between us as if Theon had tried to eat my face and exposed an alien life form living beneath.

      “I returned to The Hearthlands,” I gently explained to her. “I don’t know what Michelle will say, one day, when she does begin speaking… likely for a high sum, and in front of many, many cameras—” Theon touched my hand again and I glared at him. He was right, though. Our rivalry had been a petty, girlish thing, and it was time to put it away. We had a city to rebuild, and Michelle was here, desperately scrabbling for her own followers, because she knew just how little her own kingdom was worth. “We were in the midst of war… and I couldn’t delay.”

      Mom smiled mirthlessly and refused to look at Theon again. “You sound like some kind of—I don’t know—old queen.”

      I grinned. “A new queen, actually,” I informed her.

      Now she looked at Theon. A glare. “What madness has he been filling your head with?”

      “Mom!” I snapped. “Someday when it’s ready, we’ll take you—and Dad—to see our island. And yes, it is in another dimension. Yes, you can only get to it through this mystical portal. And maybe at first, you’ll think that we’re crazy, or that you’re crazy, or anything at all, as long as it means that what we’re showing you isn’t real. Until then, I guess you can think whatever you’d like, though it does sadden me that my madness is the first conclusion to which you jump.”

      Theon was grinning at me.

      “What?” I asked, somewhat snappish.

      “I love how you never, ever end a sentence with a preposition,” he replied.

      And suddenly the stress evaporated. It wasn’t being a queen that made me secure in this volatile exchange with my mother, and God, eventually my father. It wasn’t being an adult or being a woman or anything quite so abstract which made everything okay. It was Theon. Having Theon’s unwavering love made everything okay. No matter what.

      I turned back to Mom, who still appeared disturbed by our closeness.

      “It will probably not be this year,” I went on. “There’s just so much going on at the palace.”

      Mom sighed and rolled her eyes, massaging one temple. “So this boy, who claims to be a prince on some other island, not on Earth…”

      “A king now, actually,” Theon interjected. I glanced at him and shook my head.

      That wasn’t going to help.

      “His land was in the throes of war,” I went on. She would listen to me… maybe. All hope of her listening to him was lost. “That was why I disappeared… both times. The second time, I went back willingly. And now power has changed hands. The coronation was held yesterday. We’ve come here to pay our respects as a married couple—”

      “You’re married?” Mom gasped, her eyes the size of quarters. “You got married?”

      “Yes,” I said, as firmly as I could manage. I did realize she’d probably wanted to be at the ceremony.

      “You’re nineteen!”

      “The common age of a bride, in The Hearthlands,” Theon informed her proudly. “And how old is common here on Earth?”

      “Twenty-two, twenty-five, somewhere around there,” I informed him, feeling a spot of blush on my cheeks as I stared into Mom’s eyes. “It’s a negligible difference. She’s just making a mountain out of a molehill.”

      “But you just started college,” Mom whined. “You don’t know what you want yet. These are pivotal years—”

      Just then, to make matters all the better, the back door blew open and closed, and familiar footsteps thudded.

      Crap.

      “Hey, babe, did you remember to—” Keys clattered onto the counter in the kitchen and then Dad’s shadow slashed across the living room floor. I twisted to face him in the doorway, unsure of exactly what would happen next. The color drained away from his face. The musculature of his expression broke and sagged away like melted sculpture. “Nell!”

      “Did you just call Mom ‘babe’?” I gaped.

      Dad strode forward and yanked me into his arms, embracing me so hard it seemed as if my spine was going to be pressed into a powder. “I can’t believe you’re home,” he said, his voice crackling into my hair, “and it doesn’t matter why you left… just as long as you stay.”

      I extricated myself from his hug. “I can’t stay,” I told him as gently as I could. “I’ve… It’s a long story. You called Mom ‘babe’?”

      Dad swallowed. “It’s a long story,” he reiterated, and then his eyes drifted to Theon. His jaw clenched. “What the hell is he doing here? Patty, get the police on the phone!”

      “He’s her husband,” Mom muttered. I didn’t need to look at her to know that she was massaging her temple again.

      “Husband?” Dad choked.

      “You called Mom ‘babe’!” I cried again. “What is she even doing here? Where are Zada and Sage?”

      Dad cast his eyes to the side… caught. “Zada left. Your mom stayed.”

      My eyes shot over to Mom, and she looked like stone, like a statue of a deer. It was exactly how she looked any time she’d been caught doing something she wasn’t “supposed” to—which, in her mind, meant following her heart.

      “You two are back together, aren’t you?” I demanded. I didn’t mean for it to sound as accusatory as it did, but I suddenly felt like a furious, embittered eight-year-old all over again. They’d dragged my innocent little heart through the wringer with their divorce, and part of me surged protectively around my inner child, buffering her from the likelihood of their inevitable second divorce. “After eleven years,” I said, glaring between both of them, “you just… get back together like high schoolers?”

      “Hey!” Mom snapped, shooting to her feet. Theon was, for all intents and purposes, invisible to me now. “Losing a child is hard! You disappeared, Penelope. You disappeared for weeks, came back, and then disappeared again. We—bonded over that. We thought we’d lost you forever, and that we didn’t have anything left, but then we realized that we had each other.”

      Theon and I shared a significant look around my mother.

      Still, I had to exhale.

      “But Mom,” I said, casting a look at my dad. She must’ve known what I was about to say. Dad was confident and exciting and spontaneous, but he was also unreliable, and emotionally inconsistent, and so, so selfish. “We’ve talked about this a million times,” I said to her in a low voice. “It just wasn’t meant to be.”

      “Just what is that supposed to mean? Patty? What is she talking about?” Dad asked, glaring between the two of us.

      “Maybe it wasn’t meant to be at that time,” Mom answered me, not acknowledging Dad’s question. “Or maybe ‘meant to be’ is just something we, as a species, invented.”

      “That’s not it,” Theon added quietly.

      “I’ve never been much of a believer in ‘fate,’” Mom went on.

      “Really?” Dad asked. Typical Dad. Could be married to a woman for almost ten years, co-parent with her for almost twenty, and still not know if she believes in destiny or self-determination. But he could go on and on about himself. “I’ve always believed in it,” he added.

      “I know,” Mom grumbled. “I let that slide.”

      “Anyway, young lady, the topic of debate is not your mother and I,” Dad noted sternly, remembering that Theon was here, and we were married, and I’d been missing for weeks and dragged them both through hell. “The topic of debate is where exactly you’ve been since January first, and that this random guy is your husband now! And what are you wearing? Did you join a cult?”

      “It’s called a pelisse,” I repeated for Dad’s benefit. “And no, I did not join a cult. I moved. Because Theon is royalty, I moved into a castle.”

      “A castle,” Dad reiterated. “Have you talked to Michelle about all this?”

      For a moment, I saw red. Dad always deferred to my old friends: the spoiled country club brats who reaffirmed to him that his lifestyle was normal. Theon stood from the couch and sidled over to us. “No,” I answered. “I don’t need to talk to Michelle. Trust me; when she comes out with her tell-all, you’ll get it.” Theon took my hand again. I looked up at him, and something silent passed between us. An understanding. It was going to be okay. This was just our chrysalis. I looked back to Dad and Mom, who had come to stand with Dad when Theon had stood. “I know it’s a lot to absorb.” I tried to be compassionate. I was, after all, their “little girl.” I “always would be". But I wasn’t. I was a woman. A wife. A queen.

      Mom scoffed, and Dad nodded at her in agreement.

      “When you see The Hearthlands, you’ll understand,” I promised them.

      “You’re still on about that imaginary island?” Dad asked.

      “You’re not staying?” Mom asked.

      “Of course I’m not staying,” I replied, as gently as I could. “Mom… I will visit as often as I can. Okay? I’m a married woman. I’m a queen. We’re in the process of rebuilding. The kingdom is in a critical stage right now.”

      “But you’re—What about the spring semester at Shenandoah?” she demanded, blanching.

      I smiled. “I won’t be going back to The Shenandoah Institute,” I told her. “My life has gone in another direction.”

      “This is crazy, Nell,” she breathed, staring at me as if I was telling her that I wanted to join the circus.

      “Do I seem like I’ve gone mad?” I asked. “Is there no such thing as marriage, no such thing as royalty, as responsibility to a land?” I hadn’t even gotten to the “dragon” part yet. I figured they would need a very slow acclimatization to this new reality.

      Mom stared at me stonily for several beats. “No. You don’t seem any different than you always have.”

      I exhaled, my shoulders loosening. “Exactly. Hey, babe?” I asked Theon, turning toward him. He raised his eyebrows. “Could you take that love letter out of your satchel, so I can show it to them?”

      “Oh, yes.” He glanced around and then smiled sheepishly. “I left it on the front porch,” he explained. “I’m not sure it can fit easily through the front door.”

      Mom and Dad shared a look which said: The man owns a satchel that won’t fit through a front door.

      But I would be patient with them. I would help them find their way to understanding Theon, and the fire dragons, and The Hearthlands. My duties as queen were many. They didn’t just end when I stepped off of the soil.

      Theon returned from outside, the yellowed scroll of papyrus in his hand. “Satchel definitely won’t fit. But here’s the love letter.”

      “Love letter?” Mom raised a brow at us. “What is this?”

      I would save the oracle for another time. That might be a bit much for them.

      “I sent you a message with it before,” I said. “Don’t you remember?“

      They both looked at me, agape. From their expressions, a part of me doubted whether they had ever received the note I’d sent while back in The Hearthlands, but another part of me guessed that more likely, the two had refused to believe their eyes. Brushed it off as a hallucination caused by grief. Buried it away in their subconscious.

      “You could call it magic, I suppose,” I said. “Let me show you. The paper sends a message to anyone you love, wherever they are. Do you have a pen?” Naturally, Mom furnished me with a pen, and I scrawled out, Mom, Dad. I love you. I’ll be home soon.

      The words materialized behind our heads, on the wall of the living room.

      “Oh my,” Mom breathed.

      “Hey! My wall!” Dad barked.

      The words disintegrated after several seconds, and they both turned their eyes toward me, confused.

      “I’m not exactly certain what we’ve witnessed here today,” Mom murmured.

      “This is how I will stay in touch with you across the distance between our worlds,” I said, pressing the pen back into Mom’s hand and dividing the love letter into two pieces. “And this is how you can get in touch with me. The words will appear wherever I am, and I will come to you.”

      “You say the distance is great,” Mom reiterated.

      “The distance is great,” I agreed, “but it’s also small. It’s hard to grasp, and we don’t have to cover it all right away. We have the rest of our lives to figure out all the little pieces.”

      I looked at Theon, and then back at them. They seemed so young to me suddenly. But they would grow again. As they came to accept this shift to their paradigm, they would seem less and less scared, less and less confused. They would come to accept what their eyes would show them. They would come to accept Theon, and me, and our new life together… in time.

      “We can’t stay,” I told Mom and Dad again.

      “You can’t just go!” Mom cried. “You just got here!”

      “We’ll visit soon,” I promised. “We have a wedding to attend in the morning.” I stepped forward and embraced Dad, then Mom. Their faces were still distraught.

      “I just don’t get it,” Mom exclaimed.

      “You will,” I promised her. “I had a hard time with it, at first, too. But—let’s just say—for all the jabs I made at Zada? How I called those YouTube videos fakes?”

      Mom pursed her lips and nodded.

      “It was all true,” I told her simply. “The videos are real. And Zada… she was right. Harpies. And oracles. And witches. And dragons.” I smiled and leaned forward, kissing Mom’s cheek. “They’re all real. We’ll be back soon. I promise.”

      They were hesitant, but they bade us farewell. Theon extended his hand to my father, and I watched closely. Dad’s eyes shifted to Mom, and then to me, and, with a kind of grimace, he took Theon’s hand and gave it a brusque shake.

      “Take care of her,” my mother commanded him.

      “I will,” Theon promised, bowing slightly. “I do love her. I love her with all my heart.”

      “And you,” I said to Dad. “Take care of her.” He and I both knew that I meant Mom. Theon wasn’t the only one here charged with the delicate task of maintaining a woman’s heart.

      Dad stuck out his hand, and I caught the ghost of a tear in his eyes. A bittersweet tug swelled in my heart. “I will,” he promised me. We shook hands, and he pulled me into his arms once more, for a final hug. “It’s just hard to let go,” he croaked.

      “I know,” I said, patting his shoulder. “But you’re not. You’re not letting go of anything except your idea of what life—or ‘destiny’—or even me—have to be.” I pulled away and found that the tears in his eyes shimmered all the thicker. “You’re just growing,” I promised him softly.

      He pulled me close again and gave me a hard kiss on the forehead. I stared at Dad and smiled, finding it strange that my own eyes stung, until Theon’s hand slid into my own. I looked back to Theon and smiled again, though the smile was little more than a mask. This was harder than I had thought—but it had to be done. And it would be okay. It would be okay.

      Dad touched my face, and Mom reached out and squeezed my shoulder. I wanted to remind them that they had each other, but decided against it… just in case destiny had another change of heart. Theon pulled me from the porch, down the wooden stairs, and I knew that they were watching as we disappeared.

      From Theon’s back, as we forged our way toward the portal at the rock island, I glanced over my shoulder once more, hair whipping in the wind, as if to say goodbye once and for all to the strip of land where I had grown from that child to this woman. I could no longer see the wooden porch of the beach house, but a feeling stirred in my gut that Mom and Dad still stood there, staring out across the sea, watching the unbelievable silhouette of a black dragon as it became smaller and smaller, the woman who looked an awful lot like their daughter riding on its back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue: Nell

        

      

    
    
      The wedding was a small but lavish ceremony, held in the throne room of the palace late the following morning, with only a handful of attendants. At breakfast—an indulgent spread of warm peach bread and cream cheese with champagne; dragon cuisine was one to which I wouldn’t require much time to adjust—I dined with the court, including the former queen, Mrs. Aena, and Lethe. Theon had been drafted into helping Altair prepare. Merulina had likewise taken a retinue of her closest friends to the atrium bath house for skin treatments.

      I tried to convince Lethe to attend—he had expressed to me his sorrow that he doubted he would ever find someone as Theon had found me, or as Altair had found Merulina, and I’d impressed upon him that a wedding, even a small one, was a great place to meet other hopefuls and romantics. “I’d rather not,” he said, shifting his eyes from me to gaze wistfully out across The Hearthlands… which still resembled a more peaceful, however chill, Everwinter. “But thank you, though.” He smiled unconvincingly. “I’d better enjoy this winter while the island has it, and take myself out for a walk.”

      I watched Lethe go with a sad kind of smile, but brightened immediately when Theon, of all people, took his seat. “Hey, babe,” I greeted him. “I thought you were off with Altair, helping him sober up and recite his vows and all that.”

      “First of all, you would be surprised how well dragons can hold their liquor,” Theon replied. “And, secondly, I am actually still ‘with’ him, technically, but I was in the hall, looking for more undamaged vases, and Merulina caught me and asked me to send you to her. She’s in the royal family wing. One of the ladies in her court actually is rather hungover. Merulina would like help getting dressed, and, well, she said that she thought you’d be the most… appropriate.” His eyes darted to his mother. “She still feels a little uncomfortable among fire dragons, it would seem, given the history there.”

      “Of course,” I replied, “I’ll go.”

      Theon showed me to her room and we shared a quick kiss—though no kiss was too quick; we were still newlyweds—before he departed.

      I knocked lightly once, and entered the chamber to discover a distraught yet gorgeous bride, her fiery tresses splashed down her shoulders in soft curls, garbed in a dazzling white gown, with twin tears tracking down her alabaster cheeks. “Hello, Penelope,” she said, pitchy and hoarse. “I can’t get his mother’s pendant to snap.” More tears darted down her cheeks, though she refused to sob as a human bride might have. “I was worried it was a bad sign.”

      “Oh, pfft,” I said, striding forward with confidence and taking my position behind her, grasping the silver band of the emerald pendant in my fingers. It was easy to know what to say in the face of a crying bride. You say anything. You say whatever you have to, to make her stop crying. “Everyone needs to stop worrying so much about signs around here.” At least I really did mean that. I loved Theon with all my heart, and I felt that our souls were indeed a twin flame… but he would never find me consulting the stars half as often as he did. I preferred to study and labor to ensure an outcome, rather than cast bones or peer into a ball of crystal. “It’s just hard to secure a necklace you can’t see.”

      “The necklace of my mother-in-law,” Merulina reminded me sharply, “who hates me.”

      “She does not hate you. You love her son. You took care of him when she couldn’t. How much could she possibly hate you? She just doesn’t know you. That’s all.”

      “She knows all she needs to know. She knows I’m an ice dragoness.”

      I rolled my eyes and grasped Merulina’s shoulders, twisting her in my direction. I couldn’t take any more of this victimhood. “I’m a human and she bowed to me as the new queen. She just needs some time. After a while, she’ll realize the same thing that I did: people are all the same—ice dragons, and fire dragons, and humans. We’re all the same in a lot of ways, and we’re all different, too, in little ways that really count. In the end, what matters is what you do, not what you are and not what you’re told. She’ll see that. She’ll love you.” I took a tender swipe at the teardrops on Merulina’s cheeks. It was insane how beautiful she still was, even as she cried. “And when you give her a grandchild? She’ll… she’ll love that dragon—of fire and ice—so much that any little piece of her left over that thinks you’re different? That little piece of her will die.”

      “Or maybe she’ll think that this is all just some ploy to take back the throne for the ice dragons, with an heir of a prince,” Merulina countered.

      I didn’t inform her that I was barren. It didn’t seem like the right time; today was about her. But I already knew in my heart that the child who would ascend the throne of The Hearthlands would belong to Altair and Merulina. It would be a dragon of fire and ice.

      “Would that be so bad?” I whispered. “A king or queen to unite the people at long last? To end a meaningless feud—based on nothing but assumptions, prejudices—that has lasted centuries, against all reason, all worth?”

      Merulina nodded and half-smiled. “I guess you’re right,” she said, her eyes slanted down. “It would be nice to see ice people in the castle, other than myself, alongside the fire people.”

      “And we will,” I assured her. “Things are changing in this country. And this is the dawn of a new age. You and I can both be a part of that, if we stay strong and believe in ourselves. We can bear witness to the strongest dragons this island has ever seen.”

      Merulina grinned, eyes still shimmering.

      

      When the traditional wedding bells of the dragons clanged loudly together later that morning, and Merulina walked down the aisle, I wore my crown and Theon wore his for the first time. We stood tall together, presiding over their union in some strange ritual wherein we essentially approved of the coupling. It all seemed rather medieval to me, but Theon would’ve been aghast at the notion of an update. Merulina met Altair at the thrones, and they turned to face one another, glowing with excitement and anticipation. Theon’s fingers tightened around my side and I glanced at him with a smile. He smiled back, and together we turned to witness his brother and new sister-in-law pledge their loyalty, and their gratitude, and thank the gods for their luck in finding one another through so many circuitous paths.

      Listening to them speak, seeing the way they looked at each other, I couldn’t bear them any ill will, even if an entire baseball team worth of children was born from the two. I could only be proud of them, and hopeful for them. With Theon’s constant heat radiating into me, with his fingers against my back, and with the certainty that he felt the same way—we would belong to each other until the day we died, no matter what the world around us thought of it—I could only be relieved to have everything I’d ever wanted, and to be sharing that elation now with Merulina and Altair. There was no competition, only family. No fate, only the future.

      At the reception, we toasted to prosperity, and Theon’s golden eyes met mine with a knowing twinkle before he rose his glass to his lips. We drank deeply and I knew that it would be true.

      Long live the Aena dynasty. Long live The Hearthlands. Long live fire, and ice, and all the other elements which preside within a human heart.

      

      
        What’s next?

      

      Dearest Shaddict,

      I hope you enjoyed Theon and Nell’s story! It’s been such a pleasure to work on.

      Although we have reached the end of Theon and Nell’s trilogy, you may just see them again in a future A Shade of Vampire book…  ;)

      My next release is:

      Book 23: A Flight of Souls - releasing February 21st, 2016.

      It’s set in stone that this will be the penultimate book in Ben and River’s story, with Book 24 being the grand finale!

      Tap here to pre-order A Flight of Souls now, and reserve your ticket back to The Shade!

      Here’s a preview of the awesome cover (you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):
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