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Chapter 1: The Eighth Glow That Isn’t

Three months after a room full of dragons hit perfect resonance and rang a four-hundred-year-old glass like a bell, I woke up with a foot in my mouth.

Vibria’s foot. It was always Vibria’s foot. She slept diagonal across any bed she was in, a fact of nature as reliable as the tide, and over three months and one hatched clutch she had not once corrected for it. Her bronze toes were warm against my lip. They were always warm. I moved her foot off my face the way I had learned to: gently, by the ankle, without waking her, because waking Vibria before dawn meant being awake with Vibria before dawn, and that was a thing a man chose to do on purpose or not at all.

I lay there a moment and took the count.

It was a ranger’s habit, taking the count. You woke in unfamiliar country and you found every body in it before you moved. The country was not unfamiliar anymore. It was more familiar than any place I had lived in years, the top floor of the Breeder’s Tower with the window facing the Flight Apron and the carved bedframe worn smooth by centuries of hands. But the habit stayed, and I was glad of it, because the count had gotten longer.

Vibria, diagonal, copper-gold hair flung across the pillow like a fire that had been put to bed and not quite extinguished. Campe at the outer edge of the pile, on her back, one arm flung protective across the tangle of us: the outer shield, the wall between her people and the door. The silver ring on her left fourth finger caught the first gray light. My mother’s ring. She had taken it in an earlier season and I had let her keep it, and it was too loose on her because my mother’s hands had been larger than I ever remembered.

Sybara face-down with her glasses still on. She had fallen asleep mid-note again; the page was half under her cheek and the ink had smudged across her jaw in a blue-black streak she would discover at breakfast and pretend was deliberate. Anfa curled small against the headboard, knees to chest, a tall hard-muscled woman folded into the smallest shape she could make, which was how she slept now that she was allowed to be small somewhere. Ayida under the flowering ceiling-vine, the white blossoms above her opening and closing with her slow sleeping breath, tiny mouths yawning and shutting in time with her lungs.

Nure dimmed to a nightlight. She lay on her side with her dark hair fanned across the linen and the bioluminescent rings around her irises down to their lowest glow, a pale blue-green that you could read a map by if you had to. She still slept the deepest of any of them. More than a century alone in the dark would do that: it taught a body that company was a thing to sink all the way into while it lasted.

And on the peg by the door, Brenna’s flight-leathers hung folded. She wasn’t in the bed. Brenna still slept most nights at the Forge, beside the banked fire and her tool-racks, because forge-caste slept where the work was. But the leathers were on the peg now. She’d hung them there herself, two weeks ago, without saying anything about it, and nobody had said anything either, and that was how a thing like that happened: not a declaration, just a hook on a wall that had been empty and now wasn’t.

Seven.

I touched my chest without deciding to. The Mark answered under my fingers the way it always did, a slow warm pulse, the seven-point constellation that had been a bruise the first morning I ever found it and was a map of my whole life now. Each point carried a color in the dim. Amber for Vibria, deep green for Campe, cobalt for Sybara, silver for Anfa, gold for Ayida, dark blue-green for Nure, steel-gray for Brenna. Seven colors I could find with my eyes shut.

And the center. The eighth thing that wasn’t a point, the space at the heart of the constellation that had been empty for months and dark for one and faintly glowing for the back half of the last. It burned now. Steady. Golden-white, the color of the inside of a forge, the color of sun through a tent wall, a color that didn’t belong to any element or any woman. It had hit 1.0 three months ago and it had not dimmed since. Sybara had two hundred pages of notes on it and no name for it.

Seven women, and a light on my chest that wasn’t a woman.

And one woman who wasn’t in the room.

Morana slept across the mesa, in the old storm-cadet quarters near the cliff-edge where Anfa used to sleep before the break, before any of this. Trusted. Integrated. She flew our formations and ate at our table and guarded nothing because there was nothing left to guard her from. She was one of us in every way a person could be one of us except the one that showed on my chest. There were seven colors on the Mark and there should have been eight, and everyone knew it, and nobody said it, and that was a different kind of empty hook on a different kind of wall.

I lay still until the gray light went gold. Then, very far below, through three floors of stone, something caught fire.

I knew it was fire because I felt the temperature change in the Mark before I heard the sound. Vibria’s amber point warmed, a sympathetic flare, the way it did whenever flame happened anywhere near her bloodline. Then the sound: a small triumphant shriek, a crash, and the particular crackle-and-roar of dry fabric going up fast.

“Hatchlings,” Campe said, without opening her eyes. Her voice was the parade-ground voice even half-asleep, even into a pillow. “It’s the tapestry. Kira hates the tapestry.”

“How do you know it’s the tapestry.”

“Because Kira has informed me of her feelings about the tapestry every day for a week.” She opened one forest-green eye. “She regards it as a personal enemy. The hunt scene. The little woven dragon being speared. She has views.”

Below us, Bellic’s voice came up through the stone, flat and unhurried and carrying the bone-deep weariness of a woman who had done this forty times. “Right. There it goes. There goes the tapestry. Lovely. Get the bucket. No, the OTHER bucket, the dragon-ate-the-other-bucket bucket. Kira. KIRA. We have discussed this.”

I got up.



The Hatchling Aerie had been a gallery once, a long upper hall with arched windows and a view of the crater, used for storing flight-banners and ceremonial harnesses nobody flew anymore. It was now the most destroyed room in the academy. Bellic and Brenna between them had stripped it of anything flammable, which at an academy full of fire-drakes turned out to be a moving target, and lined the lower walls with riverstone, and installed a heated sleeping-slab in the corner because Torren refused to sleep anywhere that wasn’t warm and would migrate, dragging blankets, until he found warmth, usually a person’s face.

It had still managed to catch fire. The tapestry, which had hung between two windows on the one wall Bellic had judged safely out of spark-range, was a sheet of flame. Beneath it, planted on her haunches with her wings half-spread in fierce little triumph, was Kira.

She was the size of a large dog now, the first-hatched, amber-scaled with a wider wingspan than her clutch-mates and a temperament that her mother described, with naked pride, as “a problem.” She had set the tapestry on fire by climbing the wall to reach it, which she was not supposed to be able to do, and breathing on it from a range of about two inches, which she was not supposed to be able to do either, and she was now watching it burn with the satisfaction of a job well finished.

Bellic upended a bucket over the worst of it. Steam and the stink of wet ash filled the gallery. The little woven dragon in the hunt scene, the one being speared, vanished into char along with the spear and the hunters and everything else.

“There,” Bellic told Kira. “Happy? Is the woven dragon avenged?”

Kira chirped. It was a sound like a kettle deciding to boil. She was, evidently, content.

“She’s avenged the woven dragon,” I said.

“She avenges it weekly.” Bellic dropped the bucket and pushed copper-red hair off her soot-streaked forehead with the back of a wrist, leaving a fresh streak. “I want it on record, Alpha, that I was a quartermistress. A respected forge-caste professional. I fit harnesses. I built ward-stones. And now my job title, by what I can only describe as universal harem consensus and my own exhausted surrender, is babysitter of last resort. I extinguish the children of dragons. This is my life now.”

“You’re very good at it.”

“I’m the only one who’s fast enough and doesn’t think it’s funny.” She eyed me. “You think it’s funny.”

“I think it’s a little funny.”

“You’d think it less funny if you were holding the bucket.” She glanced past me. “Where’s the other one. The thief.”

The other one was Torren.

I found him by following the trail, which was easy, because Torren did not destroy things at random the way his sister did. Torren was deliberate. Torren was, his mother said, going to be a tactician or a criminal and possibly both. He was the second-hatched, slightly larger than Kira, a darker bronze with a copper undertone along his spine, and where Kira flung herself at the world snout-first, Torren watched it, assessed it, and then did the single most inconvenient possible thing with perfect economy of effort.

This morning the single most inconvenient possible thing had been the larder.

The larder door at the foot of the gallery stair had a latch. A good latch, an iron twist-and-lift latch that no dragon the size of a dog should have been able to work. Torren had watched me work it. He had watched me work it exactly once, three days ago, on my way to find him a strip of dried goat, and he had filed the motion away behind his steady amber eyes the way I filed the angle of a flight-apron, and this morning he had reproduced it. The latch hung open. The larder stood ajar. And in the corner of the gallery, on the warm slab that was his by right of relentless migration, Torren lay curled around an entire smoked ham, gnawing it with the contented thoroughness of a dragon who had planned this and seen the plan through.

“He picked the lock,” I said.

Bellic came to look. She stood over the small thieving dragon and his enormous stolen ham and she was quiet for a moment, and then she said, with real respect, “He picked the lock. He’s a baby. He picked the iron lock.”

“He watched me do it once.”

“Once.” She crouched. Torren cracked one eye, registered her, decided she was not a threat to the ham, and resumed gnawing. “You’ve got Campe’s instinct in you, haven’t you,” she told him. “Hoarding little tactician. Your war-aunt would be proud. She’d be appalled, but she’d be proud.” She straightened, joints popping. “Leave him the ham. You take a ham off a fire-drake at the neonatal stage and you’ve got a fight you don’t want before breakfast. We’ll dock it from his ration. He understands rationing. He understands everything, that’s the trouble.”

The third one I didn’t have to find. The third one found Campe.

Sera came down the stair after me, the way she came everywhere after Campe, the smallest of the three and the only one with a wrong color in her scales. She was lighter amber than her clutch-mates, almost honey, and along her spine-ridges ran a metallic sheen that the other two didn’t have, a war-dragon’s grey-steel gleam laid over a fire-drake’s bronze. Nobody had a tidy explanation for it. Sybara’s working theory was that Sera had imprinted on Campe during the nest-bonding, when Campe’s body and scent and that subsonic war-rumble had surrounded the eggs for weeks, and that the imprint had bled into the developing scale somehow, the way a sapling grown against a wall grows the shape of the wall.

Whatever the cause, Sera was Campe’s. She had climbed Campe’s forearm-plates the hour she hatched and settled against her neck and produced a rumble-purr at exactly the frequency of Campe’s war-dragon lullaby, and the matter had been considered closed by both of them ever since.

Campe came up the stair behind Sera, dressed now, in the combat uniform with the new silver-edged half-cape she’d taken to wearing since the clutch-laying, sharp and symmetrical and buttoned to the throat. Sera was riding her shoulder. The little dragon’s tail was wrapped twice around Campe’s braid, and Campe, the woman five hundred cadets feared, the woman who had held the line against a war-dragon with a wound three scales deep in her flank, was walking very carefully so as not to dislodge her.

“Report,” Campe said, surveying the gallery.

“Tapestry’s dead,” Bellic said. “Torren robbed the larder. Sera’s been with you, so Sera’s clean.”

“Sera is always clean,” Campe said. “Sera is the good one.”

Sera rumble-purred against her neck. The sound went down through Campe’s chest and you could feel it in the floor, the faintest answering hum, war-dragon to war-dragon, the most feared combat caste in the academy reduced to a woman holding very still so a honey-colored baby could keep sleeping on her shoulder.

That contrast ran through all of them. It drove my whole strange life. In four hours Campe would be on the Training Terrace in her full sixty-foot armored war-dragon form, the thing cadets crossed corridors to avoid, dark overlapping plates and battle-scars and a roar that flattened the grass. And right now she was a woman walking on eggshells across a gallery so as not to wake a baby.

I knew which one was real. They both were. That impossible double truth was the point.

Vibria arrived loudly and barefoot, a half-step ahead of any plan. She came up the stair with her copper-gold hair still flat on one side from the pillow, wearing one of my shirts and what I was fairly sure was nothing else, and she took in the gallery in one sweep, the steaming tapestry, the thief with his stolen ham, the sleeping Kira, and she put her hands on her hips and grinned with the helpless pride of a woman watching her own work.

“They’ve been busy,” she said.

“Your daughter avenged the tapestry,” Bellic said. “Again.”

“Good. The tapestry had it coming. Speared little dragon. Bad message for the nursery.” She crossed to Kira and crouched and laid the back of one bronze finger against the sleeping hatchling’s flank, the way you check a child for fever, except Vibria ran hotter than any of them and was checking the other direction, checking that the baby’s fire was banked and safe. Her heat-shimmer rose faintly off her shoulders in the cool gallery air. “She scared herself, didn’t she.”

“She avenged the tapestry and got bored,” Bellic said. “That is a dangerous developmental stage in a fire-drake.”

“All developmental stages in a fire-drake are dangerous,” Vibria said, with enormous satisfaction, and bounced to her feet, snagging Torren’s ham out from under him with the speed of long practice and breaking off exactly one fair ration before he could so much as open his eyes, leaving him the rest. “Rationing,” she told the waking thief sternly. “We discussed it. You’re a criminal but you’re a fed criminal.” Torren regarded her, decided the ham math was acceptable, and went back to gnawing. “He gets it from his war-aunt,” Vibria said. “The hoarding. Did you see he picked the lock? He picked the actual lock. I’m so proud I could spit.”

“Don’t spit,” Bellic said. “You’ll set something on fire.”

Then Kira, bored of her avenged tapestry, decided to fly.

She launched off the riverstone with no warning and no skill, all enthusiasm and no airframe, caught a draft from the arched window and tumbled rather than soared, and the tumble frightened her, and the fright spiked her, and the spike lit her up. Embers sheeted off her in a panic-fan. She spiraled toward the banner-rack in the corner, the one Bellic hadn’t been able to strip because the banners were load-bearing somehow in a way I never understood, and Bellic was across the room with the bucket already empty, and Campe couldn’t move fast with Sera on her shoulder, and Kira was three seconds from setting the entire corner of the gallery alight in a frenzy she was too panicked to stop.

I didn’t think.

I reached for the center of my chest, the golden-white light, the warm steady thing that had no name, the way you reach for a tool you didn’t know was in your hand until your fingers closed on it. And I pushed.

It went out of me like heat off a stone. Calm. Settle. Down. Not words, exactly. The thing under the words. The thing you mean when you put a hand flat on a spooked horse’s neck and breathe slow and the horse breathes slow with you. I aimed it at the small panicking dragon in the air and I let it go.

Kira stopped.

Mid-tumble, mid-frenzy, mid-ember, she went still. Her wings caught air clumsily, found a glide, and she coasted down to the riverstone and folded up and blinked, three or four slow blinks, like a child surfacing from a tantrum she could no longer remember the reason for. The embers died on her scales. She yawned. She curled up where she’d landed and put her snout under her wing.

The gallery was silent.

My knees weren’t quite right. The Mark had dimmed, all eight features of it, the seven colors down to a guttering and the center-glow pulled low like a lamp turned down, and there was a hollowness behind my sternum like the place where a tooth used to be. I put a hand on the riverstone wall.

“That’s new,” Sybara said.

She was in the doorway. I hadn’t heard her come. She’d put on robes over the sleep-shirt and her glasses were crooked and the ink-streak was still on her jaw and she had, from somewhere, already produced a quill.

“That’s new,” she said again, and she was not asking, she was recording, and she crossed the gallery to me with her cobalt eyes very wide behind the crooked glasses and she put two fingers against the dimmed Mark with the impersonal precision of a woman taking a pulse. “You projected. Outward. You directed the center-point’s resonance at an external target and altered its behavior. Kira was in a panic-spike escalation, which is autonomic, which cannot be interrupted by command because the neonatal fire-drake brain does not process command during a spike, and you interrupted it.” She was writing while she talked, somehow, the quill moving against a scrap of paper braced on her own forearm. “How did it feel.”

Vibria looked from Kira to me, and her orange-amber eyes took on their low-light glow, the literal faint shine, and for a second she wasn’t the loudest person in the academy. She was a mother who had watched her firstborn spiral toward a burning corner and been too far away to reach her.

“Show me later,” she said. “The thing.”

“Like reaching for a horse.”

“That is not a measurement, Alpha.”

“It felt like it cost something. Like I put my shoulder into a door.”

“The Mark dimmed. All points. Approximately sixty percent reduction, recovering.” She looked up at me. The scholar was fully awake now, the way she only ever fully woke when something in front of her had no category. “You have done this before. Smaller. The hatchlings, when they fuss. The first-year who panicked on the launch platform last week, the one you talked down. I thought you were good with frightened people. You are good with frightened people. But that,” she nodded at the sleeping Kira, “was not talking. That was the center-point doing something I have two hundred pages of failing to explain, and it just explained a little of itself, and I need you to come to the deep archive after the drill and do it again under the glass while I measure it.” She paused. Adjusted the crooked glasses. “Please. I will require a great deal of data and you are the only instrument that produces it.”

“You’re calling me an instrument.”

“You are an instrument,” she said, with the warmth she reserved for things she found beautiful. “The most interesting one in four hundred years. Don’t let it go to your head. Come to the archive.”

Bellic looked down at Kira, asleep and harmless, the avenged tapestry steaming behind her.

“Do that again,” Bellic said. “Any time. Whenever you like. I will pay you. Out of my own stipend.”



The Training Terrace had not existed half a year ago.

Campe had commissioned it the second week after the clutch-laying, an open-air platform carved into the mesa’s southern face, wide enough for six dragon-kin in human form to stand abreast with room to work, a five-hundred-foot drop off the edge to the Flooded Crater for anyone who lost their footing. Bellic’s forge-team had smoothed the stone and set anchor-points along the perimeter. It was where we trained the thing the academy was still half-afraid of, the thing the Purists used as proof that the Breeder doctrine was corrupting dragon-kin purity, the thing that had happened by accident twice in one earlier season and that we now did on purpose, every morning, before the sun cleared the eastern rim.

Partial transformation. Dragon in the human body, called up on command, held and shaped and put away again.

The moss had started growing on it. Green stains spread across the smoothed stone, larger every session, from Ayida’s root-deployment drills, where she dropped her bare feet flat and sent the life-magic down through the rock and brought it back up as a wall. Bellic had stopped objecting to the moss. She called the whole terrace the Garden-fortress now, and said it needed watering, and was not entirely joking.

By the time I came up from the gallery the harem was already working, and Morana was working with them.

This was the thing I made myself watch every morning, because it was the thing the whole academy needed to see and a few of them still couldn’t. Seven bonded dragon-kin and one unbonded one, drilling as a single unit, eight women calling up pieces of the apex predators they became at full shift and wearing them on human frames.

Vibria first, because Vibria was always first. She stood at the terrace edge with her bare feet planted and her hands out, and she summoned the fire-scale cuirass across her torso, translucent bronze plates that grew over her skin like glass with flame trapped inside, and then she opened her mouth and breathed, and a directed tongue of fire three feet long licked out across the open air toward the crater, hot enough to melt iron. When she first learned it, she could hold it for a heartbeat. Now she held it as long as she wanted and shaped it like a brush, drawing lines of fire on the morning air, showing off, because showing off was as natural to Vibria as breathing.

Campe set Sera down on a safe ledge with a stern instruction the baby ignored, and then called the war-plate. Only the armor, never the full shift on the terrace: dark metallic scale spreading up from her forearms across her shoulders and chest into a pauldron of natural war-dragon plate, and she swung a gauntleted fist into a training-post of mesa-oak and the post splintered to the height of a man.

Sybara’s hands crystallized. Flat planes of frost-crystal grew from her palms, two feet across, geometric and faceted, and Anfa, on cue, sent a charge at her, a forking arc of storm-silver off her own scarred shoulders, and Sybara caught the lightning on the crystal planes and grounded it down into the stone, the discharge running off her like water off a roof. She had calculated the absorption rate to a decimal and was annoyed it wasn’t higher.

Ayida dropped her feet and the terrace grew. Root-bolts punched up through the stone at angles, a wall of them, a barrier she could raise in under five seconds and recycle into the rock and raise again, and the moss-stain under her feet went a deeper green, and a single white flower opened at her heel because life leaked from her even while she was making a fortress.

Nure couldn’t do much on dry stone, and didn’t pretend to. She manifested her fin-membranes, translucent blue-green webbing along her forearms, and managed a short clumsy air-swim across the terrace, fluid dynamics fighting gravity, beautiful and brief, and landed unsteady and unbothered. She was a creature of the deep. The terrace was not her ground. She knew it and didn’t mind it, and she watched the others with the open fascination she gave everything on the surface.

Brenna stood at the forge-end of the terrace where the anchor-points were thickest, her forge-scales glowing amber up her forearms, and she performed the feat that still made the cadets stop and stare. She channeled forge-heat through her bare hands and reshaped a length of alloy stock without a fire, without an anvil, the metal going soft and bright under her grip and taking a new edge as she drew her thumb down it.

And Morana was in the middle of all of it.

She wore storm-wings of her own. Not Anfa’s, never Anfa’s, and that was the whole care of her: where Anfa’s hair was silver-white and her spark electric-blue, Morana’s was charcoal-dark, an uneven crop she cut herself, and her eyes were storm-gray with only the faintest silver coming up in them now when she was moved. Her dead-lightning scars, the ones that had been gray and lifeless while she was Delphyne’s tool, ran living silver up her forearms and shoulders now, reactivated by months inside the true Mark’s Harmonic field and by the old flight-sister bond with Anfa coming alive again, and they crackled when she called the wings. She was thicker through the body than Anfa, softer, regaining the condition the captivity had stripped, a warrior frame carrying a heavier build. She flew her wings up off the terrace in a short controlled glide and came down clean and turned to Anfa for the next pass and the two storm-women fell into the paired-sweep formation they’d flown as cadets a lifetime ago, charcoal and silver in tandem, whole.

Then they tried the new combination, the one I’d asked for last week, the one that shouldn’t have worked.

Anfa flew her glide across the terrace toward Brenna, trailing storm-charge off her wings, and as she passed she let the charge go, a controlled fork of it, into Brenna’s forge-scales. And Brenna, instead of grounding it, took it. The storm-element flowed into the forge-element without resistance, and the lore that Sybara had measured held true: it converted, one part lightning to better than one part heat, Brenna gaining more thermal energy than the charge had carried. Her forge-scales went from amber to molten, and in the same motion she pressed the heated alloy stock against itself, folding it, and in the three seconds the borrowed storm-heat lasted she drew a blade-edge onto it, a forged blade made in the air, no fire, no anvil, just a storm-dragon’s discharge and a forge-dragon’s hands.

She held it up. A short knife, rough but real, still glowing at the edge.

“Mid-flight forging,” Sybara said, with profound satisfaction, writing. “Storm-to-forge elemental transfer at altitude. I did not predict this. I love it when I do not predict things.”

“You hate it when you don’t predict things,” Vibria said.

“I love it and I hate it. Both. Simultaneously. It is a complicated feeling and I am documenting it.”

We ran the combinations after that, the way we ran them every morning now, and I stood at the edge and called them the way Campe had taught me to call a formation, plainly, one beat ahead of the action. The ranger’s eye that had read terrain for settlers read the terrace now the way it had read the siege: who was dropping a wing, who was holding the line, who had the next opening.

Ayida and Sybara worked a wall together. Sybara raised her crystal ice-shield and Ayida sent root-bolts up behind it and through it, threading the frost with living wood, so that the barrier was neither pure ice that shattered nor pure root that burned but a braided thing that did neither, and when Vibria threw her flame-tongue at it the fire died against the wood-and-ice and the wall held. Three months ago that combination would have failed because the elements fought. Now they didn’t fight. Now Ayida’s life-magic reinforced Sybara’s frost and Sybara’s frost slowed the rot the life-magic would otherwise outrun, and the two quietest women in the harem had built something between them that neither could build alone.

“Hold it,” I called. “Now drop it and shift the line left, Vibria’s coming around.”

They dropped it. Vibria came around. The wall was already up again ten feet to the left, a wood-and-ice barrier exactly where her new line of fire wanted to be, and she pulled up short and laughed and shouted something cheerful and obscene about scholars, and Sybara, behind the wall, allowed herself a small precise smile.

Campe and Brenna anchored the center, the two heaviest pieces of the unit, war-plate and forge-scale, and when Anfa came down in a strafing glide they took her charge between them, Campe’s armor deflecting and Brenna’s scales drinking, and the storm-dragon’s pass that would have scattered a normal line broke against them and went nowhere. I watched Campe move inside the war-plate, the woman who’d been walking on eggshells across a gallery an hour ago now a wall of dark metal swinging a gauntleted fist through a training post, and I felt the old vertigo of it, the thing the Purists called corruption and I called the most honest thing I knew. She was both. She was always both. The tenderness and the war-plate were the same woman, and I lived in the place where those two truths met.

Nure couldn’t hold the line on dry stone, so I’d stopped asking her to. Instead I’d given her the thing she was made for: overwatch from the water. We’d cut a channel from the courtyard basin down to a catch-pool at the terrace’s lower edge, and she lay in it with her fin-membranes spread and called water up the rock in a sheet when I asked, a wall of it that could knock a charging dragon off its feet, and she did it now, on my call, a curtain of crater-water rising and crashing across the lower terrace exactly where a flanking line would have come, and she surfaced grinning, pleased with herself, water sheeting off her pale luminous shoulders.

“On the surface I am useless at your dry games,” she informed the terrace generally. “But you keep building me water, and then I am not useless. You are slow learners but you learn.”

I stood at the terrace edge and watched my unit work: eight women in hybrid form, seven of them tied to the constellation on my chest and one still standing just outside it, all of them moving like the academy’s future had learned to breathe. I let myself feel the simple animal pleasure of it. We had been afraid, months ago. We had been broke and hazed and rejected and grieving, one at a time. Now we were this. The power-tier I’d never let myself imagine when I was a man six weeks behind on rent in a frontier town.

Morana landed beside me, breathing hard, scars settling from crackle to glow. For one second her face was open, lit with the work, the cadet she’d been before Delphyne found her grief and used it.

Then she saw me watching her, and the second ended, and her face closed like a door.

“You flew that well,” I said.

“I flew it adequately.” She wiped her brow with the back of a wrist. Her gaze went past me, to the others, to the gap that wasn’t on her chest. “Brenna’s the one who did something. I just gave her a spark.”

“You gave her the spark at altitude, on a moving line, into a two-inch target, and trusted her to catch it. That’s not nothing.”

“It’s flying. It’s the one thing I’ve never been bad at.” She said it flat, like a fact she’d had to make peace with, the way she said everything about herself: a list of usefulnesses, a tally of what she could do, with nothing in the column for what she might simply get to have. She picked Brenna’s air-forged knife up off the stone where Brenna had set it, turned it in the light, and handed it back, and walked off toward the storm-end of the terrace alone, and her scars had gone all the way dim.

Anfa came down beside me where Morana had been. She watched her flight-sister go, silver hair wind-wet, electric-blue eyes following the charcoal-haired figure across the stone.

“She thinks she’s a tool that flies well,” Anfa said quietly. “She thinks the best thing she can be here is useful.” A muscle worked in her jaw. “I know exactly what that’s like. I lived in that for more than two years before you broke me out of it.” She looked at me. “She’s harder to reach than I was. I had a wall. She’s got a verdict. She’s already decided she doesn’t deserve the thing the rest of us have, and you can’t out-argue a verdict. You have to out-wait it.”

“You waited me out once,” I said.

“You waited me out. There’s a difference and I’ve never thanked you for it.” She bumped her shoulder against mine, which was, from Anfa, an entire embrace. “Wait her out. I’ll help. I’m the only one who speaks her language because it used to be mine.”



Council was at noon, in the chamber with the twelve-seat horseshoe, and Aurelion convened it leaning on a cane she did not need.

She’d kept the cane after the siege, after the injury that nearly killed her in a season I tried not to revisit, and these days she carried it the way she’d once carried the dragonbone staff of office: as a choice, an old-court affectation, a thing to set the rhythm of a room. She was upright, silver crown-braid immaculate, moon-silver scale at her temples catching the chamber light, four hundred years old and not one of them spent looking surprised. She rapped the cane once on the stone and the chamber settled.

“The situation,” she said, in the slow old-court cadence that made even a war report sound like a poem, “has changed shape, but not size. Report from the south.”

Campe gave it. She stood without the half-cape now, in full combat uniform, the bound bust straining the jacket seam at every deep breath, and she laid it out the way she laid out everything, in clean tactical order.

We had broken the southern encirclement camp at the end of the last campaign. That gap still held. But Delphyne had not bled out from it. She had pulled back to four remaining encirclement positions and the Shattered Peaks themselves, and the army behind those positions was larger now, and worse. The parthenogenesis hatcheries were improving. The manufactured soldiers coming out of them were bigger than the early batches, with better fire and better formation-keeping, approaching natural-born quality, still branded, still rune-bound, still without names or wills of their own, but harder to break.

“And the coordination has tightened,” Campe said. “That is the part I do not like. The manufactured soldiers used to move like puppets on separate strings. Lagging. Each one waiting for its rune to flash. In the last three probing actions, they have moved together. Anticipating. Their brand-runes are flashing during maneuvers, not before them, which means they are not receiving orders and obeying. They are resonating with a single source and moving as one body.” She let that sit. “Whatever is broadcasting to them is getting stronger. Or getting better at being itself.”

“Vael,” I said.

The name still felt strange in the chamber. We’d had it for three months, since the night Sybara pulled it out of my memory in the deep archive. The second Alpha. The young man with the violet Mark, the manufactured harem of blank-eyed women, the broadcast that ran Delphyne’s whole army.

“The second Mark broadcasts steady violet,” Sybara said, taking the report from there. She had the floor and she filled it, robes precise, glasses sharp, the ink-streak finally scrubbed from her jaw. “I have been monitoring it through the repaired resonance-glass for three months. It does not waver. A genuine Mark pulses; it breathes, it answers proximity, it dims when its carrier is alone and brightens when his bonds are near. This one does not breathe. It is held at a constant output, like a note pressed and pinned, and that constancy is itself a symptom. It is a Mark being run past its design, broadcasting at full strength without rest, because the corrupted ritual that activated it gives it no choice.” She paused. “It is the sound of an instrument being played until it breaks. The soldiers’ tightening coordination is not Vael getting stronger. It is the forced Mark getting louder as it fails.”

“Can it fail entirely?” Aurelion asked. “Can we simply wait for it to burn out?”

“Yes. And when it does, the carrier dies, and we will have permitted a young man to be played to death to spare ourselves a battle.” Sybara said it without inflection, which was how she said the things that mattered most. “I do not recommend that as a strategy. I am stating it as the alternative to every other strategy, so that the cost of waiting is in the record.”

The chamber was quiet.

“There is a thing I have not put in a report,” Sybara went on, “because I have been confirming it for three months and I am now confirmed. The center-point of the Alpha’s Mark and the violet Mark at the Shattered Peaks are related. Not allied. Related. When I hold the resonance-glass on Vael’s signal and Dane is in the room, the center-point responds. It flickers, it brightens, it leans toward the violet the way a struck tuning-fork sets a second fork ringing across a room without being touched.” She looked at me, then at Aurelion, then around the horseshoe, making sure the slow councilors had it. “They are the same instrument. One is forged and one is born, one compels and one amplifies, one is killing its carrier and one has made its carrier,” the faintest pause, “into whatever Dane is becoming. But the instrument is the same. His Mark and the corrupted Mark are the same kind of thing, sounding two different notes, and they can hear each other.”

Delphyne’s old seat, across the horseshoe, was filled now by a frost-wyrm named Tarsa, elderly and Purist-sympathetic and prone to glancing at the empty chair beside her where Tarvos had sat before he fled to the Peaks. Tarsa did not glance now. She was listening, the way everyone was listening, because the room had just been told that the man at the center of it was made of the same stuff as the enemy’s most terrible weapon.

“Then I will ask the question the council is thinking,” Aurelion said, “so that it is asked plainly and not whispered in corridors. Alpha Kovar. If your Mark and his are the same instrument, and yours can reach his, can you use that? Not to wait for him to die. To do something.”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “This morning I stopped a baby dragon from setting fire to a gallery by reaching for the center-point and pushing calm at her. It worked. It cost me. I nearly sat down on the floor.” I touched the Mark, still recovering, still low. “Sybara wants to measure it. I want to understand it before I aim it at anything that matters. But yes. There’s a thread between his Mark and mine, and I’ve started to feel it, and I’d be lying if I told this council I didn’t think it meant something.”

Tarsa spoke then, from Delphyne’s old chair, in the thin careful voice of an old frost-wyrm who had spent decades sympathetic to a faction that had just been routed and was choosing her words like a woman crossing ice.

“And if the council is asked to sanction the Alpha reaching into another carrier’s Mark,” she said, “we should be honest about what we are sanctioning. The Purists have said for two centuries that the Breeder doctrine is a kind of compulsion. We have always answered that it amplifies, it does not compel, that the women choose. Now we propose that the Alpha learn to reach into a mind across a continent and change what it does. I do not say this to defend Delphyne. I say it because that difference has always been our argument, and I want to be certain we are not about to blur it.”

It was, I had to admit, a fair thing to say, and I said so.

“It’s a fair question,” I said, “and I’ve been chewing on it since this morning. Here’s the difference, the way I see it. This morning I didn’t make Kira do anything. I didn’t put a thought in her head or take her will away. I gave her room to find her own bottom again. She was spiraling and I made it quieter so she could land herself, and she landed herself, and then she yawned and went to sleep. The thing Delphyne does to her soldiers takes the will out and puts an order in. If this ability can do anything to Vael’s Mark, what I’d want it to do is the opposite. Not put my will in. Take Delphyne’s out. Give him room to find his own bottom again.” I looked at Tarsa. “If it turns out it can only compel, I won’t use it. You have my word in the record. But if it can free, then refusing to use it to free a man who’s being played to death isn’t caution. It’s just letting him die politely.”

Tarsa was quiet a moment. Then she inclined her head, the small frost-wyrm nod that meant a point had landed.

“I withdraw nothing and I oppose nothing,” she said. “I wanted it in the record. It is in the record.”

Aurelion regarded me a long moment with her pale moon-silver eyes, the eyes that had watched four Alphas live and three of them die.

“Understand it quickly,” she said. “But not carelessly. Both of those, Alpha, at once.” She rapped the cane. “Hold the perimeter. Improve the wards. Train the new ability under the archivist’s measurement and not a moment before in the field. The encirclement positions are to be watched but not engaged; I will not spend cadets probing a line that is only there to make us spend cadets. We are adjourned.”

The councilors filed out. Campe lingered to brief Rissara on the watch rotation, the half-cape back on her shoulders, Sera reappearing from wherever she’d been stashed to ride home on the braid. Sybara stayed to walk the corridor with me, two hundred pages of notes under her arm and a new question already forming behind her glasses, and I could see her wanting to drag me straight to the deep archive and the cracked glass and make me reach for the center-point under measurement until I fell over.

“After supper,” I told her, before she could ask. “I’ll fall over for you after supper. Not before. I want to be standing for the afternoon.”

“That is acceptable,” she said, which from Sybara was a concession of breathtaking generosity, and she wrote something down, possibly the time.



The afternoon went the ordinary way the days went now, which still amazed me when I stopped to look at it.

I sparred with Rissara’s cadet wing on the training yard, twelve war-wing seniors who’d been blooded in the southern campaign and carried themselves like it. Rissara put me on my back twice. She was very good, and she fought left-handed against me on purpose because she’d noticed I read right-handers better, which told me she’d been studying me, which I approved of. Getting put on my back by people better than me was the single most reliable way I’d found to keep my head the right size, and my head needed it today, because the cadets had started telling each other a story.

I heard it from two of the younger seniors while they reset the ring. One had told the other that the Alpha had stopped a wild dragon mid-dive with a look, up at the eastern ward-line, last week. That hadn’t happened. What had happened was that a frightened first-year had nearly stalled her own wings on the launch platform and I’d talked her down, and somewhere between the platform and the cadet hall it had become a wild dragon and a dive and a look. Legends grew like that, out of nothing, fed by need. And legends got people killed, because the day came when the legend was asked to do the thing it had never actually done, and the man inside the legend either tried it and died or refused and watched the legend die for him.

“It wasn’t a wild dragon,” I told them. “It was a scared kid and I told her to breathe. You’ll have to do the same someday, and you won’t need a Mark to do it. You’ll just need to be the calmest person in the air for ten seconds.” They looked disappointed. I let them be disappointed. Disappointed was safer than worshipful.

I drank black tea with Bellic at the Forge afterward, the two of us on stools by the banked fire while Brenna worked the far bench in companionable silence and the smell of hot iron sat over everything. Bellic complained about the ceramics budget, four salt-cellars combusted in a single month, the invoices going to the Alpha’s stipend, bulk discount, and under the complaining she watched me with the dry forge-caste eye that missed nothing.

“You did a thing this morning,” she said. “Calmed the worst of the brood with the Mark. The whole Forge has heard about it by now. Brenna told me.” Brenna, at the far bench, kept her eyes on the work while the steel-gray scales on her forearms flared once, amber, which was Brenna’s way of being in a conversation she wasn’t speaking in. “And you came down off the gallery looking like you’d carried a man up a hill.”

“It costs something.”

“Everything that’s worth a damn costs something.” She refilled my tea from the iron pot, unasked. “I’ve watched four Alphas, near enough. Aurelion’s the long view; I’m the short one, the harness-and-tea view. And I’ll tell you the thing I tell every one of them that they never listen to until it’s nearly too late.” She looked at me over the rim of her cup. “The Mark gives you new doors. It never tells you which ones cost a finger to open. You find that out by opening them. So open them slow, with the archivist counting, the way you said in council. Don’t be the man who learns the price of a door by paying it all at once in the middle of a battle.”

“That’s good advice.”

“It’s the only advice I’ve got. I give it to everyone. Aurelion gives the speeches; I give the one about the doors.” She drank her tea. “Brenna. Tell the Alpha the thing about Nure’s harness.”

“Salt corrodes the standard alloy in two hours,” Brenna said, to the bench. “I’ve a new pour to test. If the expedition that’s coming needs her in the deep for days, the anchor-points have to hold in salt water under pressure, and the ones I built her for the surface won’t.” She turned, finally, slate-gray eyes finding me, soot on one cheekbone. “There’s an expedition coming. I can feel it in the work. There always is, before there’s an order. You start needing gear that doesn’t exist yet.”

“You always know before I tell you.”

“I know what the gear says,” Brenna said, and turned back to the bench, and that was the most words I’d get from her before nightfall.

I sat at the cadet-hall table at supper with Ivora, the small stone-dragon cadet who’d been my first ally in this place and was still my best ear in it. She ate quietly and passed me the academy in low even sentences, without drama, the granite-scaled cadet who read the mood of five hundred dragon-kin the way she read the load-bearing of a cliff. The cadets were proud. The cadets were a little frightened of the thing that was coming, the army growing in the northeast that nobody talked about over breakfast and everybody thought about. The fire-wing wanted to fly out and burn the encirclement camps and Campe had to keep sitting on them. And there was a thing about Morana, Ivora said, that I should know: some of the older seniors, the ones who’d been here when Morana defected, hadn’t forgiven it, and they weren’t unkind to her, but they were careful around her in a way that she felt, and that careful was part of what was keeping her at the storm-end of the hall by herself.

I looked down the long table. Ayida had been in the Ember Garden all afternoon and come in late, glowing faintly, with Sera riding her shoulder; the hatchling had tried to eat the garden’s flowers all day and Ayida had grown each one back faster than Sera could chew, an arms race the baby lost and loved losing, and Sera was now full of flowers and asleep. Nure had surfaced from her courtyard basin for supper, hair wet, and was eating a whole fish headfirst in a single motion to the visible horror of a nearby first-year, and asking Talise, loudly, why the surface built walls against the water when the water always won in the end. Vibria was holding court near the kitchen, fire-wing clustered around her, telling some story with her hands and setting nothing on fire only because Bellic had moved the salt-cellar.

And at the storm-end, alone, Morana ate with her back half to the room.

Anfa got up from beside me, without a word, and carried her plate down the length of the hall, and sat across from her flight-sister, and didn’t push, and didn’t make her talk, and just ate. Morana looked at her, wary, braced for something, and the something didn’t come, and after a while the wariness eased by a fraction, and the two storm-women ate together in a silence that was the first comfortable thing I’d seen near Morana all day.

It was, I thought, watching them, the most hopeful thing I’d see all day. Anfa was right. You couldn’t out-argue a verdict. You could only out-wait it, and sit down across from it, and eat.

That night I went up to the Tower balcony alone.

It was the place I went to take the count when the count was of things instead of people. The crater below was a sheet of black glass with the last light on it. Behind me, through the open door, the bedroom was warming with bodies as the harem drifted in for the night, Vibria’s voice and Sybara’s dry answer and the small sounds of seven women making a nest. The fig tree in the corner of the bedroom, grown from a potted herb across months, was nearly five feet tall now and had put out a single fig on its lowest branch, and Ayida’s ceiling-vine breathed its white flowers open and shut.

I stood with my hands on the rail and I let the day settle, and the Mark, recovered now, glowed steady gold-white at its center.

And then it pulsed. Northeast.

Not toward any of the women behind me. They were all here; I could feel each of them, seven warm points at my back. This was the other thing, the thread Sybara had measured, the line that ran from the center of my chest across the dark to the broken mountain where the violet Mark burned without breathing.

For one second it came clear. Not Delphyne, not an army, not a weapon. A person. The thread carried him to me whole and unguarded the way the bond carried me a sleeping woman’s dreams, and what came down it was not malice or hunger or any of the things I’d braced for. It was exhaustion. A young man’s bottomless, ground-down, end-of-the-rope exhaustion, the tiredness of a body run without rest until rest stopped meaning anything, a person so far past the edge of himself that there was barely a self left to be tired.

It lasted a heartbeat. Then the thread thinned and the violet pinned itself back to its constant note and he was gone, walled behind the forced Mark again, broadcasting at the army, killing himself a little more.

I stood there with my hands on the rail.

“There’s someone in there,” I said. To the dark. To no one. “Not a weapon. A someone.”

Behind me, in the warm room, Vibria laughed at something and a hatchling, far below in the nest, sneezed a spark, and the center-point on my chest pulsed once more toward the broken mountain and then went still.


Chapter 2: The Frequency in His Chest

Sybara had me in the deep archive at first light, which told me she hadn’t slept, which told me nothing new.

She’d spent the night with the cracked glass and the two hundred pages and a fresh stack of shell-blank parchment, and she met me at the bottom of the lantern-lit stair with her hair retied and her glasses sharp and the particular electric stillness she got when a problem had turned in the dark and shown her a new face. Three first-years waited with her: a frost-wyrm named Eskra, looking martyred; a fire-wing who looked like she’d rather be anywhere else; and a storm-wing who looked like she’d volunteered.

“I have designed the experiment,” Sybara said, before I’d reached the bottom step. “Kira established that the center-point can soothe an overwhelmed hatchling at significant cost. Now I want the shape of the mechanism. I want to know what your projection is doing when it meets a will that does not want to be calmed.”

“You want to make them miserable and have me push through it.”

“I want to make them anxious, angry, and finally falsely composed, in that order, and measure your projection against each, because each is a different kind of resistance, and the corrupted Mark is a fourth kind I cannot reproduce, and the more of the first three I map the better I can guess at the fourth.” She steered me to the candle. “Eskra. Please become anxious.”

Before we started, Sybara made each cadet state out loud that she understood the test, had volunteered, and could stop it with one word. Then she made me state out loud that I would stop the instant one of them asked, which earned her a suspicious look from the storm-wing and a martyred nod from Eskra.

“How,” said Eskra.

“Contemplate your examinations.”

Eskra contemplated her examinations and went visibly green.

I reached for the center-point. It was easier in the quiet, with no panicking dragon and no burning corner, just a scared cadet and a candle. I found the warm golden-white thing and gave it the smallest push I knew how to give, calm, settle, you’re alright, and Eskra’s shoulders came down from around her ears, her fingers unclenched from the hem of her robe, and she blinked and said, “Oh,” in a small surprised voice, “that’s nice, can you do that during examinations,” and Sybara wrote for a full minute without speaking.

“Cost,” she said, finally. “Mark dimmed eight percent. Recovered in under a minute. Negligible at this scale.” She looked up. “Now the angry subject.”

We worked it for an hour. The angry one, the storm-wing, who Sybara wound up by criticizing her flight scores with surgical precision until she was genuinely furious, took more, and the Mark dimmed a third when I aimed at the thing gripping the anger rather than at the anger itself. The storm-wing stopped mid-sentence, still breathing hard. She looked at Sybara, then at her own clenched hands, and said, “I remember exactly what you said about my banking angles, and you’re still wrong, but I don’t want to throw a chair about it anymore.”

Her shoulders lowered a fraction, not emptied, not made pleasant, just released from the need to hold the fury like a weapon. The storm-wing cadet, for her part, had volunteered for the test and been told twice she could stop it, but she was not entirely sure she approved of how it felt when the projection slid under anger she’d expected to keep holding, and said so, and Sybara informed her that her objection was itself valuable data and thanked her for the contribution, which left the cadet grudgingly satisfied enough to keep participating, which Sybara also noted.

The false-composure one was the interesting one. Sybara had the fire-wing perform calm, a hard bright social mask over a churning inside, the way a cadet performs calm for an instructor, and when I projected at the mask the mask cracked first and the churn underneath came up, and the cadet’s eyes filled, and she said “oh, I didn’t know I was that worried,” and Sybara wrote for two minutes, then looked up and said, “This is the most important result of the morning and I require you to do it twice more so I can confirm it is the mask the projection contacts first and not the underlying state,” and the poor fire-wing, who had come down to the archive expecting to be experimented upon in some dignified scholarly way and was instead having her carefully maintained composure repeatedly dismantled in front of an audience, said, “Can the next one be the storm-wing’s turn,” and Sybara said, “No, you are the only one currently performing composure, the storm-wing is performing resentment, which is a different variable,” and the fire-wing accepted her fate.

Then Sybara made herself the last subject, because of course she did, and because no cadet in the room could give her the variable she wanted: a trained intellect aware of the projection and actively objecting to it. I argued. She ignored me. I aimed the center-point at her and pushed, harder than I had for the cadets, and Sybara’s pen stopped. For one moment her sharp face went smooth, the lines around her eyes easing, the perpetual low hum of her racing mind quieting to something I could feel through the bond going still and warm. Her glasses fogged. The Mark guttered low on my chest and the hollowness opened behind my sternum, and I put a hand on the cold glass cradle to stay upright.

Then she pulled herself out of it. I watched the scholar reach down through the warmth and find the thread of herself and haul it back up, her cobalt eyes opening, her jaw setting, the hum of her returning, and she wrote, with a hand that was not quite steady, “Subject experienced involuntary cessation of cognitive activity. Pleasant. Resented it. Was able to terminate the state through deliberate effort within approximately four seconds.” She looked at me, and behind the clinical mask was something almost frightened. “I could pull myself out because my will was intact and I wanted to. A brand-runed soldier’s will is not intact. The rune holds it down. If you projected at a compulsion instead of at a person, the compulsion would be where my resistance was, and the question is whether your push is stronger than the rune is.” She set the pen down. “We will not test that here. There is nothing here with a rune. But that is the test. Your true resonance against a forged compulsion, and whether the true is louder.”

“There,” Sybara said, when the cadets had been dismissed up the stair with the academy’s gratitude. “That is the thing I needed.” She turned the parchment so I could see the graph, the colored ink, gold for the projection and a separate line for each subject’s resistance. “Your projection does not impose a state. It removes an obstruction. The anxious cadet was already trying to calm down and could not; you cleared the path and she calmed herself. The angry one’s anger was a wall against feeling something underneath, and you did not make her calm, you took down the wall and the calm was already behind it. The performed-composure one, the same. You do not put anything in. You take something out. You are not a hand pushing a state into a person. You are a hand removing the thing that holds a person away from their own true state.”

I thought about Kira, yawning herself to sleep. About Eskra saying oh, that’s nice. About Sybara herself going smooth and then hauling her own self back up out of the warmth.

“And a brand-rune,” I said.

“Is an obstruction.” She said it very quietly, the way she said the things that frightened her. “A brand-rune is a wall built into the scale at hatching that holds a person away from their own will and replaces the will with an order. It is precisely the kind of thing your projection removes. The anxious cadet’s path to calm. The angry cadet’s wall against feeling. The brand-runed soldier’s wall against herself.” She set the pen down with great care. “I have been treating the question of whether you can break a brand-rune as unknown. I no longer think it is unknown. I think it is a matter of strength. The rune is a wall. Your projection takes down walls. The only question is whether your wall-removing is stronger than that particular wall is high. And the only way to learn that,” she looked at me, “is to meet one. Which we cannot arrange in this archive.”

“No,” I said. “But the enemy arranges them for us about twice a week.”

Sybara was quiet.

“If a probe comes,” she said, “and the moment is right, and a manufactured soldier is in front of you, and you are well-anchored and not exhausted.” She ticked the conditions off like a list of safety-checks on a harness. “I do not order it. I would never order it. But if all of that aligns, then yes, Alpha. We would learn the most important thing in the war in three seconds.” She paused. “And it would cost you. I do not know how much. Be ready to fall off whatever you are riding.”

The probe came that afternoon.



It came at the eastern ward-line, which was the new weak point, because the southern one we’d reinforced after the last campaign and the enemy had taken the hint. The sentinel horn went three blasts, the probe-signal, not the four-blast breach, and the Aerie moved through the drill until it looked like muscle: cadets to flight positions, war-wing to the ridge, the bonded unit up off the Flight Apron in under a minute.

I rode Anfa. I almost always rode Anfa for speed, and she’d offered her back without a word the instant the horn sounded, dropping into her storm-form in the five-second eruption that was hers alone, fifty-five feet of silver-white lightning-scarred dragon with electric-blue eyes, and I bound the harness to her spine-ridge with hands that knew the anchor-points in the dark now and we were airborne before the third horn-blast finished.

The probe was eight manufactured soldiers and two defectors, coming in low and fast against the eastern wards to test the new defenses, exactly the kind of action the council had said to watch and not chase. We weren’t chasing. They’d come to us.

Campe’s war-wing met them at the ward-line in a wall of armored dragon-form, sixty feet of her at the center with Rissara’s twelve seniors flanking, and the manufactured soldiers broke against it the way they always did, the new tightness in their coordination holding for the first pass and then fraying when Campe’s formation hit a seam in it. But it was the hybrid pieces that turned it, the thing three months of the Training Terrace had built, the thing no enemy of ours had seen at scale yet.

I watched it from Anfa’s back the way I’d watch a drill, calling nothing because they didn’t need me to, just reading it. Vibria came down the enemy’s right flank in her own fire-drake form and peeled two soldiers off with a strafing burn, fast and reckless, the smallest dragon in the sky and the hottest flame. She came in tight, almost too tight, close enough that the heat-wash off her own breath rolled back over her wings, and she rolled out of it laughing in that sub-bass dragon-rumble that meant Vibria was having the time of her life, and the two soldiers she’d burned broke off scorched and screaming.

Brenna anchored the low line in fifty feet of steel-gray forge-dragon and simply did not move when a manufactured fire-lance hit her chest-plates; the manufactured fire was weaker than the real thing and she walked through it and pinned the soldier who’d thrown it, one forge-heavy foreclaw flat across its neck, holding it down the way she’d hold stock on an anvil, patient, immovable, waiting for it to stop fighting because it would, eventually, stop fighting. Brenna did not waste motion in the air any more than she wasted it at the bench. Every dragon at the academy flew like it was expressing something. Brenna flew like she was completing a task.

And down on the ward-line, Sybara, who’d stayed in human form on the wall because she was the tactician and the eyes, raised her crystallized hands and caught a manufactured storm-type’s discharge on the frost-planes and grounded it into the stone, the lightning running off the faceted ice and down into the bedrock with a crack and a smell of scorched mineral, and the soldier who’d thrown it stalled in confusion at an attack that went nowhere, and Rissara took her in the stall, a war-wing senior dropping out of the high sun in a clean strike Campe would have approved of. Sybara, on the wall, did not even look up from the thing she was tracking. She caught a second discharge on the other hand without turning her head, grounded it, and called a correction up to Rissara’s wing in a voice pitched to carry, flat and precise, the archivist running a battle the way she ran an experiment: as a set of variables to be managed, with a footnote already forming somewhere behind her glasses.

It should have been clean. It nearly was.

And then, in the middle of the fraying, a manufactured fire-type broke through.

I saw it the way the ranger’s eye saw everything, a beat before it became a problem: a small dragon, parthenogenesis-grown, the too-smooth scales catching the light wrong, peeling off the main engagement and diving for the eastern cadet wing, the third-years and second-years holding the inner line, the ones who hadn’t been blooded in the south. It was going to hit them from above and behind. Campe was committed at the front. Anfa was the only piece of us fast enough to cut the angle.

“Anfa,” I said, into the wind, the word she’d learned to read off my body before I said it, “down and across, intercept, I want to be off your back for three seconds at the bottom.”

She went. She folded a wing and dropped like a thrown knife and the crater tilted up at me and the harness bit into my anchor-points and we came in under the manufactured fire-type’s dive with the cadet wing thirty feet below and closing, and I had three seconds, and I reached for the center of my chest.

I’d promised Sybara slow. I’d promised her a finger at a time. And here was a manufactured soldier diving on cadets who weren’t ready, and a wall in its head that held a person away from herself and put an order in, and the wall-remover sitting warm and golden-white behind my sternum, and the conditions Sybara had ticked off all aligning at once, well-anchored, not exhausted, the moment right. I broke the promise the way you break a promise to spare a life, which is the only way I’d ever break one, and I threw my shoulder into the door.

I aimed the center-point at the manufactured fire-type and I pushed everything I had.

It went out of me like a wave. Not calm, this time, not settle. Something larger and older and harder to name, the true note under all the small calmings, aimed at the wall in the soldier’s scale, at the brand-rune, at the thing that held the person away from herself. I felt it leave me. I felt the Mark gutter behind it, all eight features at once, the seven colors and the golden-white center pulled low and then lower, the hollowness behind my sternum opening into a cold pit, and I kept pushing.

The brand-runes on the manufactured soldier’s scales flickered.

I saw them. Dark lines along her flanks, carved at hatching, the markings of a will replaced by an order, and they stuttered like a candle in a draft, and the dive stopped.

The manufactured fire-type stopped diving. Mid-air. Thirty feet above the cadet wing she pulled up out of her own attack and hovered, wings beating, and she looked down at her own claws. She turned them over. She held them in front of her own face and turned them over and stared at them, and her eyes, which had been the flat fixed eyes of a thing running an order, were a person’s eyes, lost and bewildered and entirely her own, a person who had woken up mid-fall and did not know where she was or what she had been doing or whose claws these were that hung off her arms.

Three seconds. She was a person for three seconds.

Then the brand-runes reignited. The dark lines flared back, the order slammed home, and the eyes went flat, and she screamed.

It was not a battle-cry. I will hear it for the rest of my life and it was not a battle-cry. It was the sound a person makes when they’ve been shown the inside of their own cage for three seconds and then locked back into it, a high tearing wail of a sound, grief and terror and rage with no will behind any of it to shape them into anything but noise, and she broke off the engagement entirely and fled northeast, away from the cadets, away from us, away from the thing that had let her see her own claws, screaming the whole way.

The Mark was at ten percent. The world went gray at the edges.

I felt myself come off Anfa’s back. The harness kept me from falling all the way, but my hands let go of the grip and my body went loose and I slid sideways in the anchor-straps with the crater five hundred feet below, and Anfa felt it through the bond before I made a sound and rolled level and steadied and climbed, slow and careful, the way you carry a sleeping child, and I hung in the straps with my cheek against her storm-scales and the gray closing in and the center-point of my chest down to an ember.

“I’ve got you,” Anfa’s body said, the words she couldn’t make in dragon-form, said through the harness and the bond and the careful level climb. “Don’t let go. I’ve got you.”

I didn’t let go. She carried me down.



By the time we landed I could stand, mostly, with a hand on Anfa’s foreleg as she shifted back to human beneath me. The probe had broken; the manufactured soldiers had fled when the fire-type fled, the way a body flinches back from a burned hand, and Campe’s war-wing held the ward-line and the cadets were safe and nobody on our side had a scratch.

Anfa got me off the Flight Apron before the cadets could swarm. She put my arm over her shoulders without asking and walked me to the low wall at the apron’s edge and sat me on it and stood in front of me, blocking the line of sight from the courtyard, giving me a wall of herself to be unwell behind, and she didn’t say anything for a while. Her silver-white hair was wind-wet from the flight. Her scars crackled low and uneven, which they did when she was holding something.

“You heard it,” she said finally.

“Yeah.”

“The scream.” Her electric-blue eyes were on the northeast horizon, where the manufactured fire-type had fled. “I’ve heard a lot of dragons make a lot of sounds. I’ve made most of them myself. That wasn’t any of them.” Her jaw worked. “That was a person finding out she’s not a person and then being made not-a-person again. For three seconds you gave her herself back, and then it took her away, and she knew the difference. That’s worse than never knowing. You showed her the door and then you couldn’t hold it open.”

“I know.”

“I’m not saying it to hurt you.” She crouched in front of me so we were level, so I had to look at her, the silver hair and the sparking eyes and the hard face that had gone soft for exactly one man in the world. “I’m saying it because I know that sound from the inside. Not the rune. I never had a rune. But the cage.” She tapped her own sternum, over the heart. “For more than two years I lived in a cage I built myself, being the strongest one in every room so nobody could get close enough to leave. And then you came and you didn’t break the cage, you just stood next to it and waited until I came out. You can’t break a person out of a cage by force. You showed me that. You showed it to that soldier today for three seconds and it nearly killed you and it still wasn’t enough, because three seconds of force isn’t freedom. Freedom takes time. It takes holding the door open longer than the cage can push it shut.”

I looked at her. The Mark was at twenty percent and climbing.

“That’s the thing Sybara’s going to say in council,” I said. “That three seconds isn’t enough. That to actually free him I’d have to hold it open until the cage broke and stayed broken, and I don’t know how long that is, and it might be longer than I can survive.”

“Then you’ll do what you did with me.” Anfa stood, and offered me her hand, and pulled me up off the wall, and held on a beat longer than the pulling-up needed. “You’ll figure out how to hold the door open without breaking yourself doing it. You’re good at that. It’s the thing you’re best at, Dane, underneath all the rest of it. Standing next to a cage and waiting.” She let go of my hand. “I’m going to go find Morana and sit with her, because she’s a person in a cage of her own and she heard that scream too, through proximity, and she’s going to be having a bad night and she won’t tell anyone.” She paused. “You should go watch the babies fly. Vibria’s idea. It’s a good idea. Go be somewhere with no cages in it for an hour.”

Everyone had seen it.

Every dragon-kin at the eastern engagement had watched a manufactured soldier stop her own dive and stare at her own claws and scream and flee, and nobody who saw it would forget it, and by the time the council convened later that afternoon the story had already become the only story.

“It worked,” I told them, because they needed it plain. “Three seconds. The brand-rune broke, and for three seconds she was a person, and she didn’t want to be a soldier. Then the rune came back and she screamed and ran.” I was sitting, because standing for a full council was not in me that afternoon. The Mark was back to forty percent and climbing slow. “It cost me nearly everything I had to break one rune for three seconds at thirty feet. I nearly came off Anfa’s back at five hundred.”

The chamber took it in.

“Then you have proven the thing,” Aurelion said slowly, “and proven its price in the same afternoon. The center-point can break a compulsion. And breaking one small compulsion for three seconds nearly cost us the Alpha.” She set both hands on the cane. “Sybara. Speak the thing the council is now thinking, because it should be said in the open.”

“If breaking one brand-rune for three seconds costs that much,” Sybara said, “then breaking a forced Mark, which is the brand-rune of brand-runes, the wall that holds a true Alpha away from himself and runs an entire army through him, would cost,” she did not have the number and would not invent it, “more than I can model. It could kill him. And three seconds is not enough. To free Vael you would not need to flicker his compulsion. You would need to un-make it, hold the true resonance against the forged one until the forged one broke and stayed broken, which is not three seconds. I do not know how long it is. I do not know how it is done. There is no record at this academy of a corrupted Mark ever being undone, because,” and here was the wall she’d hit, the wall she’d been circling for three months, “the academy was founded to replace the old ways. We are the new institution. We built ourselves on the true resonance and we erased what came before, and the knowledge of how the ancients dealt with the forged Mark went into the ground with everything else they buried.”

“Then there is no knowledge,” Tarsa said.

“There is no knowledge here,” Sybara said. “There is one archive older than this academy. One. The Tidal Accord’s. The pact between the land-clans and the ocean-clans, older than the Aerie, abandoned when the ocean-clan withdrew to the deep a century ago. The Drowned Reach holds its surface ruins, and we have been there, but the Reach was a trading post. The Accord’s deep archive, the real one, the one that would hold the oldest knowledge of the oldest dangers, went down into the abyss with the ocean-clan when they withdrew.” She adjusted her glasses. “And everyone alive believes the ocean-clan is gone. That Nure is the last. That there is no one in the deep to ask.”

I thought of the thread that ran northeast from my chest to a young man’s bottomless exhaustion. I thought of the wail of a person locked back into her cage. I thought of three months of a violet Mark broadcasting at full strength, breathing nothing, killing its carrier a little more every day.

“We can free him,” I said. “That’s what this afternoon means. We can free him, and freeing him breaks Delphyne’s whole army, because the army runs through his Mark. But we can’t free him with what we have. I’d kill myself trying it blind, and it still might not take, and three seconds isn’t freedom, it’s just showing a person the inside of her cage.” I looked around the horseshoe. “We need to know how the ancients did it. And the only place that knowledge might still exist is the bottom of the ocean, with a people everyone says are dead.”

Nobody spoke for a moment.

“That is a great deal of risk,” Tarsa said, “staked on a people who are not there.”

“Maybe they’re not there,” I said. “We’ll know more soon.” I didn’t say the rest of it, the thing I’d felt on the balcony, the thing Nure had gone still at, because it wasn’t council-shaped yet. But it was sitting under my breastbone, the way the abyssal signal had sat there before the Drowned Reach, a pull I hadn’t named to anyone but the dark. There was a second pulse coming out of the deep. There might be someone down there after all. And the two things, the knowledge that could free Vael and the question of whether Nure was truly the last, were lying at the bottom of the same ocean, which was either a coincidence or the kind of pattern my mother had taught me to listen for, longer than I wanted to, before I decided what it meant.

“We’ll talk about it properly,” I said. “Soon. Tonight I just want the council to hold the shape of it. We have a way to win the war that runs through the bottom of the sea.” I stood, with a hand on the table, the Mark at forty-five percent now. “And we have a soldier who screamed when I showed her the inside of her cage, and a man in a larger cage being played to death. I’m going to free him. I just have to learn how without dying first.”

Aurelion watched me a long moment.

“Rest,” she said. “That is the council’s instruction and it is not negotiable. Rest, and recover the Mark, and we will speak of the deep when you can stand for a full session. Adjourned.”

Sybara walked me out, two hundred pages under her arm, slowing her steps to mine because mine were slow. In the corridor, away from the horseshoe, she said the thing she hadn’t said in the chamber.

“I did not mention Nure in there,” she said, “because I did not want to raise her hope in a council session before I had raised it with her in private, which she has earned. But you understand what I am circling.” She adjusted her glasses. “The knowledge that can free Vael is in the deep, with the ocean-clan, who everyone believes are dead. And there is a second abyssal pulse coming out of the same deep, faint, on the register that found Nure in the first place. I have not told her. I have been confirming it for a week. But it is there, and it is alive, and it is a voice, not an echo.”

I stopped walking.

“How long have you known,” I said, “that there might be someone else down there.”

“A week. I wanted to be certain before I gave a woman who has been alone for a hundred and twelve years a reason to hope and then took it back.” Her cobalt eyes were steady behind the glasses, but under the steadiness was the thing she carried for all of them, the care she dressed as data. “Both of these things are at the bottom of the same ocean, Dane. The way to free a man in a cage, and the answer to whether the loneliest person I have ever met is truly the last of her kind. I do not believe in fate. I believe in patterns, and that two such different needs lie in one place is a pattern strong enough to act on.” She paused. “We are going to have to go into the deep. You know it. I know it. I wanted to say it in the corridor first, just to us, before it becomes an expedition and a logistics problem and a thing the council votes on. Just so that you and I have stood in a hallway and said it plainly: we are going down.”

“We’re going down,” I said.

“Yes.” She lowered the parchment, and the quill finally stopped moving in her inkstained fingers. “Tell Nure soon. Not tonight, you are half-collapsed and she deserves your whole face when you tell her. But soon. She should hear there might be a voice in the deep from you, in the Garden or the basin, somewhere quiet, before she hears it from a council vote.” She looked at me. “Now go rest. Or do not rest, since you never do, and go watch Vibria’s children fall out of the sky, which is the only kind of rest you actually take. I will be in the archive finding the bottom of you a finger at a time.”



I didn’t rest, exactly. I went to watch the hatchlings learn to fly.

Vibria came and got me at the Tower in the late afternoon, the light going gold over the crater, and she didn’t ask how I was, because she’d felt it through the bond when I nearly came off Anfa’s back, and she knew that the thing I needed after a day like that was not to be asked how I was. She took my hand and pulled me toward the Flight Apron and said, “Come watch your idiot children fall out of the sky,” and that was exactly right.

The first real flight lesson. Bellic had cleared the apron and Brenna stood by with a net on a long pole, which she would deny was for catching falling hatchlings and which was entirely for catching falling hatchlings. Campe was there in human form with Sera clamped to her shoulder. The three young dragons, dog-sized, flighted, chaos incarnate, were lined up on the launch stone in a row that lasted approximately four seconds before it stopped being a row.

Kira flew like her mother. She flung herself off the launch stone with no plan and full commitment, caught air by accident and rage, and flew like she was angry at it, all power and no grace, climbing too steep and stalling and catching herself and climbing too steep again, furious at the sky for not simply holding her up. Vibria laughed so hard she had to sit down.

Torren did not fling himself off anything. Torren walked to the very edge of the launch stone and looked down at the five-hundred-foot drop and considered it, at length, with his steady amber eyes, the way he considered a latch. And then he stepped off, deliberately, and fell, and on the way down he worked out the wings, you could watch him work them out, a tilt and a correction and another tilt, solving the equation of flight in real time on the way to the ground, and he leveled off forty feet above the crater and flew back up to the launch stone and landed and looked back over the edge as if to confirm his findings. He flew like he was doing arithmetic. He was, his mother said, going to be insufferable.

And Sera would not fly more than ten feet from Campe. She’d launch, flap out to the end of some invisible tether, look back at Campe, lose her nerve, and flap back to land on the war-dragon-marked shoulder she considered home. She did it over and over, a little farther each time, always returning, and Campe stood very still and let her, and the most feared combat commander in the academy watched the smallest of the three with an expression that would have ended careers if any cadet had seen it.

“She’s the only careful one,” Campe said, when Sera landed back on her shoulder for the sixth time and tucked under the silver-edged half-cape. “Two reckless and one careful. The careful one will outlive the other two and grieve them, the way careful ones always do.” She said it lightly and it wasn’t light at all, and I knew she was thinking of her own mother, the careful war-commander who’d outlived everyone and then hadn’t, and I let it pass the way you let Campe’s hardest things pass, by not making her hold them out in the open.

Brenna’s net came into play twice. Kira stalled too high and dropped and Brenna caught her on the long pole with a forge-caste economy of motion, no fuss, lowering the furious hatchling to the launch stone where Kira shook herself and glared at the net as a new enemy to be added to the tapestry’s list. The second time it was Torren, who had calculated a glide-angle correctly but failed to account for a gust, and who fell into the net with what I swear was an expression of scientific interest, as if the net were data, as if being caught had taught him something about gusts he intended to use.

“You’ll deny that net is for the babies,” I told Brenna.

“It’s for equipment recovery,” Brenna said, lowering Torren to the stone. “The babies are valuable equipment.”

“They’re children.”

“They’re valuable equipment that I am very fond of,” Brenna allowed, which from Brenna was a sonnet, and she went back to standing ready with the net, slate-gray eyes tracking all three young dragons at once with the attention she gave a cooling pour.

Talise had drifted up from the cadet hall to watch, the way Talise drifted up to watch anything that might generate a story, and she was narrating the whole flight lesson under her breath to a cluster of younger cadets with a sportscaster’s escalating commitment to drama. “And here’s the firstborn, going up, going up, she’s angry, she’s so angry, she does not respect the sky and the sky does not respect her, oh, she’s stalling, she’s recovering, she’s furious about it, what a competitor.” She caught me looking and grinned, teal-streaked hair falling in her face, entirely unrepentant. “I’m calling the action, Alpha. Someone has to. History’s being made. The fire-mother’s firstborn has the worst flight form I have ever seen and the best attitude. She’s going to be a legend or a crater.”

“Both,” Vibria called over, beaming. “She’ll be both. A legendary crater.”

Ivora was there too, quieter, sitting on the low wall with her granite-scaled shoulders against the stone and her amber-brown eyes following Torren the way she followed everything, with the patient ground-sense of a stone-dragon reading load and stress. “The second one’s going to be trouble,” she said to me, low, when I came near. “Not Kira’s kind. Kira’s trouble you can see coming. Torren’s the kind that’s already happened before you noticed it started.” She nodded at the small bronze hatchling, who had returned to the edge of the launch stone and was, very deliberately, studying the gust that had caught him, holding one wing out into the wind at varying angles as if taking measurements. “He’s learning the wind. Not flying it. Learning it. He’ll have the whole apron’s air mapped by supper and he’ll use it against us inside a week.”

“You sound like you admire it.”

“I’m a stone-dragon,” Ivora said. “We admire anything that takes the trouble to understand the ground before it moves on it. He’s going to be the only one of the three who reads terrain. The other two will just hit it.” She said it without inflection, which was Ivora’s whole register, and then, after a moment, the smallest dry addition: “Bellic’s already lost a hammer to him. He hid it. She’s offered him a ham to give it back and he ate the ham and kept the hammer. He’s negotiating from strength. Twelve weeks old.”

Bellic, hearing her name and her hammer in the same sentence, looked up from the net-end of the apron with the expression of a woman whose grief was both fresh and ongoing. “The good hammer,” she said. “The balanced one. He’s got it somewhere in the gallery and he won’t say where and there’s no leverage on him, none, he doesn’t want anything I have.” She returned her attention to the sky, where Kira was once again climbing too steep. “I used to fit harnesses for the most dangerous dragons on the continent. Now I’m being out-negotiated by an infant over a hammer. Write that down, Talise. Put it in your history.”

“Already in,” Talise said. “Chapter eight. ‘The Hammer Wars.’”

It was the thing I did not tire of watching. Five hundred dragon-kin on this mesa, every one of them a forty-or-fifty-or-sixty-foot apex predator when she shifted, and here they were, the war-commander and the forge-keeper and the fire-mother, three of the most dangerous beings on the continent, spending a gold afternoon catching babies in a net and laughing when the babies fell. The dragon was always real. But so was this. So was the net.

Vibria laughed until she cried, sitting on the launch stone with the gold light on her bronze skin, watching her children fall out of the sky. And then, the way she did, the laugh ran down into something quieter, and she wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand and went still, watching, and I sat down beside her.

“I want another,” she said. She didn’t look at me. She watched Kira stall and recover and climb too steep again. “I’ve wanted another since the hatching. I look at them and I’m not done. I want a sky crowded with them, Dane. I mean it. Not for the program, not for the academy. Because I want to do this again. I want to make more of these and watch them fall out of the sky and learn to catch themselves.” Now she looked at me, and her orange-amber eyes were glowing faintly in the gold light, wet at the edges. “Is that allowed? To just want it because I want it?”

“It’s the only good reason there is,” I said.

She made a sound that was half a laugh and half something else, and she reached over and took my hand, and her hand was scalding the way it always was, the heat that ran in her like a banked forge, the heat I’d spent months managing, pulling my own hand back from the worst of it, smacking embers off the linen, never quite able to hold all of her at once because all of her would burn an ordinary man.

I didn’t pull back.

I’d noticed it that morning and hadn’t understood it; my hand on the riverstone wall, my hand on the cold glass cradle, my hands these last weeks not flinching from things that should have flinched me. Seven deep bonds, Morana’s nearby almost-echo, and the matured center-point had done something to me by degrees, given me a piece of the women tied to me and a sense of the one still waiting at the edge. One of those pieces was Vibria’s fire. I held her scalding hand in mine, bare, and I did not flinch, and I did not pull back, and her skin was hot enough to redden mine and it didn’t burn.

She felt it go through me. Her glow-eyes went wide.

“You’re not pulling back,” she said. Very quietly. “Dane. You’re not pulling back.” She turned her hand over in mine, pressed her hot palm flat to my palm, and the heat poured into me and I took it, all of it, and didn’t move. “I can’t burn you. After all this time. I can’t burn you anymore.”

“No,” I said. “You can’t.”

She looked at me for one more second, the children falling out of the sky behind her, the gold light going copper.

Then she was on her feet and she had my wrist and she was pulling me off the launch stone toward the Tower, calling over her shoulder, “Bellic, watch the children, the children are Bellic’s now,” and Bellic’s voice came back, “the children are always Bellic’s,” resigned and fond, and Vibria towed me up the apron at a dead run, laughing, bright as the forge she carried inside her.



She had my shirt off before the bedroom door was shut.

She always did this, stripped without preamble, hers and mine both, no ceremony, no patience, the door barely latched and her crop top already on the floor and her shorts kicked into a corner and her bronze body bare and burning in the gold afternoon light through the window. But there was a difference today and she made me feel it before she made me feel anything else: she put both her scalding hands flat on my bare chest, on the Mark, on either side of it, and she pressed, and she watched my face to see if I’d pull back, and I didn’t, and her breath caught.

“Months,” she said. “Months I’ve had to hold back the worst of it so I didn’t cook you. Do you know what that’s like? Wanting somebody and having to keep half of yourself in a box so you don’t hurt them?” Her hands slid up to my shoulders, the heat rolling off her now, the shimmer rising in the room. “I’m not keeping anything in a box today.”

But I didn’t let her climb on yet. I caught her by the waist with both bare hands and held her there, kneeling over me, and ran my palms up the burning length of her sides, over the heat-shimmer rising off her bronze skin, over the freckles on her shoulders, and watched her shiver at being touched everywhere at once by hands that wouldn’t pull away. I’d never been able to do this. I’d always had to ration my hands on her, keep them moving so they wouldn’t sit too long in the worst of her heat. Now I let them sit. I cupped her perky tits, both of them, thumbed her hard copper-gold nipples until she gasped, and held the heat, and held it, and her glow-eyes fluttered.

“Stop teasing,” she said, breathless. “You’ve never been able to do that. You’ve never been able to just hold me. Don’t tease me with it, just…”

I pulled her down and kissed her instead, deep, my hand sliding down her burning belly to the wet heat between her thighs, and she was soaked, hotter there than anywhere, the slick running down the inside of her thighs and slicking my palm before I’d even reached her. I dragged two fingers up the length of her wet slit, parted her, found her swollen and dripping, and pushed both inside her at once. She was scalding around my knuckles, clenching, her pussy gripping my fingers like it was already trying to keep them, and I curled them into the soft front of her and worked her clit with my thumb while I fucked her on my hand. She rocked down onto my fingers and made high desperate sounds against my mouth, riding my knuckles, the heat-spotted slick of her pouring out over my wrist. I felt her climb fast, all fire-drake impatience, her thighs starting to shake, and I kept her right at the edge a moment longer than she wanted, three fingers deep now and my thumb circling her clit, the bare heat of her pouring into my hand, before I let her have what she’d dragged me up the apron for.

She pushed my hand away, wet to the wrist, and climbed on before I’d finished getting my trousers off, my cock springing free hard against my belly, and she reached down and wrapped one scalding hand around it and held it upright and looked at me, watching my face for the flinch, and I gripped her hips bare-handed, scalding, and didn’t give her one. That, the not-flinching, the hands that held all of her heat and stayed, wrecked her composure before I was even inside her. She made a high undone sound and notched my cockhead against her soaked entrance and sank down onto me in one greedy stroke, taking every inch in one hard slide, and the heat of her closed around my shaft, hotter than human, hotter than I’d ever felt her, a tight wet furnace gripping me to the base because she wasn’t holding any of it back. My breath punched out of me. She was so hot inside it bordered on too much and I made myself take it, all of it, the way she’d had to take being held back for months.

Cowgirl. Her signature, unchanged since the ritual pool a lifetime ago, except that now the heat filled the whole room and the fire-scale cuirass bloomed across her torso, translucent bronze plate with flame-light moving inside it like stained glass over a forge, and her flame-tongue carried real heat into the kiss when she bent to take my mouth. She ground down on my cock in slow filthy circles first, working herself open on it, then started to ride me in earnest, lifting almost off and slamming back down, her tight pussy dragging up my shaft and swallowing it again, and I held all of it, the scalding hips under my hands, the burning skin, the fire-breath, the wet hot clutch of her, and didn’t pull back from any of it.

“You feel that?” she gasped, riding me at full speed, her compact tight ass slapping down against my thighs, her perky bronze tits bouncing with the impact, the wet smack of her landing on my cock filling the room, the heat-shimmer distorting the light above us. “That’s all of it. That’s everything I’ve been holding back. And you’re just taking it.”

“All of it,” I said, gripping her, pulling her down hard onto each stroke, burying myself to the hilt every time she dropped. “Give me all of it.”

She lifted off me with a wet sound and spun and threw herself back into reverse-cowgirl, reaching between her thighs to feed my cock back into her dripping pussy and sinking down again, bronze thighs gripping, the tight round cheeks of her ass spread over my lap so I could watch my shaft disappear into her on every stroke, slick and shining. She looked back at me over her shoulder with her glow-eyes literal-amber now, and she reached out and shoved the balcony doors open with one hot hand, the way she had to, the exhibitionist heart of her needing the possibility, needing the Flight Apron below to hear the fire-mother, and the late cadets crossing the apron looked up at the open doors and the sound of her and she grinned and rode me harder, louder, wanting them to know.

“The whole Aerie’s going to hear me,” she said, delighted. “Good. Let them. The fire-mother’s still the fire-drake. Breed me where they can hear it.”

I sat up under her, wrapped an arm around her bronze torso over the fire-scale cuirass, the plate warm and pulsing against my forearm, and flipped her onto her back, and drove my cock back into her in one stroke, taking her missionary with my hand fisted in her copper-gold hair and the other flat on her lower belly, over the heat where a clutch would form, where she wanted one to form. I could feel myself moving in her under that hand, the head of my cock pushing up against her palm from the inside on every deep thrust. She wrapped her legs around me and locked her ankles at the small of my back and pulled me deeper, taking me until my hips met hers, grinding her clit against me at the bottom of every stroke.

“Give me another, Alpha,” she said, and there was nothing of the program in it, nothing of doctrine, just want, just the fire-mother who’d watched her children fall out of the sky and wasn’t done. “Breed me again. I want so many of them the whole Aerie has to look up. Fill me up.”

“When the Peaks are done,” I told her, because I didn’t say things I couldn’t promise, “I’ll fill you up, and we’ll give the sky more fire than it knows what to do with.”

“Promise.”

“Promise.”

She came on the promise. The embers floated from her breath, the fire-scale cuirass pulsed lantern-bright from within, her glow-eyes blazed amber, and her pussy clamped down around my cock in fast fire-hot contractions, milking me, fluttering and squeezing along every inch buried in her, and after months of trying I held her through the entire peak of her heat with my bare hands and didn’t burn. She felt it. She felt me not pulling back at the very height of her, holding all of her, my cock buried hard in her spasming heat, and it sent her straight over a second time on the spot, before the first had finished, a second climax stacked on the first, her whole pussy clenching even harder, and she arched and keened and the sparks scattered from her skin across the sheets and caught the linen smoldering.

I finished inside her, deep, on the second peak, slamming to the hilt and holding there as I let go, my cock pulsing and emptying everything I had into her, the milking grip of her dragging every spurt out of me, my cum flooding her scalding pussy as deep as I could put it. The Mark flared gold-amber across the room. I didn’t reach to smack out the sparks, because I didn’t have to anymore, because I wasn’t protecting myself from her. I just stayed in her, throbbing, filling her, our hips locked together while the last of it pumped into her.

She smacked them out herself, laughing, slapping the smoldering linen with one hand while the other clung to me, laughing so hard the aftershocks ran through her and squeezed another shudder out of both of us.

“Months,” she said into my neck, when she could talk, the sheets singed under us, her skin still warm enough to redden mine and no longer anything I had to flinch from. “Months I’ve been trying to burn you. And you finally caught up.” She propped herself on my chest and looked at me, copper-gold hair wild, glow-eyes soft. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to do that? Just once? Hold nothing back and have you still be there?”

“I’m here,” I said.

“You’re here.” She put her hot palm flat over the Mark, over the gold-white center, and left it there, and didn’t pull away from the heat of her own hand. “I felt you almost fall off Anfa today. We all did. Through the bond. It scared the hell out of me.” She traced the seven colored points with one finger, around the warm center. “Whatever you’re going to do with that thing in your chest, you’d better come back from it. We’ve got a sky to fill.”

Somewhere across the mesa, faint, on the edge of the bond she didn’t formally have, Morana was on the Training Terrace drilling alone in the dusk.

I knew it because the bond-echo carried the fire-surge of us outward to all the others, and I felt, distant and indistinct, Morana catching it, the warmth at the edge of a thing she wasn’t part of, the way she’d caught the Harmonic from a holding cell months ago. I felt her stop. I felt, faint as a held breath, the longing of a woman pressing her hand flat to a sternum where there was no point and feeling the warmth of a fire she stood outside of.

Then, below us, much closer, came a crash, and the smell of smoke, and Bellic’s voice rising up through the floor with the weary certainty of a woman whose job title was babysitter of last resort.

“That’s a fire. That’s a definite fire. KIRA. We have a NET. Why is there a net AND a fire. Where is the bucket. WHO MOVED THE BUCKET.”

Vibria did not move off my chest.

“Pre-hatching alibi,” she murmured, eyes closed, supremely content.

“They already hatched.”

“New alibi needed.” She nuzzled into my neck, warm, unburning, unrepentant. “I’ll think of one. Give me a minute. I’m busy not letting you off this bed.”


Chapter 3: What Grows Inside

The Ember Garden had stopped being a garden.

It was a fortress that happened to flower. Across months Ayida had grown it from a private grieving-grove into a living rampart, and since the last campaign she’d grown it further, denser, the outer wall a tangle of root and vine and ward-stone where the defensive enchantments ran up through the stems and the flowers opened over the stone like the whole barrier was a thing that breathed. You could walk the wall now and not see the wall, only the green of it, and the ward-stones glowing through the flower-stems at dusk, and Bellic still called it the Garden-fortress and still said it needed watering, and Ayida still watered it, because the joke and the truth were the same joke and the same truth.

I came down to it at dawn, the way I did most mornings now, because the Garden at dawn was the one place on the mesa where the war felt far away.

Ayida was barefoot in the green, as she always was, her linen dress catching the early light, her dark prism-shift hair loose with flowers she hadn’t chosen to wear tucked into it by the plants she’d walked past. Her warm-brown skin had its low iridescent shimmer, the oil-on-water sheen that brightened wherever I was, and it brightened now when she saw me, the way it always did, the clearest barometer of any of them, her whole body telling me she was glad before her mouth did.

The hatchlings were with her. They came to the Garden most mornings because the Garden was the one place they could destroy things that grew back, which meant they could destroy things to their hearts’ content and harm nothing, which was the closest thing to a daycare that three baby dragons and one life-dragon had been able to arrange. Kira was up a tree, gnawing a branch, setting tiny fires that Ayida absently put out by growing the wood damp and green ahead of the flame. Torren was excavating something near the stream with the focused villainy he brought to all his projects. And Sera was locked in single combat with a flower.

It was a white flower, low to the ground, and Sera wanted to eat it, and every time she lunged and closed her little jaws on it, Ayida, without looking, without breaking off whatever she was saying, grew it back. Faster than the hatchling could chew. Sera would crunch the flower and the flower would unfold whole again an inch to the left, and Sera would lunge for the new one, and it would grow back, and the hatchling was now several minutes into an arms race she was comprehensively losing and enjoying more than anything in her short life. She chirped with each new flower. It was the best game she had ever played. She would, I understood, play it until she fell over.

Up the tree, Kira finished gnawing her branch, decided the tree itself was an enemy on principle, and set about trying to burn it down. Ayida grew the trunk damp and green ahead of the little fires without breaking stride, and Kira, foiled, climbed higher to find drier wood, and the tree simply grew her a new wet branch wherever she went, so that the more aggressively Kira tried to burn the tree the larger and healthier the tree became, until the hatchling was perched at the top of a tree twice the size it had been at dawn, looking baffled and slightly betrayed.

By the stream, Torren had excavated a hole of professional depth and was now lining it with stones, for reasons known only to Torren. He had a hoard already, somewhere; Bellic had found a cache of stolen rivets in his sleeping-slab last week, and a whole spoon, and what turned out to be one of my cartographer’s pencils that I’d assumed Campe had taken, and the matter of whether Torren had inherited his war-aunt’s hoarding instinct or simply admired her and was copying her was, Sybara said, “behaviorally indeterminate and frankly adorable.” Now he was building a vault by the stream. He looked up at me, assessed whether I intended to interfere with the vault, decided I didn’t, and went back to it.

“He buried the hammer here,” Ayida said, conversational, watering the climbing rose. “Bellic’s good hammer. Two days ago. He carried it down from the gallery in his jaws, the whole way, it was nearly as long as he is, and he buried it by the stream and grew very calm about it afterward, the way you get calm when a thing you’ve been worrying about is finally safe.” She smiled, watching the small dragon line his vault with river-stones. “I haven’t told her. I keep meaning to. But he’s so happy with it, and she’s enjoying being aggrieved so much, and it seemed a shame to end either of those things too soon.” She considered the vault. “He’ll show her eventually. When he’s decided she’s earned it. He’s not cruel, he’s just running a negotiation, and he doesn’t have anything to negotiate with except the hammer, so he’s keeping the hammer.” A pause. “He gets that from Campe too. Holding the one card you have until the table’s right.”

“You’re describing a baby dragon’s emotional life like it’s a council vote.”

“It is a council vote. It’s just smaller and it’s about a hammer.” She moved on to the next rose, the hatchlings orbiting her, the war on the flower continuing behind us with the steady percussion of small jaws closing on petals that were no longer there. “Everything’s a council vote, Dane. That’s the secret nobody tells you. The whole world’s just hammers and who gets to keep them and whether anyone can be talked into sharing.” She glanced at Sera, lunging and losing and chirping. “She’s going to share. The careful one always shares, because she’s afraid of losing things, so she gives them away first where it won’t hurt. Watch. By the time they’re grown, Sera will give Kira anything she asks for and Torren will give nothing to anyone and Kira won’t notice the difference because Kira will already have set it all on fire.” She said it lightly and it landed heavy, the way Ayida’s lightest things always did, a whole prophecy of three children’s hearts delivered between two rosebushes at dawn.

“She’s going to do that all day,” I said, watching Sera lunge at her flower again.

“She can do that all day.” Ayida turned a watering of life-magic into the base of a climbing rose with a flick of her fingers, and the rose put out three new canes in front of me, reaching for the sun. “It’s good for her. The careful one needs to learn she can fail at a thing a hundred times and the world doesn’t end. The flower comes back. She lunges again. Nothing breaks.” She watched the hatchling lunge and lose and chirp. “Her clutch-mates learn that by being reckless. She has to learn it on purpose. So I let her lose to a flower all morning. It’s the kindest thing I do all day. And Kira will try to burn my Garden down and make it bigger, and Torren will build a vault for treasure he hasn’t stolen yet, and that’s a morning. That’s a whole good morning.” She watched the three of them, the reckless and the deliberate and the careful, and her iridescent skin had a deep steady shimmer. “Do you know, two years ago I couldn’t have a single living thing near me without it feeling like an accusation? Everything that grew reminded me of the things that died. And now there are baby dragons in my Garden trying to eat my flowers and burn my trees and I have not wished them anywhere else for a second.” She leaned into my shoulder. “You did that. Not on purpose. You just sat on a bench and waited, and I came out, and now there are babies in the Garden.”

I sat on the low stone bench by the stream, the one I’d sat on the day she first crossed a garden to me, in an earlier season, when she was grief-dim and refusing the program and I was the man who’d sat at the far end and waited. We were a long way from that bench-day. She came and sat beside me, and a vine grew up the bench-leg between us and put out a flower against my thigh, and neither of us moved it.

“You came down here to think about the deep,” she said. Not a question. Ayida heard the things you didn’t say; that was her gift and her danger. “I can feel it on you. There’s a place you go behind your eyes when there’s a long flight coming and you don’t want to leave.”

“Sybara thinks we have to go down,” I said. “Into the abyss. The only knowledge that can free Vael is in the Tidal Accord archives, with the ocean-clan, and she thinks…” I stopped. “There’s a second pulse coming out of the deep. She’s been confirming it for a week. She thinks Nure might not be the last.”

Ayida went still beside me. Not the still of surprise. The still of a woman who knew exactly what that news weighed, because she’d carried the same kind. She had refused the world for two years over a man she couldn’t save; she knew what it was to be the last of a thing, and she knew what it would mean to Nure, who had been the last of her thing for a hundred and twelve years.

“Then you’ll go,” she said. “Of course you’ll go. For the knowledge, and for Vael, and for her. You couldn’t not.” She looked at the hatchlings, at Sera losing to her flower. “And you’ll be a continent away, in the bottom of the sea, where I can’t reach you and my magic can’t heal you and the Mark dims when we’re too far apart.” She said it without fear, just laying it out, the cost of the thing already accepted because the thing was right. “How long?”

“Weeks. I don’t know. Long.”

She nodded slowly. Her iridescent skin had its low steady shimmer, and her amber eyes were on the children, and then they came to me, and there was something in them I’d been waiting for without knowing I was waiting.

“Then I want to ask you for something before you go,” she said. “And I’ve thought about it for a long time, so don’t answer fast, and don’t answer the way you think I want. Answer true.” She turned on the bench to face me, and took my hand, and the flower on the bench-leg between us brightened. “I want the clutch. Now. Before you leave.”

The Garden seemed to go quiet around us, the way it did when she meant a thing with her whole body. Even Sera paused her war on the flower.

“At the hatching,” Ayida said, “when Vibria held Kira against her chest and said she wanted another, I said ‘so do I.’ Do you remember? I put my hand on my own belly and I said it. And I meant it then and I’ve meant it every day since, and I’ve waited, because I wanted to be sure it wasn’t grief wearing a new face, wanting to make life because I couldn’t undo a death.” Her thumb moved over the back of my hand. “It isn’t grief. I’ve checked. I checked it the way Sybara checks a reading. It’s want. Clean want. I want to grow your clutch, Dane. Not for the program. Not because my bloodline founded this place and the academy needs the rarest dragon-type to breed. For us. For you.” She lifted my hand and laid it flat on her abdomen, over the linen, over the warmth of her, and held it there. “I want to feel something living inside me that we made on purpose. Something we chose. I’ve spent so much of my life with things growing around me because I can’t help it, flowers in my hair I didn’t pick, vines on every bench I sit on. I want one thing to grow inside me because I decided it. Because I wanted it. Because I want you.”

I looked at her, the morning gold on her iridescent skin, her hand holding mine to her belly, the hatchlings she’d let lose to flowers all morning so they’d learn the world doesn’t end.

I am not a man of speeches. Beautiful words have never come to me as quickly as the right piece of ground; my mother taught me to read a landscape before she taught me to read letters, and the words always came slower than the seeing. But I could see this. I could see it whole, the way you see a valley open up below a ridge, the thing you’ve been climbing toward without knowing its shape.

“Yes,” I said. “Tonight. In your sanctum. Yes.”

Her skin bloomed. Not the full thing, not yet, just a wash of prism color rising up her throat from somewhere under the linen, green and gold and violet flickering across the warm brown, and her amber eyes sharpened toward gold, and she pressed my hand harder to her belly, and a flower opened in the grass at our feet, and another, and another, a slow ring of them spreading out from the bench like the Garden itself had heard her and answered.

“Don’t tell anyone,” she said, and laughed, the low warm laugh, “or Vibria will be so jealous she’ll set the cadet hall on fire.”

“She set the cadet hall on fire last week.”

“She’ll do it again. With feeling.” Ayida leaned her forehead against my shoulder, and we sat there a while, the hatchlings and the flowers and the stream, and Sera went back to losing to her flower, and for an hour the war was on the other side of the world.



It wasn’t, of course. By midday it was in the deep archive, where the war always was, because that was where Sybara kept it.

She’d sent for me, and for Nure, which I hadn’t expected, and I understood why when I came down the lantern-lit stair and found them both there: Sybara at the cracked resonance-glass with two hundred pages and the colored ink, and Nure standing very still in the cold subterranean air she didn’t love, dripping faintly, her bioluminescent rings dimmed low in the dark, looking at the glass like it might bite.

“I’ve hit the wall,” Sybara said, without preamble, which meant she’d been at it all night again. “On the question of freeing Vael. I can theorize the center-point. I can graph your projection against every kind of resistance I can manufacture in a frightened cadet. But I cannot find a single record, anywhere in this archive, of a corrupted Mark ever being undone, because there is no such record, because the academy was founded to make sure there would never need to be one.” She pulled a brittle scroll forward, an old one, the founding charter or something near it. “We are the new institution. The Tidal Accord ended the old ways and the academy rose in their place, built on the true resonance, the consent-based bond, and the founders followed the institutional reflex that comes after replacing something terrible: they erased it. They burned the old knowledge so it could not be used again. Which was wise, until the day someone dug it back up, and now the antidote is buried with the poison and I cannot reach it.” She set the scroll down. “There is exactly one archive on this continent older than ours. The Tidal Accord’s own. And it did not burn with the old ways. It went down into the deep with the ocean-clan when they withdrew, a century ago, and it is, as far as every record I have says, beyond reach, because the ocean-clan is gone and Nure is the last and there is no one left in the deep to open it.”

She turned to the glass.

“Except,” she said, “for a week, I have not been certain that’s true.”

She adjusted the resonance-glass. It was the cracked four-hundred-year-old instrument, two old fractures running through it, but it was not the only reader down here; in a niche in the bedrock sat a smaller, older thing, a crystal register that had sat dead for a century until the Harmonic woke it, the same instrument that had pinged the abyssal signal that became Nure months ago. Sybara touched it, and it stirred, and it began, very faintly, to sound.

It was not a noise so much as a pressure, a slow deep rhythm you felt in the back teeth before you heard it. A pulse. Out of the deep, out of the west and down, faint with distance and depth, but steady, and patterned, and unmistakably the same kind of thing that had called me westward to a flooded ruin and a woman who’d been alone for a century.

Nure went rigid.

I had seen her overwhelmed before, in the early days, every touch a universe; but that was a flood, a too-much. This was different, a stillness so total it was its own kind of scream. Her bioluminescent rings, dimmed for the cold, flared all at once, a sharp involuntary blue-green pulse that lit the whole cold chamber, and her dark eyes fixed on the little crystal register and did not move, and her webbed hands, the webbing usually retracted, spread at her sides.

“Nure,” I said.

“That is not an echo,” she said.

Her voice was wrong. Not the dry careful surface-voice she’d built over months of learning to be among us. Older than that. The voice of the deep, the one she’d had in the tidal cave the first night, the unused century-old rasp.

“I told myself, when I first heard it through the bond, that it was an echo of myself,” she said, not looking away from the register. “A reflection. The deep does that; sound comes back to you down there, changed, and a lonely mind makes it into a voice. I told myself that for a week.” Her hands trembled, the webbing catching the light. “But I have listened to my own echo for one hundred and twelve years and I know the shape of it. That is not my echo. The rhythm is wrong. It is in my key and it is not my song.” She turned to me, and her face, the pale luminous face that tilted at sarcasm and ate ceramic bowls and had learned to laugh, was doing something I had no name for, a hope so enormous and so terrified that it looked almost like grief. “Dane. That is a voice. There is a voice in the deep. There is someone down there singing in my key who is not me.”

The chamber was very quiet except for the faint deep pulse of the register.

“You think it’s the ocean-clan,” I said.

“I do not let myself think anything,” Nure said, and there was a century of self-protection in it, a woman who had survived being the last by never once letting herself hope she wasn’t. “I have been the last of my kind for longer than anyone here has been alive. I have made my peace with it. I have built a life on the surface with you and the others and I do not need there to be anyone else, I have decided I do not need it, I decided it a long time ago because deciding it was the only way to survive.” Her voice cracked. “And now there is a voice. And if I let myself believe it and it is nothing, an echo, a trick of the deep, a wishful old woman’s reflection, then I will have lost them twice, the second time worse than the first, because the first time I did not know what I was losing and this time I would.” She pressed a webbed hand to her own chest. “I do not know how to survive that. Being the last, I survived. Being alone when I did not have to be, finding out a hundred years too late that there was someone down there all along and I never went to look. I do not know how to survive that one.”

I crossed the cold chamber and stood in front of her, and I didn’t touch her yet, because Nure and touch were their own conversation, but I put myself in her line of sight so she had to look at me instead of the register. She was trembling, finely, the way a struck thing trembles, the century-old self-protection at war with the thing the register was telling her, and her bioluminescent rings stuttered between bright and dim, a body that didn’t know whether to hope.

“Then we’ll go and find out,” I said. “Together. So you’re never finding out alone, whatever it is.” I held her dark eyes. “Sybara needs the Tidal Accord archive to free Vael. The knowledge is in the deep, with the ocean-clan, in the same place that voice is coming from. Both things are at the bottom of the same ocean, Nure. The thing that wins the war and the thing that answers your whole life. We were always going to have to go down. Now we have two reasons, and one of them is yours.”

“You do not understand what you are offering me,” Nure said, and the deep-voice cracked. “On the surface, when there is a thing you want and might not get, you can want it a little, hedge it, protect yourself. I cannot do that with this. I have spent a hundred and twelve years not-wanting my people, because the wanting would have killed me, and there is no halfway back into wanting them. If I let myself believe that voice is real, even a little, I let myself want everything back, the clan, the songs, the not-being-alone, all of it, all at once, the way you cannot want a thing halfway after you have spent a century forbidding yourself to want it at all. And if I go down and there is nothing, if it is an echo, a trick, a wishful dead woman’s reflection in the dark, then I will have wanted all of it and lost all of it, and I do not know, I genuinely do not know, whether I would survive that. The first loss I survived because I did not see it coming and there was nothing to do but endure. This one I would walk down into the dark to find on purpose, knowing it might be nothing, and that is a braver thing than I have ever done, and I am not sure I am that brave.” Her webbed hands had spread at her sides, the trembling running through them. “You are asking me to hope. After a hundred years of surviving by refusing to. That is the hardest thing anyone has ever asked of me, harder than the surface, harder than the touch, harder than learning to be among you. You are asking me to hope.”

Sybara’s pen had stopped moving.

The stopped pen made me understand the scale of it, almost as much as Nure’s trembling. Sybara could record battle reports while bleeding. She could annotate a clutching event while half-undone and still get the margins straight. But now the quill hovered above the page and did not touch, because the instrument in the niche was pulsing out of the west and a woman in front of us was being asked to reopen the one wound that had kept her alive by staying closed.

“It has structure,” Sybara said at last, very quietly. Not the scholar rushing to solve, not the archivist claiming certainty before she had earned it. This was Sybara offering one plank in a floor. “I will not tell you it is the ocean-clan. I will not lie to you for kindness. But it has structure. It is not random current-noise. It is not the register’s old fracture repeating itself; I checked that against the Harmonic readings and against the Drowned Reach signal. It has call spacing. It has answer gaps. It repeats with variation, not decay. Echoes decay. This does not.” She swallowed, and the small movement looked enormous on her precise throat. “Someone, or something living enough to be cruelly mistaken for someone, is maintaining the pattern.”

Nure made a sound at that, not relief and not pain. Both. Her blue-green rings pulsed once, sharp, and then dimmed as if she had punished herself for answering.

“Do not make it smaller for me,” she said.

“I won’t,” Sybara said.

“If you say ‘possible’ when you mean ‘unlikely,’ I will hear the kindness and hate you for it.”

“Then I will be exact.” Sybara set the quill down beside the page, aligned with the edge because she was still Sybara even at the end of the world. “I think it is more likely than not that the signal is deliberate. I think it is more likely than not that it comes from a living source. I do not know whether that source is ocean-clan. I do not know whether the source is friendly. I do not know whether the archive survives, whether the people survive, whether the voice is one person or ten or a remnant of a station kept alive by a system I do not understand. But if this were a surface archive signal, if this were any other lost language in any other lost chamber, I would say the same thing I am saying now: it is patterned enough to deserve a journey, and it is urgent enough that not going would be intellectual cowardice.”

“Intellectual cowardice,” Nure repeated, as if the phrase had come from another planet and therefore had somewhere safe to stand.

“Yes,” Sybara said. “Which is different from fear. Fear is appropriate. Cowardice is letting fear dress itself as rigor.”

Nure looked back at the little register. It pulsed again, faint and deep and patient. Her own glow answered before she could stop it, the tiniest blue-green flicker at her throat, a body speaking a language the mind had forbidden.

“My mother used to sing road-songs,” she said. “Before she died. Not songs for pleasure. Songs for remembering a route in water where there are no landmarks a surface mind would trust. The long drop, the turn where the warm current changes, the place where the pressure wants to bend your ribs, the air-pocket that smells of stoneflower, the black reef you pass with your left hand to the wall. She told me the deep had roads and the roads had songs and that if I ever heard one without her, I was not to follow it.” Nure’s eyes stayed on the register. “I thought that was protection. Now I do not know if it was protection from danger or protection from grief. She was so certain the deep would hurt me that she kept me from the only place that might not have. I do not blame her. I cannot blame a dead mother for being afraid. But if that is a road-song down there, Dane, if that is a road-song and I have spent a century standing at the wrong end of a closed door because the last thing my mother gave me was fear…”

The sentence failed.

I wanted to touch her then. It was an old want by now, the urge to put a hand on the shaking place and tell the body it was not shaking alone. But Nure had taught me that comfort was not a thing you took from her fear because you needed to give it. Comfort was a thing she chose to receive. So I kept my hand open between us and waited.

She looked at it. At my hand, not at the register. A simple human thing in a cold archive with the abyss singing faintly through crystal. Her fingers moved once and stopped. The webbing trembled. The second pulse came and went. On the third, she put her hand in mine.

Her skin was cool and wet and shaking hard.

“If there is someone,” she said, and now the hope was in the words no matter how fiercely she tried to hold it out, “I will not know how to greet them.”

“Then you’ll learn,” I said.

“If they hate me for staying away.”

“Then we stand there while they hate you, and we do not let the hatred be the only thing in the room.”

“If they are dead and this is something they left behind.”

“Then we honor what they kept alive long enough for you to hear it.”

“If it is nothing.”

That one had no easy answer, and I did not invent one. “Then I carry you back up,” I said. “All the way. And the whole pack carries you after that. Not better. Not fixed. Carried.”

Nure closed her eyes. Her glow flickered in the cold. “I do not want to need carrying.”

“I know.”

“I am very tired of needing.”

“I know.”

“But I am more tired of being the last.”

Nure looked at me a long moment. Then she reached out first, one of the rarest things she ever allowed herself, and took my hand, webbing and all, and held it, hard, the grip of a creature who had been holding on to nothing for a century and had just been handed an edge.

“I am afraid,” she said, simply. It was, I thought, the bravest sentence I’d heard in a year. “I have not been afraid of the deep in a hundred years. The deep is home. But I am afraid of what is in it now. Will you go down with me into the one thing I am afraid of?”

“Yes,” I said.

Sybara, who had been letting us have the moment, which was not like Sybara, spoke quietly from the glass. “I will need to plan a route. The Drowned Reach, then Nure’s Descent, the trench the clan withdrew below. Brenna will need to build deep-pressure gear; salt corrodes the standard alloy, she told me this morning, she is already pouring a new one. It will take days to provision and a council vote to authorize.” She set her pen down, which she did when a thing mattered more than the recording of it. “But the answer is the same as it was in the corridor yesterday. We are going down. The only thing that has changed is that now we are going down for her, too.” She looked at Nure, and behind the glasses was the care she never named. “You are not going to find out alone. I will be there with an instrument, and Dane will be there with the Mark, and the whole unit will be at your back, and whatever is down there, you will meet it surrounded.” She paused. “I have read every primary source on the ocean-clan that exists on the surface. Forty-one documents. If there is anyone down there, I will be able to tell you whether the songs match. You will not have to decide alone whether to believe your own ears. You will have a scholar to check the reading.” It was, from Sybara, an enormous gift, and Nure understood it as one.

“Thank you,” Nure said. The deep-voice was softening back toward the surface-voice. “You make marks that hold words. I have never stopped finding that miraculous.” She let go of my hand, finally, and wiped her face, where the tears had fallen and glowed faintly blue-green and sunk and dimmed. “When do we go down.”

“Soon,” I said. “Days. We do it right. We don’t rush into the deep.” I looked at the little crystal register, still pulsing faint and patterned out of the abyss. “Whoever’s singing down there has been singing a long time. They’ll still be singing when we come.”



I told the harem about the deep at supper, because a thing that big shouldn’t reach them as a rumor.

I laid it out plain at the long table, the way I laid out everything: the knowledge that could free Vael was in the Tidal Accord archive, in the deep, with the ocean-clan; there was a second pulse coming out of the abyss that might mean Nure wasn’t the last; and we were going to go down and find both. I watched it land. Campe’s jaw set in the way it set when she was already running the logistics, the war-commander part of her three steps into the provisioning before I’d finished talking. Anfa went still and looked at Nure, and Nure looked at the table. Vibria, predictably, declared at full volume that if anyone tried to leave her behind again she would set the expedition packs on fire one at a time until they took her, and Bellic, passing, said “noted, I’ll fireproof the packs,” and kept walking.

“I want to be clear about one thing,” I said, “before it becomes a vote and a logistics problem and everyone has an opinion. This isn’t only a mission. Nure has been the last of her people for a hundred and twelve years. If there’s a voice in the deep, then this is the day she finds out she didn’t have to be alone, and that’s not a thing I’ll let happen to her in some cold cavern surrounded by strangers. Whoever goes down, goes down to be at her back when she meets it. That’s the first job. The knowledge is the second job. I want that understood by everyone who comes.”

Nure didn’t look up from the table, but her webbed hand found Vibria’s under it, and Vibria, who had adopted Nure on sight months ago the way she adopted everyone worth adopting, gripped it hard and for once said nothing at all.

The plan took shape over the meal the way plans did at that table, half-tactics and half-affection. Sybara would come for the Accord translation; she’d read every surface source and could check whether the deep songs matched. Nure would guide; it was her element and her people. Anfa and Morana would fly the wing. Brenna would handle the deep-pressure gear and the logistics; she was already pouring the salt-resistant alloy. Vibria refused, loudly and repeatedly, to be left behind, and won. And the ones who’d stay to hold the mesa argued for the privilege of going and lost: Campe, because someone had to command the defense and it had to be her, and she hated it before she’d even agreed to it; Ayida, because of the thing only she and I knew we meant to begin, the clutch I would not leave behind the western sea if it took; the cadet wings; the hatchlings; Ivora; Bellic. Talise lodged a formal protest at being left and was overruled on the grounds that someone had to narrate the war to the people who stayed.

It was, all told, the most ordinary war-council I’d ever sat through, conducted over fish and bread with a baby dragon asleep in a fold of Campe’s half-cape, and it ended the way they always ended, with nothing decided that the council vote wouldn’t formally decide later and everything that mattered already settled between us.

And then the sun went down, and I went to the Garden.

I came to the Ember Garden at dusk, the way I’d come the night Ayida first chose me, the flowers opening in arcs along the path as I walked, the air going gold then violet then dark, and she met me at her sanctum entrance, the stone pavilion under the night-blooming vine, and took my hand without a word and drew me in.

The Garden had grown into a cathedral of living things. Vines covered the pavilion’s pillars and arched overhead; night-blooming flowers had opened in the dusk, pale and luminous, and the smell of them was everywhere, rain-on-earth and warm grass and the green sweetness of growing. A fur lay on the pavilion stone. Moonlight came through the gaps in the vine-roof in bars and pools.

She untied my collar with her own hands, slow, and laid her palm flat against my chest, over the Mark.

The gold point, hers, blazed under her hand. And so did the center.

I felt it happen and so did she, the thing Sybara had only theorized, the seed she’d planted weeks ago that I hadn’t understood: the gold point and the golden-white center-point woke together under Ayida’s palm, and her scale-bloom answered both at once. The prism color spread out from under her dress, from her breasts outward, the way it always began, but faster, deeper, brighter, near-full-body from a single touch, because the center-point and her life-magic were resonating with each other in a way that nothing else in my life did. The light of my Mark and the light of her blooming skin pulsed in the same rhythm, gold-white and prism, between her palm and my chest, in time.

“That’s new,” she said softly, watching the colors move across her own forearm. “The center. It answers me. Sybara said it might. Life and the true resonance, she said, they might be the same kind of thing, far back, before anyone wrote anything down.” She lifted her gold-sharpening eyes to mine. “It feels like being recognized. Like a thing that’s been looking for me my whole life just found me.”

She undressed me, and let me undress her, the linen falling away from her warm-brown body and the prism-bloom spreading across all of it, throat and shoulders and breasts and belly and hips, the iridescent scales catching the moonlight and throwing it back in fragments of color that played across the pavilion stone and the vine-walls and her own skin. Her nipples were dark and hard. The bloom spread to her thighs. She was lit from within.

She didn’t hurry, and she wouldn’t let me. She drew me down onto the fur and she took her time with me first, the way she had earned the right to over months of choosing me on purpose: her mouth on my throat, on my collarbone, on the Mark itself, where the center-point flared warm against her lips and her bloom answered it, brightening down her arms in real time. Her warm hands moved over me slow, learning me again the way she learned everything, with full attention, no part of it rushed. She kissed down the center of my chest, following the constellation, her lips finding each point in turn, and where she pressed her mouth to the golden-white center she made a small sound against my skin, surprise and pleasure both, because the center answered her mouth the way it answered her palm, a warmth that flowed up into her lips and lit the bloom further down her throat.

When her hand closed around my cock, hard and aching against her warm palm, she didn’t grip and pull the way Vibria would; she held me, and stroked slow, base to tip, and watched my face in the moonlight to see what I felt, her gold-sharpening eyes reading me the way she read a wounded thing she meant to heal. Her thumb circled the head of my cock, slow, spreading the bead of pre-cum already gathered there, slicking the crown until her whole hand glided easy down my length, and she watched my breath change and learned from it and did it again, deliberate, unhurried, building me by degrees the way she built everything, with patience that devastated in its own slow way. I reached for her and she caught my wrist, gentle, and set my hand back on the fur.

“Lie back,” she said, low. “Let me. I want to be the one who starts it tonight. I’ve thought about this for weeks, I’ve held it in my chest, let me have all of it.”

So I lay back, and let her, and she took her time. She bent over me and took my cock into her mouth, warm and slow, sinking down until the head touched the back of her throat and then drawing all the way up to the tip with a soft wet pull, her prism-shift hair falling around us and catching the moonlight in shifting color. She gave it Ayida’s kind of attention, complete and unhurried, her tongue dragging flat along the underside, her lips sealed tight around my shaft, her gold eyes lifting to find mine even with her mouth full of my cock, holding the contact even there. The bloom spread across her shoulders as she worked me deeper, prism color washing down her back, and I watched it move across her skin in the moonlight and felt the wet heat of her mouth and the slow building pull of her and had to fist my hand in the fur to keep from rushing her, because rushing Ayida was the one thing the night didn’t want.

When she rose up off me at last, her mouth wet, her eyes gold, she straddled my hips and leaned down to kiss me, her body slick and warm and ready, the Garden-warmth of her pressed along me without taking me in yet. She let herself feel the choice before the act, let the wanting settle into her bones, then lowered down and drew me over her so that I was above her with her legs already wrapping my hips, and held my eyes.

Only then did she reach between us and guide the head of my cock to her slick entrance, notching me against her wet heat, and we found the way we always found, the way that was hers alone in the harem: slow. One position. One rhythm. Eye contact held. Presence was her element; every second at its full depth was what she wanted, because she had spent two years sealed against the world and the unsealing was a thing done deliberately, deeply, all the way down.

I pushed into her slow, my cock parting her, sinking through the wet grip of her an inch at a time until I was fully seated inside her, and she gasped at the stretch and the fullness of it, her body taking all of me and closing snug around every inch. Her bloom flared brighter, the prism spreading the last inches to her hands and feet, and the Garden answered. The night-flowers opened wider. A vine on the nearest pillar put out a new bud and bloomed it in real time. The root-network hummed beneath the fur, beneath us, a warmth in the stone.

“Don’t speed up,” she whispered, though I hadn’t moved to. “I know you won’t. You never do. That’s why it’s you.” Her gold eyes held mine. “Stay slow. Stay with me. Every bit of it.”

I stayed. One rhythm, deep and slow and held, her legs wrapping me, her hands on my back, her gold gaze never leaving mine. Each stroke buried my cock all the way to her depth and drew all the way back until just the head held her open and then sank home again, slow as breathing, slow as the tide Nure talked about, her tight wet heat dragging along every inch each time I pulled back and clutching me again each time I filled her. She met each one with a small lift of her hips, taking me as deep as I’d go, grinding her clit against me at the root, her breath going ragged in time. And the thing Sybara had seeded happened in full: the center-point of my Mark and the gold of her bloom synced, and the light pulsed between my chest and her skin in the same slow rhythm as my body in hers, gold-white and prism, in time, and the plants in the sanctum didn’t just bloom, they grew toward the light, vines stretching down from the arch, flowers turning their faces to us, the whole Garden leaning in toward the two of us as toward a small new sun.

Her breath hitched, the first of the small pre-climaxes that were hers, more emotional than physical, and a wave of bloom rolled across her and a wave of flowers opened across the sanctum floor. I held the rhythm. I felt her clench around me, the first soft contraction, and her gold eyes went wide and wet and she made a sound low in her throat and her hands tightened on my back, and I did not speed up, did not chase it, only held the slow deep stroke through the wave until it passed and she was looking at me again, undone and steadied at once.

“Again,” she breathed. “Like that. Don’t stop, don’t speed up, just don’t stop.”

The second crest rolled through her hips, deeper, and another wave, and the vines reached lower, and the rain-on-earth smell flooded everything, and her thighs trembled where they wrapped me and a sheen of sweat rose on her iridescent skin and caught the moonlight in colors. I bent and kissed her through the second wave, slow, swallowing the small sounds she made, and her bloom went brighter under me, the prism reaching her hands now, her fingers spread against my back lit rainbow at the tips.

“Grow it inside me, Dane,” she said, against my mouth, her gold eyes wet and open and holding mine. It was not dirty talk. It was a vow, said slow, said sure, the most deliberate sentence in the world. “Make it bloom. I choose this. I choose you. Give me something living that we made on purpose.” Her hands gripped my back. “Fill me. Stay slow and fill me and let it take. I want to feel it take.”

“I’ve got you,” I said. “I’m here. All of it.”

“All of it.” The third pre-climax locked her around me, the deepest, her whole body tightening, the bloom going to full prism, every scale-patch on her lit, her skin near-translucent with the light pouring up through it. “Now, Dane. Now. Stay with me and give it to me now.”

She came. The way she always came, the way that undid me more than any scream could: she held her breath. Her whole body went taut and silent, a held shudder, her gold eyes locked on mine and her mouth open on no sound, and then she let the breath go in a single word, my name, my actual name, whispered into the space between our faces. Dane. Not Alpha. Never Alpha. Dane, like a prayer in a language only we spoke.

And I answered her on my name, the slow last push held all the way home, my cock buried deep in her clenching heat as she came around me, and I let go. I spilled into her deep, my cock pulsing against the mouth of her, emptying everything I had as far inside her as I could put it, each spurt drawn out by the slow milking grip of her climax, filling her, breeding her, exactly where she’d asked for it to go. And the two lights flared together. The gold point and the golden-white center blazed at once, so bright the sanctum cast no shadows for a moment, the pillars and the vines and the fur all flat in pure light, and every flower in the Ember Garden opened at the same instant, the sanctum and the path and the rampart-wall, hundreds of blooms unfolding into the dark, and the smell of rain and warm earth and growing things broke over us like a wave.

Ayida gasped under me, a real gasp, surprised, her eyes going wide.

“It’s there,” she breathed. “Dane. I can feel it.” Her hand flew to her own belly, between us, pressing where I was still inside her. “It took. I felt it take. The way Vibria said the eggs answered you, I felt it, just now, something started. We made it. It’s there.” She was laughing and crying at once, the bloom still lit across her, the flowers still opening around us. “We made it on purpose and it’s there.”

Across the mesa, the bond-echo carried it.

I felt it go out, the warm gold note of the conception, traveling the constellation to all of them, a life-clutch note unlike Vibria’s fire-clutch warmth. In the Tower, Vibria, half-asleep, would press her own hand flat to her own belly and grin fiercely into the dark, because she knew exactly what that note was and she had decided, weeks ago, that her turn was coming next and nothing was going to stop it. In the deep archive, Sybara, still at her glass past midnight, would feel the gold note and go still, and pick up her pen, and write one line, and underline it twice. Campe would feel it on the perimeter and stop walking and put a hand to her sternum and stand a moment in the dark with a want she was terrified to name. Anfa would feel it on Starward Peak and go still, one hand over her sternum, her attention turning toward the Garden without needing words. Through the bond, I felt Nure in her courtyard basin receive it as gold warmth, like sunlight through an open window, and under my sternum the center-point gave one uneasy answering pulse I did not yet understand.

Ayida felt them feel it. That was the wonder of it. The bond-echo gave her no words yet, no ceremony or everyone close enough to touch. It gave her the shape of their love arriving from every corner of the mesa: Vibria’s bright possessive joy, Sybara’s stunned silence, Campe’s locked-down ache, Anfa’s wary tenderness, Nure’s deep soft answer. Ayida laughed under me, crying, one hand on the new warmth and one hand on my cheek, because the clutch had not only begun in her body. It had entered the pack. Quietly, wordlessly, before any mouth could say it aloud, the rarest small life in the world had rung through every bond and been welcomed from a distance.

“They felt it,” she whispered, awed. “They don’t know what to call it yet, but they felt it.”

“They’ll know in the morning,” I said.

“No,” she said, smiling through the tears. “They know now. In the morning they’ll get to touch it.”

The difference mattered to her, and because it mattered to her it mattered to me: the knowing before the telling, the pack recognizing the life before ceremony caught up.

I lowered down onto her, careful, and gathered her up, and she clung to me in the blooming dark, lit from within, crying the good crying, the grief-release crying that I had learned in an earlier season not to mistake for sadness.

“Tarek would have been glad,” she said, after a while, her cheek against my chest, over the steadying Mark. And she said it easy, the way you’d say any true thing, and I understood that the words didn’t cost her what they once had. “Not because of him. Not because I’m finishing something he started, or filling a space he left. That’s not it anymore. He would have been glad because I get to do this.” She lifted her head and looked at me, gold fading back to amber, her face wet and open and whole. “Because I get to want it.”

Her hand settled low on her belly, over the new warmth.

“It’s there,” she whispered.


Chapter 4: The Storm She Won’t Let Herself Have

I went up to Starward Peak before dawn to watch two storms fly.

I’d taken to doing it without telling anyone, climbing the thirteen switchbacks in the dark with my breath smoking and my hands cold on the cut stone, to reach the broken-tooth summit where Anfa had thrown me twice in a life of mine that felt like another man’s, where she’d broken and let me stay, where she now slept some nights in dragon-form under the open sky because the Tower could not hold all of her at once and never would. Lately she didn’t sleep there alone. Lately, at the gray edge of morning, two storm-dragons launched off the Peak and flew the paired-sweep together, and I climbed up to watch because it was the most hopeful thing happening on the mesa and I didn’t trust good things to keep happening if nobody was paying attention.

They came off the summit as the east went pale. Anfa first, silver-white and lightning-scarred, fifty-five feet of her erupting into the air in the five-second shift that was hers, and then Morana a half-beat behind, darker, charcoal-scaled where Anfa was silver, the dead-lightning along her spine and ribs no longer dead, running living silver now in long crackling lines. They climbed together and fell into the formation they’d flown as cadets in a storm-clan aerie a lifetime and a betrayal ago: paired-sweep, wingtip to wingtip, one leading and one reading, trading the lead between them in a rhythm so old neither of them had to think about it. They cut through the thinning dark over the crater, two storms in one sky, and for the length of that flight they were not a war-hero and a redeemed traitor, not the Alpha’s wing and the woman the Alpha’s wing had wounded and spared. They were flight-sisters. They were whole.

I did not tire of watching it. It was the thing Anfa had lost when Morana defected, the wound that drove months of her life: she had flown alone for more than two years because she had lost the one person who flew beside her, and now that person was back, alive, on the right side of the sky, and the two of them traded the lead over the dark water and it was, for that flight, like none of it had ever happened.

There was a thing storm-clan did in the paired-sweep that I’d learned to watch for, a thing no one had taught me and that I’d worked out from a season of climbing the switchbacks at dawn: the lead-trade happened without a signal. Anfa would be leading, and then in a single wingbeat Morana would be, and there was no call between them, no flagged signal, no glance; the lead simply passed from one to the other the way a thought passes from one half of a mind to the other, two bodies flying as one thing across the dark crater. They’d flown it as cadets a lifetime ago, before the betrayal, before the cage, before any of the rest of it, and the bodies remembered it even after the years apart, the way my own hands remembered the harness-clips in the dark. I’d asked Anfa once how they did it, the signal-less trade, and she’d looked at me like I’d asked how she breathed, and said, “She’s my flight-sister. You don’t signal a flight-sister. You just know where she’s going to be, and you go where she isn’t, and the sky’s covered.” It was, I thought, the most intimate thing two storm-dragons could say to each other, this wordless dividing of a sky, and the fact that they could still do it after everything was its own proof that the thing between them had survived the worst the world could do to it.

Then they landed, and it all came back.

It was the contrast that got me every time, watching them come down. In the air Morana was an apex predator, fifty feet of charcoal-scaled storm-dragon with living silver running her spine and a roar that could flatten a treeline, a creature that could have killed me with a wingbeat and known it. There was no hesitation in her up there, no bracing, no verdict; in dragon-form she was simply the storm she was, sovereign and certain, the thing she’d been born to be before anyone taught her she was only useful for it. And then she touched the stone and shrank back into a woman, and the certainty drained out of her with the size, and what landed on the summit was a person braced for a blow. The dragon didn’t doubt she deserved the sky. The woman doubted she deserved anything at all. That split in her was what I’d come up the mountain to look at, and I had no idea yet how to close it.

They came down on the summit stone, Anfa first, shifting to human form in a fold of wind and silver, wind-wet hair clinging to her throat, electric-blue eyes bright with the flight. Morana came down a moment later and shifted too, and where Anfa landed light, Morana landed braced, a body that had learned to expect a blow on arrival no matter where it arrived. She straightened. She pushed her uneven charcoal crop out of her storm-gray eyes. And then she saw me, sitting on the cold stone at the summit’s edge where I’d been watching, and her face closed.

I watched it happen. It was a specific thing and I’d seen it on her every day since she’d earned her place among us, and I’d learned not to take it personally because it was not about me. The moment she knew she was seen, by me, by the Alpha, by the man with the Mark and the bond she did not have, her face shut like a door and her living scars dimmed to nothing and the open whole flight-sister vanished and the braced careful tool took her place. She nodded to me, the curt nod of a soldier reporting, and she said, “Alpha,” flat, and she did not meet my eyes for long, and the warmth that had been on her in the air was gone like it had never been.

“You flew that beautifully,” I said.

“I flew it,” she said. “Anfa led. I read.” She said it the way she said everything about herself, a correction, a downgrade, crediting the flight to anyone but herself, and she picked up her flight-leathers from where she’d shed them for the shift and began pulling them on, fast, the conversation over as far as she was concerned. “We should drill the new formation with the others before the crossing. I’ll be down at the Terrace.” And she went, down the switchbacks, fast, before I could say anything that might land, because landing was the thing she could not allow.

Anfa watched her go. The wind moved her silver hair. When Morana was out of earshot, she came and sat beside me on the cold stone with her elbows on her knees, and for a while neither of us spoke, and the sun came up over the crater rim and turned the black water to hammered iron.

“She does that every time,” I said. “The flight, and then the door.”

“I know.” Anfa’s jaw worked. “I know exactly what she’s doing, because I did it for more than two years and you had to break me out of it, and breaking her out is going to be harder than breaking me, because mine was a wall and hers is a verdict.” She picked up a chip of stone and turned it in her long fingers. “A wall you can wait out. You stand next to it long enough and the person behind it gets tired and comes out, because behind the wall they still think they deserve to come out, they’re just afraid. That was me. I was afraid. Underneath the wall I still thought I was worth something, I’d just decided it was safer to let nobody close.” She flicked the stone chip off the edge into five hundred feet of nothing. “Morana doesn’t think she’s worth something. That’s the difference. She’s not behind a wall. She’s behind a verdict she’s already passed on herself, and the verdict is guilty, and the sentence is that she doesn’t get to have what the rest of us have. You can’t wait out a verdict. A verdict doesn’t get tired. It just sits there being sure.”

“What’s the verdict,” I said.

“That she’s a tool that flies well.” Anfa said it quietly, looking at the iron water. “Two years as Delphyne’s weapon. Pointed at people, fired, pointed again. Called a traitor by us when she left and called a tool by Delphyne the whole time she stayed, because that’s all Delphyne ever wanted her for. By the time we got her back there was nothing left in her but the usefulness. She’d been emptied out. Everything she was that wasn’t a weapon, she’d buried, because the parts of her that could be hurt were the parts Delphyne used to steer her. So she buried them and became a thing that flies, because a thing that flies can’t be grieved at, can’t be disappointed in, can’t be left.” Anfa looked at me, and her electric-blue eyes were doing the rare thing, going soft and frightened and entirely undefended. “She’s earned her place here a hundred times over. She fights for us, she gives us intelligence, she flies the wing. She believes she’s earned the right to be useful to us. What she can’t believe, what she won’t let herself believe, is that she’s earned the right to be wanted. To be chosen for nothing. For just being her.” She looked back at the water. “That’s the bond, isn’t it. That’s the whole thing your Mark does. It doesn’t reward usefulness. It amplifies wanting. And she’s decided in advance that nobody could want her, only use her, so when she feels the warmth at the edge of it she flinches like it’s a trap. She thinks if she takes it she’ll find out it was conditional all along, and the condition was that she keep being useful, and the day she stops being useful she’ll be left again. So she won’t take it. She’d rather be a tool that’s safe than a person who could be left.”

I thought about the bond. About every woman on the mesa who’d had to come to it her own crooked way. Vibria, who’d thought she was only the fun one. Campe, who’d thought she was only the commander. Anfa, who’d thought she was only the strongest. Each of them had carried a verdict of her own, a thing she’d decided she was and could only be, and the bond hadn’t argued with the verdict, it had just kept being warm until the woman stopped believing it.

“You said you can’t wait out a verdict,” I said.

“You can’t.” Anfa stood, and offered me her hand, and pulled me up, and held it a beat. “But you taught me the thing that works on a verdict, even if you never said it out loud. You don’t argue with it. You don’t tell the person they’re wrong about themselves; that just makes them defend the verdict harder, because the verdict is the thing keeping them safe. What you do,” she let go of my hand, “is you keep being the evidence. Over and over. You keep wanting them for nothing, out loud, where they can hear it, and you don’t ask for anything back, and you don’t make it conditional, and you let the evidence pile up against the verdict until the verdict can’t hold.” She started down the switchbacks. “It took you months to do it to me. It’s going to take longer with her, and we don’t have months, we’ve got days before the crossing. So I’ll work on her and you work on her, and we don’t push, we just keep being the evidence.” She paused, three steps down, and looked back. “She told me once, when we were enemies, that two people building walls at each other don’t make a door. She was right. She just never thought the rule applied to her. I’ve been throwing her own line back at her for weeks. There’s always room, I tell her. That’s the whole point of him. She doesn’t believe me yet.” Anfa’s mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile. “But she hasn’t told me to stop saying it, either. That’s not nothing.”



The council vote came at noon, and it was the easiest vote I’d sat through.

Aurelion put the expedition before the horseshoe and Sybara laid out the route with the precision of a woman who’d been planning it in her sleep: west to the Drowned Reach, re-bloomed since Ayida woke it months ago; then down Nure’s Descent, the vertical abyssal trench the ocean-clan had withdrawn below a century back, by a chain of air-pockets and bioluminescent strata Nure remembered from her mother’s stories; and at the bottom, the sanctuary, if there was a sanctuary, where the second pulse came from and the Accord knowledge might still live. She made the case for the knowledge that could free Vael and collapse Delphyne’s army, and she did not make the case for Nure not being the last, because that one she’d decided was Nure’s to carry and not a thing to be argued in a council, and I respected her for the omission.

Tarsa asked the cautious questions a Purist-sympathetic frost-wyrm would ask, and they were fair, and Sybara answered them, and the vote came eleven in favor, with Tarsa abstaining rather than opposing, which from Tarsa was nearly a blessing.

Then we settled who went and who stayed, and that was the hard part, because the hard part was always the people.

Going down: me. Nure, to guide, because it was her element and her people and her whole life waiting at the bottom. Sybara, for the Accord, because she could read whether the songs matched and translate whatever the ocean-clan had kept. Anfa and Morana, to fly the wing, the two storms. Brenna, for the deep-pressure gear and the logistics, the forge-heart of any expedition. And Vibria, who had refused so loudly and so often to be left behind again that the matter had stopped being a question and become a fact of the world, like weather.

Staying to hold the mesa: Campe, because someone had to command the defense and there was no one else who could, and she agreed to it with her jaw set like a woman swallowing glass. She had not commanded a defense without being in the fight herself since the Dragon War, and the idea of holding the whole institution alone while the man she loved went into the deep was a thing she accepted the way she accepted all her hardest duties, which was completely and without complaint and at obvious cost. Ayida, to keep the Garden-fortress and the cadet wings and, though only she and I had spoken it aloud yet, to keep the clutch, because there was not a force on the continent that would send me beyond the western sea from her carrying body if there’d been any other way, and there wasn’t, so I would, and I would hate it. Bellic, to mind the brood. Ivora, for the perimeter. And Talise, who lodged a formal and impassioned protest at being left behind on a water-clan expedition to find water-clan survivors, and who was overruled by Aurelion personally on the grounds that the academy required a chronicler and Talise was the only cadet in the academy who narrated loudly enough to be heard over a battle.

“This is discrimination against my entire caste,” Talise announced.

“It is recognition of your singular gift,” Aurelion said, with the ancient patience of a four-hundred-year-old woman who had managed louder cadets than Talise, though not many. “Someone must tell the story when they return. You will tell it badly, with great enthusiasm, and the cadets will love it. That is your post. Hold it.”

Talise, visibly torn between outrage and the dawning realization that she’d been given an official narrating commission, subsided.

The afternoon was logistics, and logistics, on the eve of a deep crossing, meant the Forge. Brenna had the salt-resistant alloy poured and was testing the anchor-points in a barrel of brine, and Bellic was packing the expedition gear, and the whole forge end of the mesa smelled of hot metal and pitch and the particular tension of people preparing to be somewhere they couldn’t come back from quickly. I watched Brenna pull an anchor-clip from the brine after two hours, where the standard alloy would have furred green with corrosion, and the new pour came out clean, and she turned it in her soot-streaked hands and grunted, which from Brenna was triumph.

“It’ll hold in salt under pressure,” she said. “I’ll have Nure’s done by tomorrow night; hers is the hard one, her dragon-form’s three times anything I’ve fitted and the harness has to take the depth.” She set the clip down. “There’s an expedition coming, you said. There always is. The gear told me a week ago.” She looked at me, slate-gray eyes steady. “It’s a deep one this time. I can tell by what doesn’t exist yet that I have to build. We’re going somewhere that wants us dead just by being itself.”

“The bottom of the ocean,” I said.

“Then I’ll build you something that holds at the bottom of the ocean,” Brenna said, and went back to the brine, and that was her opinion on the matter.

I stayed at the Forge through the afternoon, because there was a comfort in it, the hot-iron smell and the steady ring of Brenna’s hammer and the cadet wings drilling in the yard, the ordinary machinery of an academy preparing for a thing. Sybara came and went with her lists, growing more anxious as the departure neared, the particular anxiety of a scholar about to leave her archive in other hands; she’d recruited a frost-wyrm junior named Nivara to mind the deep archive, and she briefed Nivara on the cracked resonance-glass with such exhaustive thoroughness that Nivara developed, over the course of the afternoon, a nervous habit of adjusting her own glasses that Sybara did not seem to notice was a direct imitation of herself, the mannerism spreading through the archival caste the way a thing spreads when the person at the top of a discipline has a tell. By evening there were two archivists in the Aerie adjusting their glasses in moments of stress, and I suspected there would be more by the time we returned, the glasses-habit propagating through the frost-wyrms with the inevitability of a cultural infection, and I found I didn’t mind the thought; it meant the archive would be in hands that wanted to be Sybara’s, which was the best kind of hands.

Ivora came through with the perimeter report and a thing she’d noticed, which was that the cadets had begun a sweepstakes on how long the expedition would take, and that the bets ranged from “two weeks” to “they will be eaten by the deep and we will never speak of it,” and that the longer-and-grimmer bets were being placed mostly by cadets who’d never left the mesa and the shorter-and-more-confident ones by cadets who’d flown the southern campaign and learned that the unit tended to come back from things. “The blooded ones bet you come home,” Ivora said, flat. “The green ones bet you don’t. That’s not pessimism, that’s just not having watched you do it yet. They’ll learn.” She watched the cadets drill a moment, granite-still. “I’ll give you a piece of the mesa at the launch. Stone-dragon thing. Don’t lose it down there; the ground pulls you home, but only if you keep the piece on you. I’ll remind you when you fly. For now, hold the perimeter steady in your head; you read ground better than anyone here who isn’t me, and I want your eyes on the southwest approach before you go, the one the soldiers never worry about and a ranger does.” And she walked me out to the wall to read the approach with her, two people who read the earth checking each other’s work before one of them flew off the edge of it.

The hatchlings made the prep harder, the way the hatchlings made everything harder, because fire-drakes at the neonatal stage are drawn to the smell of iron the way moths are drawn to a lantern, and the Forge in full expedition-prep was the most iron-scented place on the mesa. Kira got into the alloy stock and tried to eat a bar of it and broke a tooth, which did not deter her in the slightest; she simply switched to gumming it. Torren stole a fistful of the new salt-resistant anchor-clips, the ones Brenna had spent two days pouring, and added them to the vault he was apparently building somewhere, and would not say where, and Brenna had to count the clips and reconstruct the theft and follow the trail of Torren’s deliberate little prints to a cache behind the linen-store before she got them back. Sera, the careful one, didn’t steal anything; she sat on Bellic’s shoulder and supervised, which was worse, because she set off Bellic’s nerves about the other two.

“They’re going to follow you into the deep,” Bellic said darkly, fishing a clip out of Kira’s mouth with the calm of long practice. “Mark my words. You’ll get a hundred miles west and look down and there’ll be three baby dragons trailing the formation because they smelled the alloy on the harnesses. Pack the gear upwind of the brood, that’s my advice. Pack it upwind and pray.”

“Can they fly a hundred miles?” I asked.

“No,” Bellic said. “But they don’t know that, and not knowing a thing hasn’t stopped them yet, and that’s exactly the problem.” She extracted the clip and handed it back to Brenna and resettled Sera on her shoulder. “I’ll keep them. I always keep them. My life is keeping them. Just remember when you’re in the deep that I’m up here being slowly turned into a person who can list every flammable object in a room on sight, and send me something nice. A shell. They like shiny things. Torren especially. Bring the criminal a shell.”

The packing went on past dark, the way packing does when half the people doing it are pretending it isn’t a goodbye. The harem drifted through the Forge in ones and twos across the evening, each on some errand that was really an excuse to be near the gear that was taking the others away. Sybara came down with a list, of course, a long one, and supervised the loading of the shell-blank parchment and the deep-pressure ink-wells and the portable resonance-register in a padded case with the focused dread of a woman whose worst nightmare was arriving at the lost library of a dead civilization without enough paper. “I have packed twice what I think I need,” she informed me, “which means I have packed half what I will actually need, because I always underestimate how much I will want to write down, and I am about to enter an archive no surface scholar has seen in a century. I should requisition a second dragon purely for parchment.” She considered this seriously for a moment. “Brenna. Can Vibria carry parchment.”

“Vibria can carry parchment,” Brenna said, “until she sneezes.”

“Then no,” Sybara said, and added a line to her list.

Vibria came down to inspect her own readiness for an expedition she had bullied her way onto, which mostly consisted of her standing in the middle of the Forge being loud about how ready she was. “I’m extremely ready,” she announced, to no one. “I have my whole self. That’s all I need. I’m the fire support. You point me at a thing and the thing stops existing. What’s to pack?” She caught Sybara’s appalled expression and grinned. “Not everyone needs a barge of paper to be useful, scholar.”

“Everyone needs a barge of paper,” Sybara said, with feeling. “The world would be improved by more barges of paper and fewer people who set the barges on fire.”

“That was one time.”

“It was four times. I have a record. It is in one of the barges.”

It was Nure, though, who I watched the most, because Nure was the one going home. She’d come down to the Forge late, after the others, and she didn’t pack anything, because there was nothing she needed; she was going into the one place that had ever been hers. But she stood by the brine-barrel where Brenna was curing the anchor-clips, and she looked at the deep-pressure gear laid out on the bench, the salt-alloy rigs and the weighted harnesses and the breathing-apparatus for the land-born, all of it built to let surface creatures survive a few days in the place where she had survived a century, and something moved across her pale luminous face that I couldn’t entirely read.

“You build so much,” she said, to Brenna, to the gear, to the room. “To go where I just go. All of this metal and brine and worry, so that you can spend three days in the dark that is my whole home.” She touched one of the salt-alloy clips, turning it in her webbed fingers. “On the surface I needed all of you to teach me how to wear clothes and climb stairs and not eat the bowls. And down there you will need all of me to teach you how to breathe. It is a strange thing, to be about to be the one who knows. I have not known anything, up here, for months. I have been the student of everything.” Her bioluminescent rings pulsed once, slow. “When we descend, I become the teacher. And I find out whether there is anyone left to come home to. Both at once. It is a great deal to carry down a trench.”

“You won’t carry it alone,” I said.

“No.” She set the clip down and looked at me, and the fear was in her, the same fear from the archive, banked but not gone. “That is the part I am still learning to believe. That I do not have to carry things alone anymore. A hundred and twelve years is a long time to learn a new way to hold a thing.” She managed the dry surface-laugh, the one she’d built since the Drowned Reach. “But I am a fast learner now. You all taught me that, too.”



On my way across the mesa I passed the cadet hall, and through the open door I saw a thing that stopped me, and I stood in the dark outside and watched it because it was the kind of thing you don’t interrupt.

Vibria had cornered Morana.

Not cruelly. Vibria didn’t do anything cruelly; it wasn’t in her. But she’d planted herself across the table from the charcoal-haired storm-woman who ate with her back half to the room, and she was eating her own enormous late supper directly into Morana’s silence, talking with her hands and her mouth full, refusing to acknowledge that Morana hadn’t invited her and didn’t want her there. She was telling Morana, at length and with feeling, about the time she’d set a curtain on fire in the cadet hall and blamed it on a draft, and the time she’d set a haystack on fire and blamed it on the sun, and the time she’d set one of Bellic’s linen bolts on fire and successfully blamed it, for nearly a week, on Talise.

Morana was not laughing. But she was listening. Her back had come halfway around to the room. Her storm-gray eyes were on Vibria with a wary, baffled attention, the attention of a woman trying to work out what the angle was, because in Morana’s world there was always an angle, a thing the kindness was for. And Vibria had no angle, which was the one thing Morana’s defenses weren’t built for. Vibria just wanted to make her laugh, for no reason, in exchange for nothing, because Vibria had decided Morana was worth making laugh and that was the entire transaction.

“You’re going to be on the crossing with me,” Vibria said, around a mouthful, “and I’ve decided we’re going to be friends, so you should know up front that I’m a lot, and I set things on fire, and I’m going to make you laugh before we reach the coast whether you want me to or not. It’s happening. I’m very persistent. Ask anyone. Ask Sybara, she hated me for a month and now she’s my best friend and she takes notes on me.” She pointed her fork at Morana. “You’ve got the same look she used to have. The ‘what does this loud person want from me’ look. I want to make you laugh. That’s it. That’s the whole sinister plot.” She grinned. “Is it working? It’s not working yet. I can tell. I’ll wear you down. I’ve got all the way to the bottom of the ocean.”

And Morana, who had no defense against a person who wanted nothing, looked down at her plate, and the corner of her mouth moved, just barely, the first crack of something in a face that had been a closed door for two years, and Vibria saw it and had the grace not to crow about it, just kept eating and talking like she hadn’t noticed, and let the storm-woman have the smile in private.

I went on across the mesa and didn’t let either of them see me, because some evidence a person has to gather without an audience, and Vibria had just put a piece on the pile that I never could have, because mine came tangled in the Mark and the bond and the thing Morana was afraid to want. Vibria’s came with nothing but the wanting to make her laugh. It was, in its way, the better piece.

I found Campe at the Forge end too, where I’d known she would be, because the night before a separation Campe went where the work was the way some people went where the drink was.

She was running the defensive plan with Rissara by lamplight, the two war-wing commanders bent over a chart of the mesa with the encirclement positions marked, and she was doing it with the flawless competence she did everything, and under the competence she was wound so tight I could hear the seam of her uniform jacket straining when she breathed. She dismissed Rissara when she saw me, and the senior left, and Campe stood with the chart between us and her hands flat on the table and her forearm plates vibrating, very faintly, the involuntary barometer she could never quite still.

“I hate this,” she said. She said it plainly, which was rare for Campe, who packed her hardest feelings in procedure and shipped them out where no one could read them. “I want it on the record, with you, in private, that I hate this. I have not commanded a defense without being in the fight since the Dragon War. I led the assault on the southern camp. I broke the southern line. And now you are taking the wing to the bottom of the ocean and leaving me here to hold a mesa, and I am going to stand on the Flight Apron and watch the people I love fly west and I am going to have to be a commander about it, and I hate every part of it.” Her jaw was tight. The plates rippled. “Four hours from now I’ll have it boxed and shipped and I’ll be Commander Campe and you’ll never know I said this. I am saying it now because you are the one person I let see the inside of the box, and I needed to set it down for one minute before I close it for weeks.”

I came around the table and I didn’t touch her yet, because Campe in the box had to be approached the way you approached a loaded thing, and I just stood close, where she could feel I was there.

“You’re holding the most important position there is,” I said. “Everything I care about in the world is on this mesa and I’m leaving it with you, because you’re the only person I’d trust it to. The hatchlings. The cadets. The wall.” I didn’t say the clutch, the thing the others had felt through the bond-echo and Ayida and I had not yet spoken aloud, the thing growing in the Garden. It sat under the words and Campe, who missed nothing, watched my face and filed the thing she didn’t have a name for yet. “I know it doesn’t feel like the brave job. Flying off to the deep feels like the brave job. But staying to hold everything that matters while the people you love go where you can’t follow, and being steady about it, and not letting the cadets see the break, that’s the harder thing, and you’re the only one who can do it. I’m not leaving you behind, Campe. I’m leaving you in command of everything I love.”

Her forearm plates stopped vibrating.

It was the smallest thing, the plates going still, but it was Campe’s body telling the truth her mouth wouldn’t, and I watched the wound-tight commander ease a single degree, the box settling into a shape she could carry. She looked at me a long moment with her deep forest-green eyes, the crow’s-feet she’d earned and didn’t hide, and then she reached out first, almost unheard of for Campe, gripped the front of my shirt in one fist, pulled me in, and put her forehead against mine, hard, for the length of three breaths, the war-commander letting herself be held up for exactly as long as she’d allow and not one second more.

“Come back,” she said, against my mouth. “From the deep. You come back to this mesa, Dane Kovar, because I will hold it, but I will not hold it forever, and I did not survive a war and four years alone and a siege to lose you to an ocean.” She let go of my shirt. The commander came back down over her face like a visor. “Now. The watch rotation. I’ve doubled the eastern ward-line and put two combat-wings on continuous night patrol while the unit’s away. Look at the chart and tell me if a ranger sees a hole a soldier doesn’t.”

I looked at the chart, because that was how Campe said the unsayable things, in logistics, and I found her one hole on the southwest approach that a soldier wouldn’t worry about and a ranger would, and she grunted and marked it and doubled the patrol there too, and we stood over the chart of the mesa we both loved until the lamp burned low, two people saying goodbye in the only language that didn’t break either of us.



I went to Morana that evening. Not to push. To talk. It was the method I’d learned in an earlier season, in a different garden, from a different woman who’d refused the world: you don’t reach for what’s already been taken away from a person, and you don’t demand, and you don’t fill the silence. You bring yourself to where they are, and you sit, and you let them decide whether to cross the distance, and you make it cost them nothing if they don’t.

The storm-cadet quarters were on the cliff-edge near the old launch ledges, the block where Anfa had lived before the break, where the storm-wing housed and where Morana now slept among them, trusted and integrated and apart. I found her on the small stone porch outside her room, sitting on the step with her forearms on her knees, watching the last light die over the crater. Her living scars glowed faint silver in the dusk, crackling low. She heard me coming and her shoulders set, the brace-for-a-blow set, before she even turned.

“Alpha,” she said. “Is there a problem with the wing.”

“No problem with the wing.” I sat down on the far end of the step, not close, giving her the distance, the way I’d give a wary animal the distance, and I looked out at the same dying light she was looking at. “I came to say you flew beautifully this morning. That’s all. I’ve been climbing up to the Peak to watch you and Anfa fly the paired-sweep, and it’s the best thing happening on this mesa right now, and I wanted to say so to your face instead of just thinking it.”

She went very still. I watched her, out of the side of my eye, the way you watch a thing you don’t want to spook by watching it directly. Her living scars sparked once, a bright involuntary silver flare up her forearm, before she got them back under control.

Then she tried to make me leave, exactly as Anfa had told me she would.

“You came up to the cliff-edge at dusk to tell me I fly well,” she said, and her voice had an edge in it now, the cutting edge she used like a weapon, the thing she put up the moment a compliment got too close. “I fly well. Everyone knows I fly well. It’s the one thing I’m for. You don’t need to climb up here to tell a knife it’s sharp.” She turned the edge on me. “What do you actually want. You’re the Alpha. You want something. Everybody who’s ever told me I’m good at a thing wanted to point me at something with it. So point. Don’t sit there in the dusk being kind at me. I don’t have the stomach for it. Tell me what you want me to fly at and I’ll fly at it.”

It was a good push. It was designed to make me one of two things: a man who got angry and left, which would prove her right that kindness was a trick that ran out, or a man who wanted something, which would prove her right that she was only a tool. She’d built it carefully, the way she built everything she was good at, and it had probably worked on everyone who’d ever tried this with her.

I didn’t take either door.

“I don’t want you to fly at anything,” I said, easy, still looking at the water. “I’ve got an expedition full of people who’ll fly at things on my say-so. I came up here to tell you a true thing because it was true, and you can do whatever you want with it, including nothing.” I let that sit a moment. “But since you asked me what I want, I’ll tell you the actual answer, and it isn’t a target. What I want is for the Aerie to be safer, and it is, because you’re in it. You read intelligence nobody else can read because you were on the other side of it. You fly a wing with Anfa that’s worth three of any wing we had before you. And you went into the southern camp and spared a former ally instead of killing her, which most people couldn’t have done and which I haven’t forgotten. The Aerie is safer because you’re in it, Morana. Not because you’re a sharp knife. Because you’re you, and you chose us, and you keep choosing us. That’s the thing I came up here to say. You don’t have to do anything with it.”

She didn’t answer for a long time.

I watched the water and let her not answer. The thing about the silence method is you have to actually mean the silence; you can’t sit there waiting to be thanked, because she’ll feel the waiting and it’ll become a transaction, and the whole point is that it isn’t one. So I sat and meant the silence and watched the last light go off the crater, and beside me, at the far end of the step, Morana sat with a compliment she had no defense against, because all her defenses were built for compliments about her usefulness, and this one wasn’t about her usefulness, and she didn’t know what to do with it.

Her scars crackled, soft, uncontrolled, silver in the dark.

“You shouldn’t say things like that,” she said, finally, and her cutting voice had gone, and what was under it was smaller and rawer and very tired. “It’s not kind. It feels kind but it isn’t. You say I’m wanted for being me and then someday I’ll stop being useful, I’ll be too slow or too hurt or too old to fly the wing, and you’ll find out there was never anything else there, and you’ll be disappointed, and then I’ll have let myself believe it and it’ll be so much worse than if I’d never believed it at all.” She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at her own living scars, turning her forearm so the silver light moved. “I had something to give Delphyne and she used it up and threw the rest away. That’s what I’m for. That’s what happens to me. Useful, then empty, then gone. At least with usefulness I know the terms. Don’t offer me the other thing. I can’t afford it. The fall’s too far.”

It was the verdict, said out loud, exactly as Anfa had described it. Guilty, and the sentence was that she didn’t get to have what the rest of us had.

I didn’t argue with it. You can’t argue with a verdict; arguing just makes the person defend it. I just put one more piece of evidence on the pile.

“I hear you,” I said, and I stood, because the staying-too-long would’ve turned it into pressure. “I’m not going to tell you you’re wrong. You’ve got your reasons and they’re real reasons, and I’m not going to stand here and lecture a person about her own life.” I looked down at her in the dark, at the charcoal crop and the silver scars and the storm-gray eyes that wouldn’t quite meet mine. “I’ll just keep saying the true thing when it’s true, and you can keep not believing it, and that’s allowed. You don’t owe me belief. But I’m going to keep saying it. You flew beautifully this morning. The Aerie’s safer with you in it. And whatever the bottom of the sea turns out to hold, I’m glad you’re flying down into it with us.” I stepped off the porch. “Goodnight, Morana.”

I went. I didn’t look back from the porch, because looking back there would have been waiting for something, and I wasn’t waiting for anything.

At the first bend in the cliff-path, where the stone dipped behind a shoulder of black rock and the porch-lantern was no longer a thing beside me but a small amber square above, I stopped anyway.

Not because I had heard her follow. She had not followed. The path behind me was empty, and below, the Aerie was already turning itself toward the crossing, Forge-light red under the doors, Brenna’s hammer sounding once and then again, the deep-pressure rigs being checked for the sixth time by people who would call it the fifth because the sixth made them sound nervous. Somewhere in the yard, a cadet wing ran a night formation under Rissara’s flat voice, and from the courtyard-basin path came the salt-pitch smell of treated canvas and cable, the whole mesa preparing to send a piece of itself down into the abyss.

I stopped because the center-point warmed.

It was not a bond. I would not call it that, not yet, not before she chose and not before the Mark had the right to name what she had not named. But it brushed the edge of me, silver-charcoal and uncertain, the way a storm sometimes touched the hair on your arms before the lightning came. A warmth at the rim. A question that did not know it was a question.

From the bend, I could see the porch through the slant of the rock without being close enough to make myself part of the moment. Morana had not moved toward me. She stood exactly where I’d left her, alone in the lantern-gold and the dark, one hand braced against the rail, the other turned palm-up in front of her. The silver-alive scars along her forearm were lit low, not battle-bright, not aroused, just awake, thin veins of dead lightning remembering how to glow. She looked at them as if they belonged to someone else and might, if she was very still, tell her who.

Then she reached into the inside seam of her flight-leather and drew out the feather.

Anfa’s silver feather was smaller than memory should have let it be. A single old feather, kept too long, the vane bent from years in a pocket, the silver dulled at the edges and still somehow catching the lantern. Morana held it between two fingers. The wind off the crater climbed the porch and worried at it, trying to take it, and for one long second she lifted her hand toward the rail.

She could have let it go. I saw the whole shape of that old urge in the angle of her wrist, the clean logic of it, the verdict wanting its evidence gone. Throw the hope away. Prove you never meant to keep it. Make the fall before anyone else could.

The center-point warmed once, soft and wordless.

Morana’s hand closed.

She lowered the feather, looked at her fist like it had betrayed a decision her head had made, and then tucked the feather back inside the seam of her leathers, close to her ribs, exactly where it had been before. She did not look after me. She did not come down the path. She stood alone on the porch with her scars lit silver and the feather kept, and that was all.


Chapter 5: The Forge Before the Crossing

By the last day before the crossing, with Ayida’s clutch just begun, the whole Aerie ran through the Forge.

It was the center of the mesa now, the way the Council Chamber was the center on a political day and the Flight Apron was the center on a ceremonial one. The Forge was the center on a war-eve, because a war-eve was a logistics problem before it was anything else, and the logistics all came down to gear, and the gear all came out of Brenna’s domain. The fires roared. The tool-racks gleamed. Bellic and Brenna worked the benches in the particular grim choreography of two forge-caste women preparing other people to go somewhere they might not come back from, and the cadet wings drilled in the yard outside the open doors, and Campe stood at a side table finalizing the defensive plan, and the smell of hot iron and pitch and brine sat over everything like weather.

I’d learned, over months of a life that started six weeks behind on rent, that this was what war actually looked like in the hours before it became flight and fire and screaming. Not banners. Not speeches. A forge full of tired people checking buckles. The cadets in the yard ran the same drill over and over by torchlight, Rissara’s voice flat and tireless calling the formations, because the defense Campe was building had to hold in the dark and in the rain and on the worst night of the year, and you didn’t get that by inspiring people, you got it by making the formation so deep in their bodies that fear couldn’t reach down far enough to shake it loose. I watched a war-wing senior reset her harness for the ninth time because Brenna had spotted a seam in the stitching that might fail at altitude, and I watched her not complain about it, because she’d been to the south and she knew that a seam that failed at altitude was a way to die, and the difference between a green cadet and a blooded one was that the blooded one reset the harness the ninth time without being told why.

Ivora moved through the yard between the drilling wings with a stone-dragon’s unhurried weight, reading the cadets the way she read everything, and she drifted in through the Forge doors to pass me what she’d gathered, low and even. The mood was good, she said, which was not the same as the mood being easy. The cadets were proud to be defending the mesa and frightened of being the ones left to do it if the expedition didn’t come back, and both of those were correct feelings to have and she didn’t try to talk anyone out of either. The fire-wing wanted to fly west with us and burn something; Campe had told them no four times today and would tell them no again tomorrow. And the older seniors, the ones who remembered Morana’s defection, had gone quiet about her since she’d been named to the crossing, Ivora said, because flying down into the deep on the Alpha’s wing was not a thing you sent a person you didn’t trust, and the academy understood that, even the parts of it that hadn’t forgiven her. “Trust travels faster than forgiveness,” Ivora said. “She’ll get the trust on this crossing and the forgiveness’ll catch up after. That’s the order it comes in. Always is.” And she went back out to the yard, and I filed it away, because Ivora was never wrong about the ground or the mood, and the mood was the ground at a place like this.

Ayida had told the harem about the clutch that morning.

She’d done it with her usual quiet purpose, gathering them in the Garden at first light and putting their hands on her abdomen one at a time, and the news had run through the mesa by midday the way good news ran, faster than bad. Vibria had shrieked and cried and immediately announced she was next and set the cadet-hall salt-cellar on fire in her enthusiasm, which Bellic had extinguished while saying “five this month” with the weary precision of an accountant. Sybara had gone very still and then asked Ayida a series of clinical questions about life-clutch incubation that were her way of saying she was moved. And Campe, when she’d put her hand on Ayida’s belly and felt the warmth of the rarest clutch in the world just begun, had said nothing at all, and her forearm plates had locked metallic and then smoothed, and she’d gone to the Forge and worked, because that was what Campe did with the things too big to say.

I understood the rest of it now, watching her at the side table by lamplight: the new command settling onto her. She’d already been wound tight about commanding a defense without being in the fight, a duty that reminded her too much of the Dragon War. Now there was a clutch on the mesa, Ayida’s clutch, the bloodline that founded the academy, just begun and about to be separated from the man who’d fathered it by the western sea and the black drop beneath it. Campe was about to be left to protect everything that mattered in the world, every person I loved and the rarest life on the continent, alone, while I went where I couldn’t be reached, and the protecting was a thing she’d die for gladly and the not-being-able-to-follow was a thing that was cracking her one hairline fracture at a time.

The hatchlings were not helping.

Fire-drakes at the neonatal stage were drawn to iron the way I’d already learned, and the war-eve Forge was the most iron-scented place on the continent, and the three of them had been thrown out four times and gotten back in five. This time it was Kira, who had located the rivet-stock and was working her way through it with the determination of a small dragon who’d already broken one tooth on metal and considered the tooth a reasonable cost of business. Brenna fished a rivet out of the hatchling’s mouth without looking, the way you’d take a thing off a toddler, her forge-scale forearm glowing amber in the firelight, and set the rivet back in the bin and went on with her work.

“That’s the third one she’s eaten,” Brenna said, to no one. “I’ll have to recount the stock before I pour. Bellic. Your godchild is eating my expedition.”

“She’s not my godchild, she’s my sentence,” Bellic said, from the next bench, where she was packing oilcloth around the deep-pressure regulators. “And tell the criminal to give back the rivets he took yesterday. I counted the bin. We’re forty short and there’s exactly one tactician on this mesa who steals in lots of forty.”

Torren, across the Forge, on the warm hearthstone where he’d installed himself, looked up at the accusation with the bland innocence of a dragon who had absolutely stolen forty rivets and had no intention of revealing where, and went back to pretending to sleep. He’d give them back, eventually, when the vault was complete and the rivets had served whatever architectural purpose his small criminal mind had assigned them, and not one moment before.

It should have been a good evening, the loud warm forge-eve before a crossing, and it half was. But I kept watching Campe at the side table, and I kept seeing the hairline fracture widen, the plates vibrating, the braid loosening a strand at a time though she never touched it, the seam of her jacket straining at every too-deep breath. She was a day from being left alone with the whole mesa’s defense, and she was a woman who had buried four years of grief in procedure and would bury this too, and burying it would cost her the way it always cost her, and there was a particular way Campe’s composure cracked before it broke that I’d learned to read across months.

Brenna read it too. She read it before I’d decided what to do about it.

She came to me at the brine-barrel where I’d been pretending to inspect the new anchor-clips, soot on her cheekbone, slate-gray eyes steady, and she said it the way she said everything, flat and short and true.

“Campe’s metal-fatigued,” she said. “I read steel and I read people the same way; it’s the same skill, you watch for the stress that’s about to find the seam. She’s been holding more than she can hold since the clutch news this morning, and she’s a day from holding all of it alone for weeks, and if she doesn’t vent some of that stress before you fly she’s going to crack in the field at the worst possible moment, the way over-stressed steel cracks: all at once, with no warning, when you most need it whole.” Brenna wiped her hands on her apron. “I know the feeling. I’m carrying my own. First deep crossing, gear I’ve never tested at depth, a friend I can’t lose going down into a thing that wants us dead.” She looked at me, direct. “Forge-caste tempers steel by heating it and cooling it, over and over, so the stress doesn’t gather in one place and snap. People are the same. We come to you tonight, Campe and I, before the crossing. Her to let the command-mask crack somewhere private. Me to temper my own nerves into something that’ll hold in the abyss. Not as a request, Alpha. As a need. The wall’s about to be tested and the wall has to be sound.”

“Then come,” I said. “Both of you. Tonight.”

Brenna nodded, once, the matter settled the way she settled everything, and went back to the brine, and across the Forge Campe straightened from the defensive chart and caught Brenna’s eye, and something passed between the two forge-caste women, the war-commander and the forge-keeper, the kind of wordless understanding that two people who said their love in logistics had built between them over months of working the same fires. Campe’s plates stilled a fraction. She knew. They’d already decided it between them, the two of them, before either had brought it to me. They’d come to the same conclusion the way they came to everything, by reading the stress in the steel, and they’d come to me together because that was how the wall got built.

I watched the two of them work after that, while the afternoon wore down and the cadet wings finished their drills in the yard, and there was a thing in it worth setting down, because it was the thing that made the harem a pack and not a collection. Campe and Brenna had no romance between them, no heat; what they had was caste, two warrior-castes that recognized each other, the war-dragon and the forge-dragon, both of them people who’d spent their lives being the thing everyone else stood behind. They worked the benches together in a silence that needed no filling, Campe finalizing the defense and Brenna finalizing the gear, and now and then one of them would say a single word and the other would adjust something, and that was the conversation, two professionals at the top of their work on the eve of a war, and the trust in it was a thing you could have warmed your hands at. I thought about how rare it was, what we’d built, that the most feared commander in the academy and the quietest forge-keeper on the mesa could come to me together, as a need and not a request, and that there was nothing strange in it to any of the three of us, and that the strangeness would have been the only strange thing. When the Mark first woke, I’d been a man who’d never been in a real relationship, who’d had working-girl nights in border towns and one affair that ended when she went east. Now I stood in a forge on a war-eve watching two warrior-women decide, between themselves, in the language of stress and steel, that they’d both come to me that night to set down what they couldn’t carry alone, and the most remarkable thing about it was how unremarkable it had become.

I spent the rest of the daylight on gear, because a crossing this deep was won or lost on gear, and I’d learned long ago in a frontier life that the man who skimps on his kit dies of it. Brenna walked me through the deep-pressure rig piece by piece, the way she walked me through everything, slow and complete and assuming nothing. The regulators, packed in oilcloth, that would let the land-born breathe in the air-pockets where the pressure tried to crush a surface lung; she made me work each one by hand until the motion was in my fingers, because at the bottom of a trench in the dark you fixed your own gear or you drowned, and there was no third option. The salt-resistant anchor-clips, the new pour, that wouldn’t fur green and fail. The alloy cable rated for three thousand feet of fall, the same kind that had held me over the crater in an earlier season, that we’d run between us on the Descent so that if one person lost the strata in the dark the others could haul them back. And the new thing, the thing she’d been pouring for two days, Nure’s harness, scaled for a dragon-form three times anything Brenna had ever fitted, the anchor-points reinforced for the depth and treated against the salt, a harness for a creature the size of a temple that had to hold at a pressure that would flatten the academy. Brenna laid it out across two benches because it didn’t fit on one, and she looked at it a long moment with her arms crossed, the way she looked at work she wasn’t sure of.

“I’ve never fit anything this size,” she said. “I built it from Nure’s measurements and Sybara’s pressure-tables and a great deal of guessing. It’ll hold. I think it’ll hold. The honest answer is I won’t know until she’s wearing it at depth, and that’s the worst kind of answer, but it’s the true one and you should have it.” She ran a thumb along one of the great anchor-points. “On the surface I can test a harness by hanging weight off it. There’s no weight on the mesa that means anything to a creature her size. So I built it as strong as I know how and I’ll watch it on the way down and I’ll re-pour anything that complains. That’s all I’ve got. Strong as I know how and a close eye.”

“That’s more than most people give a thing,” I said.

“It’s all forge-caste has ever given anything,” Brenna said. “Strong as we know how and a close eye. The rest is luck and we don’t believe in luck, so we just make the strong part stronger.”

Sybara hovered through all of it with a list, cross-checking the kit against the route, the Drowned Reach and the Descent and the air-pockets Nure remembered, calculating provisioning down to the day, recalculating when Nure corrected one of her assumptions about how the strata ran. She argued with Brenna about the weight allowance and lost, because Brenna did not lose arguments about weight, and she argued about the order of the scroll-cases and won, because Brenna did not care about the order of the scroll-cases. She tried, briefly, to argue that the portable resonance-register should travel in the best-padded case, ahead of the regulators, and Brenna looked at her until she withdrew the argument herself. It was the small ordinary friction of people who trusted each other enough to fight about details, and it was a comfort all by itself, watching the scholar and the forge-keeper bicker over a crossing they were both about to risk their lives on, because people who were truly afraid of dying together didn’t bicker about scroll-cases; they bickered about scroll-cases precisely because the fear was real and the bickering was how they carried it.

Morana came through the Forge twice during that final check and said almost nothing either time, which meant she had said a great deal. The first pass, she inspected Anfa’s flight-harness without being asked, fingers moving over the storm-straps with the old paired-sweep familiarity, and Anfa let her do it, which was a whole reconciliation hidden in a buckle. The second pass, Morana checked her own gear and then checked mine, quick, exact, and braced for someone to tell her she had overstepped. No one did. Brenna only handed her a replacement clasp and said, “That one complains under load,” and Morana took it with the stunned stillness of a woman being treated as part of the work instead of a tolerated risk. She fitted the new clasp, tested it twice, and looked up to find Anfa watching. The two storms said nothing. Their silence had become a road they were both walking, one careful step at a time.

Nure’s harness took four people to lift and six opinions to settle. Brenna had built it, Sybara had calculated the pressure tolerances, Nure knew where the deep would try to tear at it, and Vibria, who had no useful expertise whatsoever, contributed by declaring that anything requiring four people to lift had become a building and should pay rent. That made Nure tilt her head, considering the legal status of a harness with the grave seriousness that only made Vibria worse, and for one minute the war-eve Forge had the shape of laughter in it. Then Brenna made Nure shift in the courtyard basin and test the anchor-points against a full-body turn, and the laughter went quiet, because watching the largest dragon in the world rise half out of the water while Brenna’s new harness took the strain and held was a reminder of what we were actually preparing to do. The metal complained. Brenna heard the complaint, marked three points with chalk, and went back to the bench to make the strong part stronger.

Then came the handoff nobody had put on a list because everyone on the mesa knew the list would lose to the hatchlings.

Kira had to be pried out of the rivet bin by Vibria, who did it with one arm and an argument in fire-clan baby-talk that involved three threats, two kisses, and a promise of smoked ham if Kira stopped trying to eat the expedition. Torren produced sixteen stolen rivets from under the warm hearthstone with the solemn air of a quartermaster returning surplus stores, then kept twenty-four hidden because he had standards and a project no one else deserved to understand. Sera climbed Campe’s boot, then her trouser leg, then her uniform jacket, and settled on Campe’s shoulder with her tiny metallic spine-ridges pressed to Campe’s braid.

Bellic found the missing twenty-four ten minutes later in the toe of my spare boot, arranged by size, and decided not to tell Torren she’d found them because, in her words, “morale matters.”

Torren watched her not-tell with grave approval, as if she had passed a test.

Campe froze under the small warm weight.

For one breath the whole Forge saw it: the commander who could order a wing into a storm, standing motionless because a baby fire-drake had chosen her as a perch and made a soft subsonic rumble-purr against her neck. Her forearm plates smoothed all the way down before she caught them. She lifted one hand, careful as a person handling glass, and cupped Sera’s flank.

“You stay with Bellic,” Campe told the hatchling, in the same tone she used for cadets who needed to understand a thing the first time. “You do not eat alloy. You do not chase your sister into the cistern. You do not set the hatchling gallery on fire unless there is an actual enemy in it.”

Sera blinked, utterly unconcerned with orders.

“Good briefing,” Bellic said. “She ignored every word. She’ll make command by twenty.”

Campe’s mouth twitched. It was almost nothing. It was enough to make Brenna look away with the tact of a woman who knew a private thing when she saw it.

Then Campe lowered Sera into Bellic’s waiting arms, and the transfer nearly broke her more than any battle briefing had. The hatchling made a furious tiny rumble and dug her claws into the front of Campe’s uniform, not hard enough to hurt, hard enough to say no in the only language she had. Campe unhooked each claw with two fingers, slow and patient, the commander handling a baby dragon like a relic from a shrine, and when Sera finally settled against Bellic’s apron, Campe kept one hand hovering near her for a breath too long.

“She likes the left shoulder when she sleeps,” Campe said. “If she starts chewing the apron strap, she’s tired, not hungry. Kira will pretend to be the problem so Torren can steal what he wants. Torren will have already stolen it. Do not let them near the cold-room plans; Sybara will kill all of us in our sleep.”

“I have raised cadets,” Bellic said.

“Cadets don’t breathe fire in their sleep.”

“Some of them should have. Might’ve improved discipline.”

Campe almost smiled again, and then the almost-smile faded when Sera tucked her snout under Bellic’s jaw and stopped fighting. There it was: the handoff. The small warm chaos that had become the heart of the Tower, passed into someone else’s arms. Campe had built defenses for cities and flight wings and nests, and now she was standing in the Forge learning to leave a sleeping hatchling in someone else’s arms. It cost her. I saw it cost her. Brenna saw it too, and her forge-scales warmed in silent recognition, one protector watching another set down something precious because the wall still needed both hands.



I went to Ayida in the Garden before the moon was up, because the hardest goodbye is the one you have to make to the person who can’t come, and I wanted to make it where she lived.

She was in the sanctum, the place the clutch had begun, and the Garden had grown denser around it in just the days since, the night-blooming vines thicker, the flowers more, the whole sanctum a deeper green and a brighter dark. She was sitting on the fur with her hand on her own abdomen, the way she sat now, the way I’d seen Vibria sit when she carried, the unconscious cradle, and her iridescent skin had a steady low shimmer that brightened when I came in.

“You’re leaving in the morning,” she said. Not a question. “And you came to me last, in the dark, in the Garden. Which is right. I’m the one who can’t follow, so I’m the one you have to leave properly, or it’ll sit wrong in you the whole crossing.”

I sat down on the fur beside her and put my hand over hers, over the warmth where the clutch was, our clutch, the thing we’d made on purpose before the crossing west.

“I don’t want to go a mile of ocean away from this,” I said. It was the plainest true thing in me and I said it plain. “I’ve thought about it from every angle and there’s no other shape to it, the knowledge is in the deep and Nure’s people might be in the deep and the war runs through both, so I have to go. But I want you to know I hate it. I’m leaving you carrying our clutch, behind a wall, while I go where the Mark dims because we’re too far apart. There’s no part of me that’s easy about it.”

“Good,” she said, and she turned her hand over under mine and laced our fingers over her belly. “I’d hate it if it were easy for you. It’s not easy for me either, and I’m glad we match.” Her amber eyes were steady, gold at the edges in the dark. “But listen to me, because I’m going to say the thing you need to carry down into the deep so it doesn’t sit wrong. You’re not leaving me undefended. I have a Garden that is also a fortress and grows stronger every day I walk in it. I have Campe and the whole war-wing and five hundred dragon-kin between me and any harm. And I have this.” She pressed our joined hands to the clutch. “Which is not fragile, Dane. Life isn’t fragile. It’s the most stubborn thing there is. I should know; I’m made of it. This clutch will be bigger when you come back, and it will be safe, because I am dangerous enough to anyone who would harm what I’m growing, and anyone who tries will learn that the gentlest dragon in the academy is gentle by choice and not by nature.” Her gold eyes held mine. “So go to the deep. Free the broken man. Find Nure’s people. And don’t spend one hour of the crossing afraid for me. Spend it being who you are, the man who stands next to cages and waits, because there’s a cage at the bottom of all this, two of them, Vael’s and Nure’s loneliness, and you’re the one who knows how to open them. Be that. I’ll grow the clutch. We’ll trade you back whole.”

“Tell me what you’ll do while I’m gone,” I said, because I wanted to be able to picture it, to carry the picture of her safe down into the deep where the Mark would dim and I couldn’t feel her. “Give me a thing to see when I’m at the bottom and missing you.”

“I’ll walk the Garden at dawn and dusk, the way I do,” she said, and her iridescent skin brightened with the telling, the small everyday wonders that were her whole life. “I’ll grow the rampart higher; there’s a stretch on the northwest wall I’ve been wanting to thicken. I’ll let Sera lose to the flowers all morning. I’ll tend the plants in your Tower so they’re thriving when you come back; the fig tree’s going to fruit again, I can feel it deciding to. I’ll get bigger.” Her hand pressed mine to the clutch. “This will get bigger. I’ll sit in the sun and feel it grow and talk to it about its father, who’s down in the dark being brave, and by the time you’re home it’ll be a real weight, a thing you can see, and you’ll put your hand here and feel how much it grew while you were gone.” She smiled, gold-amber eyes soft. “That’s what I’ll do. I’ll grow things. It’s what I’ve always been able to do and it’s turned out to be the thing that matters most. While you go to the deep and un-make a cage, I’ll stay here and make life, our life, in the Garden, where it’s safe, and I’ll have more of it for you when you come home. That’s the picture. Carry that one down into the dark.”

I leaned my forehead against hers in the blooming dark, the way Campe had, the way the women I loved had taught me a man was allowed to do, and we sat like that a while, my hand on the clutch and the Garden breathing around us, and I fixed the picture of her in my chest, barefoot in the green, growing things, safe, getting bigger with our clutch, so that under the abyss, with the Mark dimmed to almost nothing, I’d be able to close my eyes and see exactly what I was coming home to.

“When I come back,” I said, “I’m going to be here for the laying. Whatever else is happening. I’m going to be here when this comes out of you. I’m telling you now so it’s a promise and not a hope.”

“I’ll hold you to it,” Ayida said softly, and a flower opened against my knee. “Now go. Campe and Brenna are waiting for you in the Forge, and they need you more tonight than I do, because I’m steady and they’re not, and that’s the right order of things.” She kissed me, slow, her gold-warm mouth, and drew back. “I’m steady because of you. Remember that down there, when the Mark dims and you can’t feel me. I’m steady because you’re real, and you’ll still be real beneath all that dark water. Go.”



They came to the Forge near midnight, after the cadets had cleared the yard and Bellic had taken the brood up to the nest and the fires were banked low.

I’d told them I’d be there and I was, sitting on a stool by the banked forge with the heat coming off it in a low red glow, and they came in together and Brenna barred the door, and the Forge went quiet except for the tick of cooling metal and the breath of the coals. This was Brenna’s domain. The workbench where she’d built every harness any of us had ever worn, the tool-racks she kept in an order only she understood, the anvil, the quench-trough, the whole low red-lit cathedral of iron she’d bonded in. It was the right place for this. Campe needed somewhere that wasn’t the Tower and wasn’t the nest and wasn’t the command chart, somewhere with no rank in it, and the Forge had no rank in it, only fire and the people who worked it.

Campe came to me in full uniform.

She always did. It was her whole erotic architecture, the undressing-as-process, the armor that kept her in and kept her apart coming off layer by layer, and tonight she needed it badly, because tonight she needed to be taken out of the commander piece by piece. She stood in front of me, sharp and symmetrical and buttoned to the throat, the silver-edged half-cape over her shoulders, the braid tight, the plates vibrating. And she didn’t speak. She just reached up and unbuttoned her own collar, the first button, and the beauty mark on her left collarbone came into the firelight, and I saw the commander begin to loosen one button at a time.

Brenna helped her out of the rest. That was the new thing, the forge-caste tenderness of it: Brenna stepped behind Campe and undid the jacket the way she’d undo a harness, with the same competent care, easing it off the broad shoulders, and then she worked the binding, the tight wrap that bound Campe’s massive bust flat under the uniform all day, and she unwound it slow, around and around, and Campe’s breath came shorter with every turn, and when the last of the binding fell away the heavy tits spilled free, full and natural and warm in the firelight, the dark pink nipples already hard, and Campe let out a long breath like a held line finally given slack.

“There,” Brenna said, low, setting the binding aside the way she’d set aside a tool. “Better. The stress was all in the binding. It always is.”

Campe’s forearm plates began to retract. I watched the dark metallic scale smooth toward bare olive skin, the involuntary barometer, the war-dragon’s armor coming off in real time, and with every inch of it that smoothed away, a little of the locked command went with it.

“Yes, Alpha,” she said, and her voice had already dropped to the low private register, the parade-ground flattened to a whisper that landed harder than any shout. “Take it off me. All of it. I have to be hollow before I can be the wall, and you’re the only one who can hollow me out.” She came to me and knelt first, the commander going to her knees, the private surrender of the woman who commanded five hundred cadets undoing us both.

She freed my cock from my trousers, gripping the hard length of it once in her hand, and then wrapped her massive bust around it, paizuri, her mandatory signature, the heavy soft flesh engulfing my shaft, warm, yielding, her green eyes looking up the length of my body, the eyes that had commanded armies. That first press still hit like a private ritual, the weight and softness of her closing around my cock, the warm valley of her cleavage swallowing me to the base so only the flushed head pushed up out of the top of her tits into the cool firelit air, and she pushed her breasts together with both hands, framing my cock in soft olive flesh, and looked up to make sure I was watching her do it. I was always watching her do it. She knew I was. That was half of why she did it that way, slow, deliberate, the commander making certain her surrender had an audience of exactly one.

She worked me slow and deliberate, the soft valley of her tits sliding up and down my shaft, her tongue catching the head on each upstroke and curling around the crown, lapping the bead of pre-cum I’d already leaked, and her war-rumble began low in her chest, the subsonic vibration I could feel through her tits where they wrapped my cock, a hum that traveled up through the soft flesh and into me, the war-dragon’s body refusing to be silent even now, even on her knees. Her dark pink nipples had gone fully hard, and they dragged against my thighs on each downstroke, and she watched my face the whole time, reading every breath, the way she read a battlefield, calibrating her mouth and her tits to exactly what pulled the most response out of me, drooling down between them to slick the way until my cock fucked easy through the wet valley of her cleavage.

And Brenna knelt beside her.

Brenna’s hands were forge-warm, hotter than human, the heat radiating from her scales, and she put them on Campe’s strong thighs, sliding up the inside, and she began the thing she was expert at, the thing that was her whole lane. She edged Campe. Slow forge-caste patience, her fingers finding Campe’s slick clit and working it in a deliberate rhythm, building the commander up while the commander worked me with her mouth, and then, just as Campe’s thighs began to tremble, Brenna stopped, held, let her cool, and started again. Heating and cooling. Tempering. Campe made a low broken sound around me and her green eyes flicked to Brenna, half outrage and half gratitude, and Brenna’s slate-gray eyes were calm and certain.

“Not yet,” Brenna told her, forge-warm fingers holding Campe at the brink and easing her back. “You lay command down slow. You don’t get to throw it off all at once. We do this the way you do steel. Heat. Cool. Heat. So the surrender goes all the way through and doesn’t just crack the surface.” Two temperatures knelt at my feet, war-warm and forge-hot, the commander’s mouth and the forge-keeper’s hands, and Campe shook between them, held at the edge, her plates fully smoothed now, bare olive skin from wrist to elbow, hollowed out one degree at a time.

I watched the most dangerous combat commander on the continent fall apart by the inch on her knees in the firelight, and I will say plainly that there was nothing else in my life quite like it, the woman who broke a war-dragon’s line looking up with pleading green eyes while another woman’s hand kept her hanging on the edge of her own undoing. Her braid had come fully loose now, auburn-brown spilling over her bare shoulders, a surrender all by itself. Her war-rumble built and Brenna let her cool and it sank and built again, each cycle deeper, each one drawing more of the locked command out of her, and Campe’s mouth never left me through all of it, the soft heavy valley of her bust working me slow while she came apart at the other end, served and tempered at both at once.

“Please,” Campe said, breaking off for one ragged breath, the parade-ground whisper gone to rags. “Alpha. I can’t hold it much longer. The command or the wanting, either one. Let me have it. I’ve been the wall so long I’ve forgotten how to be anything but the wall. Make me forget I’m the wall. Just for tonight. Hollow me all the way out.”

“Soon,” I told her, and ran my hand into her loosened hair, gripping it gently, tilting her face up so her wet green eyes had to hold mine. “You’ll have it. But Brenna’s right. Slow. All the way through. You don’t get to crack the surface and call it done. We take you all the way down.”

Her war-rumble rolled through the floor at that, the tool-racks ticking, and Brenna built her up one more cycle, the third, the temper-cycle, holding her right at the breaking point.

I let it build until Campe’s war-rumble had the tool-racks ticking, and then I lifted her up off her knees and laid her back on the workbench, on the broad scarred surface where Brenna had built every harness in our lives, and the firelight ran red along the length of her, the heavy spill of her bust falling to either side as she lay back, the wide mature hips, the strong thighs already parting for me. I stepped between them and ran my hands up the inside of those thighs, over the smoothed forearm she lifted to my face, and she turned her cheek into my palm, the commander asking without asking, and I gave it to her.

I notched my cock against her slick entrance and took her there, missionary, the first slow push sinking all the way home, my shaft parting her and burying deep in the tight wet heat of a woman who hadn’t been touched in too long before me and still gripped like it, and she made a sound that started as the parade-ground voice and broke halfway into something with no rank in it at all, her heavy bust shuddering with each stroke, her hands coming up to grip my forearms, not controlling, permitting, telling me with her grip that she’d given the steering away. Each thrust drove deep and dragged back through the clench of her, the heavy tits rolling with the rhythm, and she took all of it and lifted her hips for more. Brenna lay along Campe’s side with one forge-scale forearm glowing amber in the dark and kept her hand at Campe’s clit, working her in slow circles, holding her, tempering her, and between the deep stroke of me and the steady forge-warm pressure of Brenna’s fingers Campe began to come apart at a depth she didn’t reach alone.

“There,” Brenna murmured against Campe’s ear, watching her face, reading the stress and the surrender both. “All the way through this time. Not the surface. All the way down.”

“Breed me,” Campe said, low and wrecked, her hands gripping my forearms, not controlling, permitting. “Fill me up, Alpha, please. Hollow me out and fill me. I have to be empty of command and full of you before I can hold the whole world up alone.” Her war-rumble rolled through the bench, through the floor, the windows in their frames beginning to buzz, and the quench-trough on its stand sent up the faintest ring of disturbed water. “Here. Mine. Before the crossing.”

Brenna edged her right to the breaking point and then, on a glance from me, let her go.

Campe came with her war-rumble at full volume, the bench trembling, the tool-racks rattling on their hooks, a hammer walking itself off a peg and clanging to the floor, the whole Forge ringing with the subsonic of her, and her plates were smooth, all of them, every inch of armor surrendered, and her green eyes went wide and wet and undefended, the commander gone, the woman left, hollowed and shaking and held. I drove the final stroke home on the crest of it, filling her the way doctrine demanded and the way she needed, my own release pulled out of me by the milking clench of her, the Mark flaring green-gold in the red-lit Forge.

“There it is,” Brenna murmured, her forge-warm hand on Campe’s belly now, riding the aftershocks. “There it is. The brace eased.”

But we weren’t done. Brenna’s nerves still needed tempering, and Brenna’s nerves got tempered in Brenna’s domain, and her domain was the workbench.

I moved to her, and she shed her work-leathers with the same economy she did everything, no ceremony, the broad stocky powerful body of her coming bare in the firelight, the forge-built shoulders and the heavy strong arms and the compact muscled thighs, a body built by twenty years of hammer-work and bellows-heat, nothing soft about it and all of it warm to the touch, warmer than human, the forge-heat banked under her skin the way Vibria’s fire was banked under hers. She went to her own bench and bent over it, her domain, her ground, the surface she’d bonded on, the scarred wood she’d shaped a thousand pieces of metal across, and she set her forearms flat on it and waited, slate-gray eyes calm, her forge-scales already beginning to warm at the wrists.

And Campe, hollowed and easier now, her plates smoothed and her breath easier, rose off the bench and came to stand behind Brenna with her hands on the forge-keeper’s broad hips, the commander returning the favor she’d been given, holding Brenna steady the way Brenna had held her. The two warrior-caste women, one staying and one going, the war-dragon’s smoothed bare forearms bracketing the forge-dragon’s heating scaled ones, and I stood between the leaving and the staying with my hands on Brenna’s hips.

I gripped her stocky powerful hips and sank my cock into Brenna from behind, the first stroke slow and deep, parting her and pushing in until my hips met her in one steady glide, and she gasped the sharp metal-hiss she made, the quench-sound, breath drawn through her teeth like water hitting hot steel, and her forge-scales ignited up her forearms, amber to orange, the heat of them rising into the air between us. She was hot inside, a deep forge-warmth distinct from Vibria’s scalding fire, even and constant, the heat of a banked coal-bed, gripping my shaft like a vice the moment I filled her, and I sank into it and held there and felt her body clench around my cock with the sustained strength that was hers, the forge-caste control that could hold a tempo through a long pour without flagging. I drew back until just the head held her open and drove home again, watching her muscled ass take the impact, the slap of my hips against her echoing off the iron racks.

And then she tempered herself in the way that was hers alone, the way no one else in the harem did: she edged herself. Her own hand went between her thighs, bracing herself on one forearm against the bench, and she controlled her own release, forge-caste mastery of her own body, bringing herself to the brink and holding, reading my rhythm and her own and the heat building in her scales, tempering herself, three cycles of heat-and-cool the way she tempered steel for a good edge, drawing it out, making the surrender go all the way through. I felt her take herself to the edge and stop, felt her body lock and then ease, felt the heat in her forearms surge toward molten and bank back, and I matched her, slow then slower then slow again, letting her run her own temper, because that was the gift you gave Brenna, the room to do it her own exacting way.

“You don’t have to be afraid of the deep,” Campe told her, low, the commander steadying the forge-keeper, her warm hands on Brenna’s hips, her smoothed forearms bracketing the glowing scaled ones. “You built gear that holds. You’ll hold. Let go, Brenna. Let the Alpha breed you and let go. The wall’s already built. You built it. Now temper yourself and trust it.”

Brenna held, and held, the third cycle, her scales going from orange toward molten, the workbench beginning to smoke faintly under her forge-hot forearms.

“Breed me, Alpha,” she said, slate-gray eyes open, watching the banked fire, her body gripping me with the sustained forge-caste strength that could hold a tempo for hours. “I choose this. Fill me up and let me hold.” And she released.

Her quench-hiss, the sharp intake through clenched teeth, metal hitting water, the sound she made at the peak that was unlike any sound any of the others made, the forge-keeper’s climax announced through the hiss of a quench, the sound of hot steel meeting cold water, the sound her whole life was made of. Her forge-scales blazed molten, white-hot at the center and orange at the edges, bright enough to throw shadows across the whole Forge, the banked fire dim beside the light of her own forearms, and the workbench smoked under her arms where her forge-hot skin pressed the wood, and her compact powerful body clenched around me in a single sustained contraction, one long forge-caste grip, controlled and total and endless, that pulled me deep and held me there. I gave her the doctrine and the want together, the last push held all the way home, the Mark flaring steel-gray-gold in the red-lit dark, and Campe pressed against both of us from behind, her war-rumble subsided to a low steady purr, her hands on Brenna’s stocky powerful hips and her smoothed cheek against Brenna’s shoulder, the three of us tangled over the bench where every harness in our lives had been built, two warrior-caste women and the man between them, the heat of Brenna’s molten scales and the cool of Campe’s smoothed plates and the steel-gray and green points blazing together on my chest, tempered, all of us, the command eased and the nerves steadied, ready, in the only way the three of us knew how to get ready, for a war.



We ended on the Forge floor, on a fur Brenna kept there for the nights she slept beside the fire, the three of us in the low red glow of the banked coals.

Campe held Brenna’s forge-warm hand in both of hers, and she did a thing that stopped my breath: she pressed Brenna’s hand flat against her own left flank, against the clean red scar three scales deep where the dark-scaled war-dragon had opened her in an earlier season, the wound Ayida’s life-magic had closed to a line she’d carry forever. The forge-heat of Brenna’s hand sank into the old scar, and Campe closed her eyes.

“Hold the line behind me,” Campe said, to Brenna. It was the highest thing she could say to another warrior, and she said it low, the commander to the forge-keeper, the woman staying to the woman going.

“You’re holding the line,” Brenna said. “I’m building the wall. Different jobs. Same war.” She turned her hand over inside Campe’s and gripped it. “I’ll keep him alive in the deep. You keep them alive up here. We’ll trade them back whole.”

Campe opened her green eyes and looked at me, and the commander was still gone, the woman still here, hollowed and steadied and ready now in the way she hadn’t been at the side table.

“I’ll keep them safe,” she said. “The hatchlings. Her clutch. The cadets. The wall. All of it. I will hold this mesa with my body if it comes to it. It had better not come to it. I will.” Her voice was iron wrapped in the low private register. “You go into the deep and you free that broken man and you find Nure’s people if they’re there, and you come back to it. All of it. It’ll be here. I’ll make sure it’s here.” She gripped my hand with the one that wasn’t holding Brenna’s. “Come back to it, Dane.”

“I’ll come back to it,” I said.

“Say it like the gear holds,” Brenna said. “Say it like a thing you tested.”

“I’ll come back to it,” I said. “Tested. Rated for the depth.”

Brenna’s mouth twitched into the shape that was almost a smile. Campe’s plates stayed smooth. The Mark settled to its steady glow, green and steel-gray bright among the seven, the center golden-white and even, and for a while none of us moved, three people on a fur in a red-lit Forge the night before the world tilted, two of them staying and one of them going and all three of them holding the line the only way they knew how.

Brenna slept first, which told me how much fear she’d burned through before she came to the Forge. She did not fall asleep gracefully. She argued with sleep the way she argued with bad metal, resisted it by force of discipline, blinked slower and slower with her hand still on Campe’s, and then simply stopped resisting, her forge-warm weight heavy against my side. Campe watched her go with the grave tenderness of a commander watching a sentry finally relieved, and then set her own hand over Brenna’s and mine both, three hands layered in the firelight. “She’ll check the harnesses again before dawn,” Campe murmured. “She won’t sleep long enough.” I said I knew, and Campe’s mouth softened because knowing was the comfort. We knew the people we loved well enough to predict the ways they’d refuse rest, and loving them meant making room for those refusals without letting them become wounds.

Above us, faintly, through three floors of stone, a hatchling sneezed a spark in its sleep, and Bellic’s voice came down distant and resigned through the dark.

“That’s a spark. That’s a definite sleep-spark. Go back to sleep, you small arsonist. Nobody’s awake to put you out. Sera, watch your sister. Sera’s in charge. Good girl, Sera. Everyone go back to sleep.”

Campe huffed something that was almost a laugh against my shoulder.

“Sera’s in charge,” she murmured, eyes closed, the war-rumble a contented purr now. “The careful one. Good.”


Chapter 6: The Crossing West

We launched at dawn, when the crossing could not be delayed another hour, and the whole Aerie came to watch us go.

The Flight Apron was crowded the way it was only crowded for the ceremonial things, cadets lining the balconies and the watchtowers, the wind coming off the crater cold and clean, the sun not yet over the eastern rim. The expedition stood on the launch stone with the gear packed and the harnesses checked twice by Brenna’s own hands: me, Sybara with her three scroll-cases and a portable resonance-register wrapped in oilcloth, Brenna beside the gear with forge-caste calm, Vibria already vibrating with the need to be airborne, Anfa and Morana at the storm-end, Nure down at the courtyard basin where she’d shift, because Nure’s dragon-form was too large for the apron and always had been.

The goodbyes were the hard part, and I made them count, because you don’t fly into the deep with goodbyes half-made.

Ayida came to me at the launch stone with her hand on her own abdomen, on the clutch, and her iridescent skin bright in the gray light. “It’ll be bigger when you’re back,” she said, low, just for me, and she pressed my hand to the warmth one last time. “Don’t be afraid for it. Be the man who opens cages. Go.” And she stepped back into the crowd of cadets, and the flowers that grew where she stood opened along the apron’s edge in a line, a small green farewell I’d carry the whole way west.

Campe stood at attention. Full uniform, the silver-edged half-cape, the braid tight again, the commander’s mask fully on, because the cadets were watching and the commander did not let the cadets see the break. She gave me the formal send-off, the proper words, the perimeter report, and then, when she reached past protocol to check the seat of my harness one last time, her hand stayed on the anchor-strap one second too long, one second past any reason, and her forest-green eyes met mine, and everything she’d said on the Forge floor passed between us in that second and neither of us said a word of it. “Fly true, Alpha,” she said, parade-ground, and stepped back, and only I saw the plates on her forearms vibrate once before she stilled them.

Sera tried to follow.

The smallest hatchling had figured out something was wrong, that the people were leaving, that the man she rumble-purred at and the fire-mother and the storm-women were all on the launch stone with gear, and she shrieked, a high desolate sound, and launched off Campe’s shoulder and flapped toward the formation, and Campe caught her out of the air with one hand, gentle and absolute, and held the struggling shrieking baby against her chest while the war-rumble started in her own throat to soothe her, and the most feared commander in the academy stood at attention with a wailing baby dragon clamped to her breastplate and did not let one flicker of it reach her face. Kira and Torren set up a sympathetic racket from Bellic’s arms. Bellic mouthed bring me a shell over the noise. It was the least dignified send-off in the history of the academy and it was the one I’d remember, the babies screaming and Campe holding the line and Ayida’s flowers opening along the apron’s edge.

Down the line, the rest of the goodbyes were happening in their own registers. Bellic had the other two hatchlings, Kira tucked under one arm and Torren held against her hip, and she was telling them, in the flat voice of a woman who knew they didn’t understand a word and said it anyway, that their father was going on a trip and would be back and that in the meantime if either of them set the gallery on fire she would personally see to it that there were consequences, the nature of which she was still working out, but consequences. Kira chewed on the strap of Bellic’s apron and watched the launch stone with bright reckless eyes, already plotting some catastrophe, and Torren watched it with his steady amber gaze and I had the distinct and probably correct sense that he was filing the whole departure away, the gear, the formation, the route the wing would take off the apron, the way he filed everything, to be used later.

Ivora came to the edge of the launch stone with a small flat stone in her hand, gray and ordinary, and pressed it into my palm without ceremony. “Mesa-stone,” she said. “From the south face. So you’ve got a piece of home with you in the deep. A stone-dragon thing. We don’t go anywhere without a piece of the ground we came from.” She closed my fingers over it. “Bring it back. And yourself. In that order if you have to choose, but don’t choose.” It was, from Ivora, an avalanche of feeling, and I put the stone in my breast pocket where the Mark would warm it, and meant to keep it the whole way down.

Sybara was making her own goodbyes to the cadet who’d be tending the deep archive in her absence, a long and increasingly anxious set of instructions about the cracked resonance-glass and which scrolls were not to be touched and what to do if the central register did anything at all, which was, she stressed, to do nothing and send for no one and simply write down exactly what it did and wait for her return. The cadet, pale, nodded through all of it. Vibria, beside me, watched the scholar fret and grinned. “She’s leaving the archive like it’s a sick child,” she said. “She left an actual list. I saw it. It has subsections.” She raised her voice. “Sybara! The archive will survive five weeks without you reading it!”

“That is precisely what I am afraid of,” Sybara called back, without irony, and finished her instructions.

Then Nure surfaced in the courtyard basin and shifted, and the apron went quiet.

I still had not gotten used to it, and I’d had months of chances. The basin water heaved and broke and rose, and a hundred and eighty feet of abyssal sea-dragon climbed out of it, dark blue-black scales that drank the dawn light and gave back a deep bioluminescent shimmer, the largest dragon any of these cadets would ever see, three times Campe’s war-dragon, a thing out of the deep that had no business in the morning sky and filled it anyway. The cadets on the balconies went silent and then murmured all at once. Nure’s shadow fell across the apron, and the wailing hatchlings stopped wailing and stared upward, awed into silence by a thing even a baby dragon knew to be awed by.

And four hours from now, or four days, when we made camp, that hundred-and-eighty-foot apex predator would be a woman who tilted her head at sarcasm and ate ceramic bowls and was more afraid than I had seen her yet of a voice in the deep that might be her people. The dragon climbing out of the basin had no fear in it. The woman inside the dragon was terrified. That gap was the engine of my whole strange life, and it had never run hotter than it ran that morning, watching the largest dragon in the world lift off a mesa to go down into the one thing she was afraid of.

We launched.

Me on Anfa, the harness bound to her spine-ridge, fastest mount and best combat pair. Sybara on Brenna, the forge-dragon steady enough to carry the scholar and her scroll-cases, the same pairing we’d used on the western expedition when Sybara first discovered that Brenna’s steady wingbeat made the cleanest reading platform in the world. Vibria in her own fire-drake form, fast and reckless, trailing heat-shimmer. Morana flying Anfa’s wing, charcoal against silver. And Nure leading, vast and low, sometimes in the air and sometimes dropping to the water to swim a stretch and surface ahead of us, the guide, the only one of us who knew the way to the deep because the way to the deep was the way home.

The formation found its shape in the first hour, the way a good unit does, each piece settling into the place it flew best. Nure ranged ahead and below, in the water more than the air, the guide, surfacing to beckon and sounding again. Anfa carried me at the center, the fastest and the steadiest, and Morana flew her wing, charcoal off the silver, the paired-sweep holding even on a long straight crossing because the bodies couldn’t fly any other way near each other. Brenna anchored the rear with Sybara on her back and the gear in the harness-panniers, the forge-dragon’s steady wingbeat eating the miles without flash or waste, and Vibria ranged wherever she pleased, which was everywhere, looping and climbing and diving for the joy of a sky to fly in, scouting ahead in bursts and falling back to fly upside-down under Anfa’s belly and shout something I couldn’t hear over the wind, the fastest flier in the formation using her speed mostly to be a nuisance, which was Vibria’s whole way of being useful, keeping the long flight from going grim.

The Aerie shrank behind us. The Mark on my chest, with five of its seven bonded points flying west and two staying behind at the mesa, settled into the particular ache of a bond stretched: Ayida’s gold point dimming as the miles opened between us, the cost of distance Sybara had measured, the physical price of leaving a bonded partner behind. I touched it once and let it be. It would dim more before we were done, dim to almost nothing at depth, and I’d feel the lack of her the way you feel a held breath, the gold gone quiet on my chest where it usually glowed warm and close. That was the cost of the crossing, and I’d known the cost, and I paid it, and I held the picture she’d given me, barefoot in the green, growing things, getting bigger with our clutch, against the dimming, so that even when I couldn’t feel her I’d know exactly what I was flying back to.



The first crossing took three days, and I’ll tell the parts that mattered, because three days of flight is mostly wind and cold and the discipline of not thinking too hard about how far you are from home. Those first three days mattered because the deep began reaching for us before we ever went below it.

The land changed under us. The high mesas gave way to forest and river-country, and then to the broken coastal ranges, black rock and old-growth running down to a sea that got grayer and wider as we flew west.

I flew it the way my mother had taught me to read country before she taught me letters, taking the count of the land below the way I took the count of bodies in a bed: the watercourses and the ridge-lines, the passes a person could move an army through, the places the ground itself would do half your defending for you. Old survey-work muscle, and useless now, the way most of what I’d been before the Mark was useless now, except that it kept my head busy across the long cold hours and stopped me from chewing on the dimming of Ayida’s point. The Mark told me the distance in the only language that mattered to it, the gold point going lower hour by hour, the cost of leaving a bonded woman behind written on my own chest.

Nure led, and watching her lead was the wonder of the crossing. In the air she could only manage stretches; her abyssal body was built for water, not wind, and the wind fought her the way it fought no one else. So she flew the high reaches and then dropped, when the coast turned to sea, into the water itself, vast and dark beneath the surface, a shadow the size of a barge running ahead of us just under the swell, and surfaced miles on to breach and blow and beckon us forward with a sweep of one enormous wing. The grace of it stopped me; the wind-clumsiness fell off her the instant the water took her, and she moved through the gray sea the way Anfa moved through a storm, like the medium had been made for her and she for it. The cadets at home would not know this Nure, the one who belonged. They saw the woman who ate ceramic bowls and the dragon too big for the apron. They did not see her come home to her element and become, in an instant, the sovereign of it. I watched her run dark beneath the swell with the gray light on the water above her and I understood all at once exactly how much the surface had cost her, and exactly how little any of us had ever been able to give her back. We were about to fly her down into the only place that had ever been hers. It was the least we owed her, and it had taken all the months since the Drowned Reach to be able to do it.

We camped twice, on a high plateau the first night and at the coastal tree-line the second, and the camps were where the real thing happened, because the real thing was Morana.

She thawed on the road. Anfa had told me she might, and she did, and the agent of it was Vibria.

Vibria adopted Morana the way she’d adopted Ayida and Nure and everyone else worth adopting, which is to say aggressively, without consent, and without any apparent awareness that it was a thing a person might resist. The first night, on the plateau, Vibria simply sat down too close to Morana at the fire, closer than anyone sat to Morana, inside the careful distance Morana kept around herself like a moat, and started talking, and didn’t stop, and didn’t require Morana to talk back, and over the course of an hour wore the moat down by sheer cheerful persistence. She told Morana about the hatchlings. She told Morana about the time she set the cadet-hall salt-cellar on fire (she did not specify which time, there being many). She demanded Morana’s opinion on storm-flight technique and then argued with the opinion, and in defending it Morana spoke more than she usually allowed herself without immediately downgrading herself.

And then, because Morana looked unconvinced about some point of aerial maneuvering, Vibria stood up and demonstrated it by setting a log on fire and using the flame-light to trace the flight-path in the dark, an entirely unnecessary act of showing off that ended with the log fully ablaze and Vibria grinning at it like she’d proved something, and Morana, despite everything, despite two years of being a tool and a verdict and a moat, laughed.

It wasn’t a big laugh. It was startled out of her, the laugh of a person who’d forgotten she could, and she covered it fast, and her storm-gray eyes flicked to me to see if I’d seen, braced, like laughing was a thing she could be punished for. But it had happened. The fire-drake had set a log on fire to make the storm laugh, and the storm had laughed, and across the camp Anfa watched her flight-sister thaw a degree in the firelight and said nothing, and I caught the small movement of Morana’s hand going to her pocket, to the silver feather, checking it was there, before she folded the laugh back down.

The camp settled into the easy rhythm a good unit finds on the road, the rhythm I’d missed without knowing it through three months of the Aerie’s comfort. Sybara had claimed the flattest rock and the best of the firelight and was reading, of course, one of her surface sources on the ocean-clan, her glasses low on her nose, occasionally reading a line aloud to no one because the line had caught her too hard to keep silent. Nure lay near the fire’s edge for the company more than the warmth, which meant little to her, her bioluminescence dimmed low, watching the flames with the fascination she still gave to fire after months on the surface, because fire was the one thing the deep had never had. “On the surface you are warmed by a thing that eats wood and dies if you stop feeding it,” she observed, to the fire. “In the deep we are warmed by the bones of the world, the vents, which never go out and ask for nothing. I have decided the surface way is more sociable and the deep way is more sensible. You must sit and tend your warmth and talk to it. We simply have ours.” She tilted her head. “Though I have grown fond of the tending. There is something in it. You gather around a thing that will die without you and you keep it alive together. That is very like you people. You make even your warmth into a thing you must do for each other.”

“That’s very deep,” Vibria told her, “for someone who ate a bowl last week.”

“The bowl was an experiment,” Nure said with dignity. “I am a scientist of the surface. Sybara takes notes; I taste things. We have the same calling. Hers produces paper and mine produces regret, but the method is identical.”

“It is not identical,” Sybara said, not looking up from her source. “I do not put the archive in my mouth.”

“You would if it were the only way to learn what it was,” Nure said, and Sybara opened her mouth to object and then closed it, because it was, on reflection, true, and Nure’s luminous rings pulsed with quiet satisfaction at having won an argument with the scholar, which was a rare and treasured thing. Even Morana, at the edge of the firelight, watched the exchange with the wary attention of a person learning the shape of a group she was not sure she belonged to, and I saw her track the warmth of it, the easy unguarded teasing, the way a cold person tracks an open window onto a lit room.

“She laughs,” Vibria told me later, quietly, when Morana had gone to take the first watch. The fire-drake had her perceptive face on, the one she hid under the loud one. “She thinks nobody notices when she does it. She thinks she’s hiding it. She’s terrible at hiding it.” Vibria poked the fire with a stick, her orange-amber eyes thoughtful. “Anfa’s the one who can reach the deep stuff in her, the flight-sister stuff, the old wound. But I can reach the surface stuff, the just-being-a-person stuff, because I don’t take no for an answer and I don’t make it heavy. She can’t be heavy with me. I won’t let her. I just keep being light at her until she forgets to be a tragedy for a minute.” She glanced at me. “That’s a thing too, you know. The reaching. Anfa goes deep, you stand and wait, and I just keep being light. We’re all working on her. She doesn’t know she’s surrounded.” Vibria grinned, fierce and warm. “By the time we’re under the abyss, she’s going to be one of us whether she’s decided to be or not. We’re very annoying. She doesn’t stand a chance.”

I looked at the fire-drake who’d been the first of all of them, the volunteer, the daylight one, the one who’d adopted every broken person who came to us and made the harem a place a broken person could be, and I thought again that Vibria was the least heavy and the most important load-bearing person I knew.

“You’re not just the fun one,” I told her.

“I know,” Vibria said, and for a second she wasn’t loud at all. “Took me months to know it. I’m the one who makes it a place people can stay. That’s a job. It’s my job.” Then she was loud again, bumping my shoulder. “Now stop being soft at me before I cry and have to set something on fire to cover it. Go check the watch. Tell Morana she did the formation right earlier so she can spend the rest of her shift not believing you. It’s good for her.”

I went to check the watch, and I found that Anfa had gotten there first.

The two storm-sisters were at the cliff-edge where the plateau dropped to the dark forest, sitting a little apart, not talking, the way they sat. Anfa did the deep work the way Vibria did the surface work, and the deep work didn’t look like anything; it looked like two women sitting on a cliff in the dark saying nothing. I almost turned back to leave them to it. But Morana saw me and straightened, the brace, and Anfa said, without turning, “Stay a minute, Alpha. She should hear this with you here, so she knows it’s not just me being soft on an old friend.”

Morana went wary. Anfa pushed her wind-wet silver hair out of her eyes and looked at her flight-sister, and her voice, when it came, was the rough soft one she’d only ever found for a few people in the world.

“I flew alone for more than two years because you left,” Anfa said. Plain. No accusation in it; she’d put the accusation down months ago. “Everyone thinks I built my walls because I’m hard. I built them because you were the one person who flew beside me and you went, and I decided I’d never let anyone close enough to leave again. You think you’re the one who did the unforgivable thing. You think you’re the traitor with the verdict. But I want you to hear, with the Alpha as my witness so you can’t tell yourself I’m just being kind, that I forgave you the day you said ‘you can choose differently’ to a soldier you could’ve killed. That was months ago. I’ve spent every day since wondering why you won’t forgive yourself when I already did, and tonight I figured it out.” She held Morana’s gaze, silver to charcoal, electric-blue to storm-gray. “It’s because forgiving yourself means you’d have to let yourself have things again. And you’d rather carry the verdict than risk wanting something and losing it. I know, because I did the exact same thing, and it took a stubborn ranger sitting next to my cage for months before I came out. So I’m telling you what nobody told me soon enough: there’s room. There’s room in this, in the pack, in the bond, in all of it. I know you’ve decided there isn’t. You decided it to keep yourself safe. But you’re wrong, and I’m going to keep being wrong at you until you believe it, because that’s what flight-sisters do.”

Morana didn’t answer for a long time. Her living scars crackled, soft, uncontrolled, in the dark.

“There isn’t room,” she said, finally, and it came out small. “You all built something. The seven of you and him. It’s whole. It works. If I push into it I’ll be the crack in it, the one who doesn’t fit, the one everyone has to make room for. I’d rather stand outside a whole thing than be the flaw in it.”

“There’s always room,” Anfa said. “That’s what he does. That’s what we built around him. It’s not a thing that breaks when you add to it. It’s a thing that gets bigger. Every one of us thought we’d be the crack. Brenna thought it for months. And every single time, it just got bigger, and the new one stopped being the crack the day she stopped believing she was one.” Anfa reached over, slow, telegraphed, and put her hand over Morana’s where it rested on the stone, the way she’d taken it on the Peak months ago. “There’s room. Stop standing outside the warm thing in the cold because you’ve decided you’re a flaw. You’re my flight-sister. There’s room.”

Morana looked at Anfa’s hand on hers. She didn’t pull away. She didn’t lace her fingers through it either. She just let it sit there, the smallest amount of allowed, and her storm-gray eyes had gone bright and wet in the dark, and her free hand, I saw, had gone to her pocket, to the feather, holding it through the leather.

It wasn’t crossing the distance. But the foot was further into the door than it had been a night ago.

I left them to it. The deep work didn’t need me; it needed two storms on a cliff in the dark. I went and stood the rest of the watch myself, and told the relief Morana had earned her sleep, and let her have the night.



The bond-echo did a thing on the second night that I want to set down, because it was the clearest sign on the crossing itself of what we were flying into.

I’d been holding Vibria, late, in the warmth of the coastal camp, for the closeness rather than the full thing, her hot skin against me in the cold sea-air, my bare hands holding all her heat now without flinching, which she still made me prove every night because she’d waited months for it. And at the edge of sleep, with the bond-echo carrying the low warm hum of her contentment out to the others, I felt the new thing on Morana’s edge of it: the longing, the warmth at the rim of a fire she stood outside of, sharper out here, away from the Aerie’s distractions, on a cold beach at the edge of the world. She was on watch. She felt the harem’s closeness through proximity to my Mark, the way she’d felt the Harmonic from a cell. And this time, faint as a held breath, I felt her not pull all the way back from it. She let herself stand in the warmth a moment before she walled it off. A moment longer than she would have, a week ago.

It wasn’t crossing the distance. But it was a foot held in the door.

I lay awake a while after, with Vibria’s hot weight against my side, and thought about the strange arithmetic of the crossing, the way it had become two rescues braided into one. We were flying west to free a man being burned alive in a mountain a continent away, and we were flying west to find out whether the loneliest person I’d ever bonded was truly the last of her kind, and somewhere on a cold beach behind me a third person stood watch with a feather in her pocket, a woman who’d decided she didn’t get to have the warm thing the rest of us had, feeling it at the edge of a bond she wouldn’t take. Three people in cages, and the broke ranger who’d spent months learning that you don’t break a person out of a cage by force, you stand next to it and wait, flying west toward all three at once. It was, I thought, the thing I was best at, the waiting, the standing-next-to, and the war had a way of arranging itself so that the thing I was good at was the thing it needed, which was either the pattern my mother taught me to listen for or just the shape a life takes when you finally find the work you were made for. I didn’t know which. I listened longer than I wanted to, the way she’d taught me, and didn’t decide, and let the camp sleep around me.

And under it, far below the longing and the cold beach and the warm camp, the other thing pulsed: the second abyssal signal, stronger out here than it had been in the deep archive, coming up out of the west and down, patterned, alive, in Nure’s key and not Nure’s song. I lay awake a while and felt it the way I’d felt the first abyssal signal in months ago, a pull under the breastbone, a thing calling out of the dark. We were flying toward two lonely people who didn’t know they weren’t alone, Morana standing watch on the beach with a feather in her pocket and a voice singing a continent away in the deep, and the Mark on my chest answered both of them at once, faint and steady, the frequency of a thing that opened cages.



We reached the Drowned Reach on the third day, and it had changed.

I’d seen it before, months ago, when it was a half-drowned ruin, gray stone and dead architecture, an abandoned trading post where land and ocean had met and stopped meeting a century ago. Now it was green. It was a ghost-city made alive, vines down every wall, flowers in every crack, the bioluminescent architecture of the ocean-clan glowing soft in the dusk as we came down out of the sky, the half-submerged sprawl lit from within like a thing breathing in its sleep.

It struck me, coming down toward it, how much Ayida had changed the place without ever coming back to it. She’d woken it on one visit, months ago, set her bare feet on the dead stone and made the moss and the flowers erupt, and then she’d left, and the waking had kept going, fed by her life-magic working through the root of the world from a continent away, slow and patient and unstoppable, the way everything she touched kept growing after she’d stopped touching it. The dead trading post was a living thing now because of a woman who’d walked through it once and left life rising wherever she went, and I thought, descending toward the green glowing ruin, that there was a map of Ayida’s effect on the world if you knew how to read it, gardens where she’d grieved and rampart-walls where she’d defended and now a ghost-city brought back to life by a single visit, and that the gentlest dragon in the academy had left a deeper mark on the continent than any conqueror, simply by being a thing that made life and walking through the world.

We landed on the upper plaza, the broad warm stone above the tideline, geothermal heat coming up through it, salt on my lips, damp stone under my boots, and Ayida’s distant green magic glowing through the living walls. The cadets weren’t here to see it; it was just us, the seven of us, setting down in a glowing ruin at the edge of the world. Brenna shifted back and started organizing the gear with Sybara. Vibria, a fire-drake landing in a place that was nine-tenths water, looked around at the wet glowing ruin with visible misgiving and announced that she already hated it.

“There’s no sky,” she said, peering down the tiered streets that descended into the harbor, the submerged thresholds, the door-frames set below the waterline for visitors who came up out of the sea. “I mean there’s a sky now but the whole place is built like the sky’s optional. Look at it. They built doors underwater. Who builds a door underwater. You can’t even use it unless you’re wet.” She shuddered. “I’m going to be wet the whole time, aren’t I. My fire’s going to hiss out and I’m going to be damp and unhappy with no sky and no useful flame. I hate it. I’m coming anyway. But I hate it, and I want that on the record.”

“Noted for the record,” Sybara said, not looking up from the wall she’d already begun reading, already lost to the archivist reflex of reading any wall that carried writing. She traced the ocean-clan mosaics with an inkstained finger, the blue-green and silver sigils that ran alongside the land-clan gold and red. “This is older than I expected. The surface sources describe the Tidal Accord as four hundred years of active trade, but these lower mosaics predate the Accord proper. First-generation builders. The architecture is bilingual; every threshold has a dry approach and a wet approach, every chamber has air-pockets at intervals for land-born visitors. They built a place where two civilizations could meet without either drowning or suffocating.” She straightened, glasses catching the bioluminescent glow. “And it still works. A century abandoned and the living architecture still functions. The organisms in the stone still glow at night. This is the ocean-clan’s equivalent of our ward-stones, biological instead of crystalline, and nobody has tended it in a hundred years and it has not died. That alone should tell us something about what we are about to go looking for. The ocean-clan built things that outlive them. They built for the long dark. If anyone could survive a century withdrawn into the abyss, it would be a people who build doors that still open after a hundred years of no one coming through them.”

We made camp on the upper plaza as the light failed, and the camp had the particular quiet of people on the edge of a thing none of them had done. Vibria, despite hating the wet, prowled the green ghost-city with a fire-drake’s restless curiosity, peering down the tiered streets into the harbor where the submerged thresholds glowed, and reporting back her findings with running disgust, which was Vibria’s way of being brave about a place that frightened her. Anfa and Morana took the high edge of the plaza where they could see the open sea and the sky, the two storms needing a horizon the way a drowning person needs air, and they sat there in the dusk not talking, the silver and the charcoal, watching the last light go off the water. Sybara could not be pried off the walls; she read the bilingual mosaics by the bioluminescent glow until the glow itself was the only light left, and when Brenna finally made her stop, she stopped only her hands, not her mouth, narrating ocean-clan grammar to anyone within range until she fell asleep mid-sentence against a glowing wall, a thing I’d seen her do in the deep archive a hundred times and never tired of.

Brenna came up the tier from the harbor, where she’d been checking the deepwater approach, soot and brine on her forearms. “The basin drops off straight into the trench,” she said. “Deepwater, calm even in the swell, built for creatures three hundred feet and up to moor in. Nure can take us down most of the way in dragon-form. For the parts she can’t, where the trench narrows or the pressure’s wrong for her size, we go human, in the rig, through the air-pockets she remembers.” She set down the coil of alloy cable. “I’ve tested every clip in brine and they hold. But I’ll say the thing plainly, because someone should: I’ve never taken gear past two hundred feet, and the trench goes down further than that by a long way, and the deep is a thing that kills you for the smallest mistake without ever raising its voice. Check your own rig twice tomorrow. Don’t trust me to have checked it. Trust yourself, and then trust me, in that order.” It was the longest safety briefing Brenna had ever given, which told me she was afraid, which told me to listen. “And eat tonight,” she added, flatter still. “All of you. Whatever you can keep down. The deep takes more out of a body than you think, and there’s no stopping to rest where we’re going that isn’t a pocket of air the size of a closet in the black pressure below. Eat now while there’s a sky to eat under.” She looked up at the stars coming out over the green ruin, the last open sky any of us would see for days. “Look at it too. The sky. Take a good look. You don’t notice how much you live under it until you’re going somewhere that hasn’t got one.” And we all looked, even Vibria, even the two storms, the whole expedition on a glowing plaza at the edge of the world looking up at the stars before we went down into a place with no stars at all, and it was a small thing and Brenna had given it to us on purpose, the forge-keeper who said her care in logistics, telling us to look at the sky while we had one.

After that, the plaza became a workshop under starlight. Brenna laid the rig out on the warmed stone in a long disciplined line: regulators, brine-sealed buckles, the alloy guide-cable, the pressure lamps, the clipped hand-lines meant to keep a panicking surface-dragon from kicking herself loose in the dark. She made each of us put the gear on and take it off until the motion lived in the fingers. Not understood. Lived. “Eyes won’t help for half of it,” she said, tightening Morana’s wrist-seal and then making Morana do it herself. “When the light goes, your hands either know or you drown thinking.” Vibria hated every second, declared that the mouthpiece tasted like an insult, and then practiced more fiercely than anyone because she hated being afraid more than she hated the wet. Anfa learned the rig the way she learned weapons, silent and exact. Morana copied her, a half-beat behind at first, then matching. Sybara asked six questions about pressure variance and wrote the answers on the back of her hand because all her proper paper was already damp.

The ocean-clan road began teaching us before we stepped onto it. Every ring on the guide-cable had a carved notch that matched old marks in the harbor wall, a tactile language for hands moving blind, and Nure made us learn those too, pressing our fingers to each notch until we could tell descent from return, air-pocket from narrowing, danger from wait. “My people built for hands in the dark,” she said, and there was pride in her voice now, not only fear. “You surface people write for eyes. We write for fingers, for current, for the body that must know where it is when light fails.” Sybara went very still at that, the scholar encountering a whole theory of knowledge under her fingertips, and then she closed her eyes and read the wall the way Nure told her, one notch at a time.

Nure watched the drill from the harbor lip, not correcting Brenna unless Brenna looked to her. That restraint cost her. I could see it in the pulse of her light, the way she wanted to seize the whole expedition in both webbed hands and personally keep every clip closed, every breath slow, every fragile air-breather alive. Down here, at the mouth of the thing that had made her, her fear was not only for what waited below. It was for us. We were going into her world as helplessly as she had once come into ours, and she understood too well how many small wrongnesses a body could survive before one of them became fatal. When Brenna finished, Nure took the guide-cable in her hands and ran her fingers along every inch of it, feeling for flaws too small for surface eyes, and only when she found none did her glow ease.

Nure surfaced last, out of the harbor, and shifted, and went still.

I’d been waiting for it, the way she went still, the way she’d gone still in the archive, but it was worse here, because here she was standing where her mother’s people had traded, on the stone the ocean-clan had built, in the place she’d found me months ago, surrounded by the bioluminescent architecture of her own civilization glowing in answer to her presence. The light responded to her. The coral in the walls, the organisms in the stone, the whole ghost-city brightened where she walked, recognizing one of its own, and Nure walked through it with her webbed hands trailing the glowing walls and her face doing the enormous terrified thing, the hope that looked like grief.

She came to the harbor’s edge, where the deepwater basin dropped away black and bottomless, the mouth of the Descent, the vertical trench her mother had forbidden her, the way down to wherever the clan had withdrawn a century ago. And she stood there at the lip of the dark with the second signal coming up out of it, much stronger now, close, straight down, and her bioluminescence flared and dimmed and flared, her whole body answering the call she’d told herself for a week was only an echo.

“It’s stronger here,” she said. Her deep-voice, the century-old one. “It comes from straight down. From the trench my mother told me never to enter. The clan withdrew below it when she died, and I never followed, because she forbade it, and because I had decided to be the last and the last does not chase ghosts down into the dark.” Her dark eyes were fixed on the black water. “And now there is a voice in it. Down there. Where I was forbidden to go and chose not to go and have spent a hundred years not going.”

I came to stand beside her at the lip of the dark, not touching, giving her the distance, the way you did with Nure.

“Tomorrow we go down,” I said. “All of us. You don’t go alone.”

“I know.” She didn’t look away from the water. “I have been thinking, the whole crossing, about what I am about to find out, and I have realized there is no version of it that does not hurt.” Her voice was very quiet against the lap of the tide. “If there is no one down there, if it is an echo after all, a trick of the deep, then I am the last, and I have always been the last, and I have survived being the last for a hundred and twelve years and I can survive it again. That hurts, but it is an old hurt, a familiar one. I know its shape.” She lifted her webbed hand toward the dark. “But if there is someone. If there are people down there, alive, who have been alive this whole time, then I was alone for a hundred years when I did not have to be. There was a door, down in the trench my mother forbade, and behind it was everyone I lost, and I never opened it, because I had decided to be the last instead of looking. That is a new hurt. I do not know its shape. I do not know how to survive finding out that my whole loneliness was a choice I did not have to make.” She finally turned to look at me, her luminous eyes wet. “Both answers hurt, Dane. Either I am the last, or I was alone when I could have not been. There is no version where it does not hurt. I have to go down into the dark and choose which hurt I get to carry. And I am more afraid of that than I have ever been of anything, including dying, because dying I have made my peace with, and this I have not.”

The bioluminescent ruin glowed around us. Far below, in the black trench, the voice sang on in her key, patient, a century patient, waiting for someone to come down and open the door.

“Whichever one it is,” I said, “you carry it surrounded. That’s the thing I can promise you and it’s the only thing, but it’s not nothing. Whatever’s at the bottom of that trench, you’re not finding it out alone in the dark the way you’ve found out everything alone in the dark for a hundred years. We’re going down with you. All of us. Whichever hurt it turns out to be, you’ll have a whole pack at your back when you pick it up.” I held her luminous gaze. “You decided to be the last a long time ago, Nure. You decided it alone, and you carried it alone, and that was the only way to survive it. But you don’t have to decide this one alone. That part’s over. You haven’t been alone since the day you bonded, and you’re not alone now, and you won’t be alone tomorrow when you find out, whatever it is.”

She looked at me a long moment. Then she reached for the rare first-touch she’d allowed me in the archive, taking my hand, webbing and all, and gripping it hard, the grip of a creature who’d held onto nothing for a century and kept being handed edges.

“Stay near me tomorrow,” she said. “In the dark. When I find out. Stay where I can find you with my light. That is all I will ask. Just be where my light can reach you when I learn which hurt is mine.”

“I’ll be where your light can reach me,” I said. “The whole way down.”

She nodded, and held my hand a while longer at the lip of the dark, the largest dragon in the world reduced to a woman afraid of a voice, and behind us the ghost-city glowed, and above us the stars came out over a sea that went down forever.


Chapter 7: Into the Descent

We went down at dawn, into a dark that had no bottom, and within an hour I understood that the surface had only ever shown me half of Nure.

The Descent began at the harbor’s deepwater basin, the black mouth of the trench that dropped straight off the edge of the world. Nure took us down in stages, the way she’d planned it through the night with Brenna and Sybara, and the plan was a thing of careful brutal logic, because down there danger did not announce itself. It pressed, waited, and punished the smallest bad breath. Where the trench was wide and the pressure was kind, Nure went in dragon-form, her full sea-dragon length moving through the black water with a grace that made the air-flight she did on the surface look like a thing she suffered through. The rest of us rode the currents she made, in the rig, breathing through Brenna’s regulators, clipped to the alloy cable, hauling ourselves down hand over hand while the regulator dragged at my jaw, the straps bit my shoulders, and the cable hummed under pressure.

And where the trench narrowed, where the pressure would have crushed a dragon-form’s air-spaces, Nure shifted to human and led us on foot through a chain of air-pockets, the bilingual architecture of the old clan road: pockets of breathable air trapped in the rock at intervals, just as the Drowned Reach had them, just as the ocean-clan built everything, for two civilizations to pass through without one drowning. We’d swim a black stretch in the rig and surface into an air-pocket gasping, and Nure would be there ahead of us, already up, already counting heads, already pointing to the next descent.

It was a different world down there, and a man’s mind kept trying to make it into the world he knew and failing. There was light, but it was wrong light, light that didn’t come from above: bioluminescent strata in the trench walls, whole reefs of glowing organisms, and the megafauna that moved through the dark with their own lamps lit, things the size of barns drifting past with rows of cold blue lights down their flanks, indifferent to us, older than the surface. There was no up and no down except what the cable told you. There was a pressure on the chest that was not fear and was worse than fear, the physical fact of a mile of water deciding whether to let you keep your shape. Dread came off the dark in waves. The Mark on my chest, with Ayida’s gold point dimmed to almost nothing by the distance and the depth, felt thinner than I was used to, and I understood in my body what the cost of the crossing meant, the price of leaving a bonded partner beyond the western horizon and with a mile of black water pressing overhead.

The descent had its own discipline and I held to it the way I’d held to ranger-discipline in bad country: one anchor-point at a time, eyes on the cable, breath even through the regulator, no thinking about the mile of black water overhead and the mile of blacker water below. The body wanted to panic and the body’s panic was the thing that would kill you down here faster than any draugfish; a man who breathed too fast burned his air and a man who burned his air drowned, calmly, in the dark, with help an hour away. So you breathed slow on purpose. You made your hand find the next clip and twist-lock it and let go of the last one and find the next. You did it a thousand times and you did not let yourself count them. Brenna had drilled the rig-discipline into all of us on the surface and I understood now why she’d been so grim about it, because the surface drill was nothing and this was the thing the drill had been for, and the difference between knowing a motion on a sunny apron and knowing it in a killing dark with your chest in a vise was the difference between living and not.

Anfa hated it more than she let on. Storm-dragons were creatures of altitude and open sky, of the place where the air was thin and the lightning lived, and the deep was the exact inverse of everything she was, a heavy pressing dark where her wings meant nothing and her speed meant nothing and her storm could not be called. I could feel it through the bond, the wrongness of it for her, the warrior who flew through thunderheads for fun reduced to hauling herself hand over hand through black water in a borrowed rig, and I could feel her hold it down, because Morana was beside her and Morana was worse off and Anfa would not let her flight-sister see her afraid. Morana, for her part, held it down because Anfa was beside her, the two storms each carrying the other’s fear so neither had to carry her own, and I thought that was a thing storm-clan flight-sisters must have learned young, to spend your courage on the one beside you because it was easier than spending it on yourself. They went down the dark together, charcoal and silver, and neither of them broke, and I marked it, because the deep broke people and these two did not break.

Vibria did not pretend to be brave. Vibria announced her terror into her regulator in a steady stream of muffled fire-drake profanity, hating the water, hating the dark, hating the pressure, hating the wet, and she came down anyway, hand over hand, clip after clip, the smallest and the most out-of-place of all of us, a creature of pure fire descending into a mile of the one thing that could kill her fire dead, and I understood that her complaining was its own kind of courage, that some people held the fear down by hiding it and Vibria held it down by saying all of it out loud so it had nowhere to hide and gather. By the time we reached the first air-pocket she had cursed the abyss in three dialects and come down every foot of it without once slowing, and that was, in its way, braver than Anfa’s silence, because Anfa was made for hard things and Vibria was made for sunlight and Vibria came down into the dark anyway.

And in the middle of all of it, Nure was sovereign.

I’d seen her overwhelmed, months ago, a century of deprivation answering at every touch. I’d seen her integrated, learning the surface, eating ceramic and tilting her head at sarcasm. I had not seen this side of her. Down here she was not the newcomer and not even the partner. She was home, and home had made her into a new thing to me: powerful, graceful, utterly at ease in the dark, a creature who read the currents the way I read terrain, who knew which glowing thing was harmless and which to steer the formation wide of, who shepherded six fragile surface-dwellers down through the killing dark with the unhurried competence of a woman walking her own house.

The status-inversion that ran my whole life ran the other way down here, and it was a thing to see. On the surface, the women I loved were apex predators in dragon-form and partners in human form, and I was the steady center they chose to come back to. Down here I was the fragile one. We were all the fragile ones, the air-breathers, the ones a mistake would kill, and Nure was the apex, the sovereign, the one who could not be hurt by the thing that would kill all of us in a breath. She moved through the dark and we followed her light, and when Sybara’s regulator fouled at three hundred feet and the scholar’s eyes went wide with the start of panic, it was Nure who was there before any of us, calm, certain, fixing the rig with webbed hands and holding Sybara’s gaze with her luminous one until the panic passed. The most overwhelmed person I’d ever met was the calmest being in the abyss. Because the abyss was home.

The dark tested us once on the way to the first air-pocket, and the test showed me what Nure was.

Something came up out of the deeper black below us, drawn by the lights of the formation, a thing I never saw whole, only in pieces as it moved through the edge of the glow: a length of pale segmented body, longer than Brenna’s dragon-form, a mouth that opened wrong, a row of cold lights running down a flank that kept going past where a flank should end. It came up fast and silent, the way everything in the deep moved, no warning, no sound, a mile of water muffling everything but the pressure-change of its passing, and Vibria, beside me in the rig, made a sound into her regulator that was pure animal alarm, because a fire-drake’s every instinct was useless down here and she knew it.

Nure was between us and the thing before I understood it had moved.

Her vast sea-dragon body dropped out of the dark above into the dark below, and she didn’t fight it, didn’t fight at all; she did a thing with the water, a sweep of her vast body and a wall of pressure I felt in my chest even through the rig, and the wall of moving water took the segmented thing and turned it, the way a current turns a leaf, sent it tumbling off into the black with its cold lights spinning, confused, redirected, gone. She hadn’t struck it. She’d herded it, the way you’d herd a spooked horse off a road, with the medium itself, with the water that was her element and her weapon and her whole sovereign domain. The deep that would kill all of us in a breath was a thing Nure shaped with a flick of her body, and she turned a predator the size of a war-dragon off our line and shepherded us on down into the dark like it had been nothing, like it was Tuesday, like it was the most ordinary thing in the world to bend the abyss around six fragile air-breathers and keep them alive in it.

We made the air-pocket. We hauled out gasping, Vibria shaking, and Nure surfaced calm and counted heads and said, “That was a draugfish. They are curious, not hungry. It will not come back; I turned its line. You are safe. Breathe.” And we breathed, the six of us crammed into a pocket of air the size of a small room a third of a mile down in the dark, the bioluminescent strata glowing faint through the water-walls, the only air for hundreds of feet in any direction trapped in a bubble of rock that the ocean-clan had known about for a thousand years. It was a strange place to rest, a held breath in a killing dark, and the team handled it the way the team handled everything, by being itself in miniature: Vibria complaining she’d never be dry again and meaning she’d been frightened; Anfa and Morana checking each other’s rigs without being asked, the storm-sisters’ wordless care; Brenna going over every clip with her own hands the way she’d told us to; Sybara, recovered from her foul regulator, already examining the carved patterns on the pocket’s walls because writing in an unknown hand was a hook she always bit. And Nure moving among us, counting heads, checking breaths, the shepherd, calm in the one place that calmed her, and I watched her do it and felt the thing settle in me that had been settling the whole descent, the understanding of how much we’d never seen, how much of her we’d never known, the whole sovereign half of her that the surface had no room for.

The pocket made every fear show in honest scale. In the water, panic got muffled by the regulator and the dark and the discipline of moving; in air, it had room to sit beside us. Vibria’s hands shook so hard she dropped the mouthpiece twice before she got it clipped back to her harness, and then she swore at her own hands until they obeyed her. Anfa peeled one glove off and flexed her fingers, staring at the way they trembled, furious with the tremor because storm-clan pride had no category for being beaten by water pressure. Morana saw it and put her own hand over Anfa’s, not soft, not making a thing of it, just steadying the shake with the blunt practicality of a flight-sister who knew better than to name a weakness in front of it. Brenna checked the regulator on my mouth with two fingers under my jaw, forge-direct, then checked Nure’s face as if the woman who could breathe the deep still needed checking because Brenna’s care did not respect category.

Sybara had gone pale under the blue-white of her skin, and her first note on the wall-carving came out as a smear because the stylus skipped in her damp fingers. She stared at the smear as if offended by betrayal from a writing implement, then drew a slow breath and made herself begin again. “First air-pocket,” she said, voice thin but precise, because naming a thing helped her own fear find a shelf. “Breathable. Warm. Cultivated algae present. Draugfish curious, not predatory. Nure redirected it by current-pressure rather than impact.” Her hand steadied on the third sentence. The scholar came back into her body line by line, and I loved her for it, for dragging herself out of terror by making terror into a record someone else might use.

Brenna read the note over Sybara’s shoulder and grunted approval, which for Brenna was an ovation. Then she made all of us drink water, because the forge-keeper’s tyranny did not stop just because we were surrounded by more water than the mind could hold.

I looked at the woman who tilted her head at sarcasm and ate ceramic bowls, and I saw the sovereign of the deep, and I understood that I had been condescending to her for months without knowing it, treating her as the fragile new one, the overwhelmed one, the one who needed acclimating, when down here she was more powerful than anything the surface had given her room to show.

“You’ve never seen me down here,” she said, the first air-pocket we stopped to rest in, reading my face in the glow of her own skin. “I can see it on you. You are looking at me the way the cadets look at my dragon-form. Like I am a thing you did not know I was.” She almost smiled, the dry ocean-dry thing she’d learned. “I am not different. This is just the half of me the surface never sees. On the surface I am always slightly wrong, slightly drowning in the dry air, slightly behind on every custom. Down here I am exactly right. Down here my body knows the rules.” She handed me a strip of dried fish from the supplies, the ocean-clan’s own travel food, and watched me chew it. “You are home and I am the visitor, always, up there. Down here it is the other way. It is good for you to feel it once, I think. To be the fragile one who follows the light. It is what I am, every day, up there. Now you know its shape.”

I knew its shape. I followed her light down into the dark, and I let myself be the fragile one, and I learned a thing about Nure that months on the surface had not taught me, which was that the woman who tilted her head at sarcasm was, in her own element, a queen.

And there was a thing in that lesson I carried down the rest of the trench, turning it over the way I turned over a piece of terrain. Since the Mark woke I had been the steady center for all of them, the man who stood next to cages, the one who was never quite outclassed, the ranger who read every room. It had become a part of how I thought of myself, the calm one, the one who held. And here, in the dark, I was none of those things. I was a man hauling himself hand over hand down a cable through water that wanted to crush him, kept alive by a woman shepherding me, and I found, somewhat to my own surprise, that I didn’t mind it. There was a relief in it I hadn’t expected, the same relief I’d watched Anfa find when I took the burden of command off her, the relief of letting Nure carry command in the world that belonged to her. Nure had her hand on the spooked-horse neck of the whole expedition, and the horse was me, and being the horse for a while, being the one who followed the light and trusted the hand, was a thing I hadn’t done since I was a boy and my mother had read the landscape for both of us. I thought about that, descending. About how the women I loved had each had to learn to let someone else take command for a while, and how I’d taught them, and how I had not expected the lesson to come back to me this way. Nure shepherded me down into the dark, and I let her, and I learned the inside of the thing I’d spent months teaching, and it was good for me, exactly as Nure had said it would be.



The grotto was a mercy, and a clue.

We found it a third of the way down, where Nure said we’d find it, a geothermal grotto opening off the trench wall: an air-domed chamber warmed by volcanic vents, the water in it warm as a bath, the walls grown over with bioluminescent algae that glowed soft blue-green without anyone telling it to, smooth stone ledges above the waterline where six tired surface-dwellers could haul out and breathe and stop being killed by the dark for a while. It was, almost exactly, like a grotto I’d shared with Nure in months ago, on a river expedition, a warm bright cave at the bottom of a cold dark thing. But deeper. Older. And carved.

That was the clue. The walls above the waterline were carved with ocean-clan mosaics, older than the ones at the Drowned Reach, older than the Accord itself, first-generation work, and Nure went still when she saw them and traced them with her webbed fingers and her bioluminescence pulsed.

“This was a rest-station,” she said. “On the old clan road. I have heard of these in my mother’s stories, the waypoints down the trench where the clan would haul out and rest on the long journeys between the deep and the surface. I never thought to see one. I thought they were gone, like everything.” She moved along the wall, reading the carvings the way Sybara read inscriptions, her whole face open. “My people came this way. Generations of them. Up and down this road, between the deep and the Drowned Reach, when the Accord still lived.” Then she stopped, and her hand went flat against the algae on the wall, and she went very still in a new way. “Someone has tended this.”

“Tended it?” Sybara was beside her at once, scholar-fast.

“The algae.” Nure’s webbed hand pressed the glowing growth. “It is cultivated, not wild. Look at the pattern. Wild algae grows in patches, where the light and the warmth let it. This is grown in the clan-patterns, the old geometric sigils, the way we grow the architecture-algae at the Drowned Reach. Someone planted this. Someone shaped it.” Her luminous eyes lifted to mine, and the enormous terrified hope was back in them. “And it is recent. Algae does not hold a shape for a century untended; it spreads, it wilds, it forgets the pattern. This still remembers the pattern. Which means someone has been here, tending it, keeping the road, within,” her voice caught, “within years. Not a century. Years. Someone living has tended this rest-station within years, in the clan-patterns, on the old road, in the deep my mother forbade.” She pressed both webbed hands to the wall. “There is someone down there, Dane. The voice is not the only proof anymore. Someone tends the road. Someone has been keeping the way home open. For who? For what? There has been no one to come home for a hundred years.” Her bioluminescence flared, dimmed, flared. “Unless they have been keeping it open in case someone came. In case I came. In case the last of the surface-line ever found her way down to look.”

The grotto glowed around us, the cultivated algae in its remembered patterns, the road kept open by living hands for a return that hadn’t come in a hundred years, and I watched Nure stand at the wall and finally let herself all the way believe it.

“Someone has been tending it,” she said again, quietly, her webbed hand still flat on the glowing pattern, as if saying it twice made it more real. “While I was up there, learning to climb stairs and eat with metal and not be overwhelmed by a single touch, someone was down here, in the dark, keeping the road. Tending the algae. Holding the way open. For a hundred years.” Her bioluminescence pulsed slow. “I used to lie in the tidal cave, before you, in the worst of the long dark, and tell myself there was no point keeping anything, no point maintaining the old ways, because there was no one to keep them for. I let the architecture at the Drowned Reach go wild. I let the songs go out of me. What was the use of a clan-pattern with no clan to read it?” She turned to me, and her luminous eyes were wet. “And the whole time, a continent down, someone disagreed with me. Someone kept the patterns when I let mine go. Someone decided the road was worth keeping even with no one coming, and they were right, and I was wrong, and the proof of how wrong I was is that I am standing in a rest-station they maintained on the chance that I might someday come down it.” She pressed her forehead to the glowing wall. “I gave up on my people. They never gave up on me. I have to live with that now, on top of everything. That they were better at hope than I was. That while I was deciding to be the last, they were refusing to let me be.” And Sybara, beside her, who knew something about the keeping of records against an empty future, put a hand on Nure’s shoulder and said nothing, because there was nothing to say that the kept algae didn’t say better, and we stood a moment in the light of a road that living hands had refused, for a hundred years, to let go dark.

Sybara read the wall after that with a care that was almost reverence, the slow handling of a sacred object. She made rubbings where the algae would allow it and stopped when Nure told her the pattern was alive and did not like being pressed too hard, and the apology Sybara gave the wall was immediate and sincere. “I am sorry,” she said, to cultivated algae a mile under the world, and none of us laughed, because down here the old rules of what deserved an apology had changed. Nure watched the scholar adjust, watched a land-born archivist treat ocean-clan living script as a living thing the moment she understood it was one, and I saw one more fear ease in her. The surface had teeth. The surface also had Sybara, apologizing to a wall because it had been alive longer than anyone had told her.



We made camp in the grotto, and the camp was where I learned that Vibria in the wet dark is the funniest thing in the world.

Vibria was miserable, gloriously, comprehensively miserable, and entirely unbowed. Her fire hissed out the moment she tried to light it; the air was too wet, the warmth came from the wrong place, the geothermal heat of the vents an insult to a creature who made her own. She huddled by the warmest vent with the two land-storms, Anfa and Morana, the three of them clustered around the one source of heat that worked like exiles around a stove, while Nure swam the dark warm water of the grotto in lazy luminous loops, perfectly at home, occasionally surfacing to watch the surface-dwellers shiver with an expression of profound vindication.

“This is what I felt like on land,” Nure informed the huddle, surfacing with water sheeting off her pale shoulders, her bioluminescence a contented pulse. “For months. Cold, wrong, drowning in the wrong element, everything built for a body I do not have. Now you feel it. All of you. I have waited months for you to feel it.” She did the dry ocean-dry laugh. “Though I complained less. I complained much less than Vibria is complaining. I was overwhelmed and afraid and I still complained less.”

“I am complaining the correct amount,” Vibria said, with dignity, gnawing a strip of dried fish she clearly despised. “This fish is wet. The fish was already wet when it was alive and now it is wet again and it has no business being this wet twice. There’s no sky. My fire won’t light. I am a fire-drake at the bottom of the ocean and that is against nature and I want everyone to know I came anyway, for the team, despite nature, and I should be commended.” She pointed the wet fish at Nure. “And you. You’re enjoying this. You’re enjoying watching me suffer.”

“Yes,” Nure said simply. “Very much. It is the happiest I have been in the deep. You are all so wet and so sad and I am home. Thank you for coming. It means a great deal to me and also it is hilarious.” And she sank back under the warm water and swam another luminous loop, sovereign and delighted, while the three exiled land-dragons huddled by the vent and Sybara, two ledges over, took detailed notes on the cultivated algae by the light of her own fogging glasses and a luminous lure she’d talked Nure into providing.

Sybara was, in fact, transcendentally happy, in the specific frozen-still way she got happy when she was somewhere no scholar had been. She’d stopped shivering an hour ago because she’d forgotten she was cold, which was Sybara’s deepest tell, the body falling away entirely when the mind found something it wanted. “This rest-station predates every document I have read,” she said, to her notes, to the wall, to anyone. “The mosaic grammar is older than the Drowned Reach’s lower tier. Look at the verb-sigils, the way the figure curves back on itself. This is a writing system the surface has no record of, and I am reading it, badly, by guttering glasses-light at the bottom of the ocean, and I am the first land-scholar from the academy to see it in a hundred years.” She adjusted the fogged glasses. “I may weep. I am choosing restraint out of respect for the ink rather than any lack of feeling, because the salt would foul it.” She bent closer to the wall, her thigh-length bun coming loose, an inkstain already spreading on her sleeve. “Nure. When you have finished swimming victory loops at the suffering of your friends, I require you to read three of these sigils to me. The pronunciation matters. The pronunciation always matters and no one ever believes me until it is too late.”

“After I have enjoyed Vibria’s suffering a little longer,” Nure said, surfacing. “I have waited months. The suffering is finite and the sigils are not going anywhere.”

“That,” Sybara said, with feeling, “is an admirably correct statement about the relative permanence of archives, and I am writing it down and attributing it to you.”

It struck me, watching her, that the same expedition that was a misery to Vibria and a wrongness to the two storms and a terror to Nure was, to Sybara, a gift large enough to make her forget the cold. She had fallen into the lost library of a dead civilization, and she was so happy she’d stopped feeling the cold, and that was courage too, the scholar who’d come down a mile of killing dark because at the bottom of it was a thing no one had read, and a thing no one had read was, to Sybara, worth a mile of dark. I caught Anfa watching her too, from the vent, with the fond exasperation the whole harem kept for Sybara’s joys, and Anfa shook her head and said, low, “She’s having the time of her life. We’re all about to die of the wet and the dark and she’s having the time of her life,” and there was no real complaint in it, only the warmth of a pack watching one of its strange ones be exactly herself.

Anfa, beside the vent, watched Morana, who had been quieter than the others, quiet in the way of a storm-clan warrior trapped in the abyss in a world that wanted her dead. “You alright?” Anfa asked her, low.

“I am out of my element a mile deep in a killing dark with no sky and no storm to fly,” Morana said. “I am profoundly not alright. But I am here, and I am with you, and I have not known how to say both things at once for a very long time.” She said it flat, the way she said everything, but she said it, which was new, and Anfa bumped her shoulder against her flight-sister’s and neither of them said anything else, and across the grotto Nure surfaced and watched the two storms by the vent and her luminous eyes were soft.

And then Nure came to me.

She rose out of the warm dark water in front of my ledge, pale luminous skin catching the algae-glow, her dark hair streaming wet, the bioluminescent rings around her irises pulsing slow, and she held out a webbed hand, and there was no overwhelm in her now, no newcomer, no fragility. There was Nure in the place that knew her body, on the night before she’d learn which of her two hurts she got to carry, taking comfort and offering it, leading me into her own dark the way she’d led us all down the trench.

“Come into the water,” she said. “It is warm. It is the closest thing to home I have felt since I left it. The answer is waiting below, and I do not want to face this night alone.” She drew me off the ledge into the warm black water, and the others gave us the dark and the distance the way the pack always did, and the grotto became, for a while, only hers and mine.



She undressed me in the warm water with the unhurried certainty of a creature in her own element, peeling the rig and the wet linen off me piece by piece and letting them float, and her webbed hands moved over my bare skin slow, learning me again the way she learned everything, with total attention. The first touch of her, when she pressed the length of her pale luminous body against mine in the warm dark, sent her bioluminescence racing in branching lines from every point of contact, the patterns that mapped her nervous system in real time, lightning made of ocean-light spreading out from wherever my skin met hers. She watched the patterns race and smiled, the dry small smile, because when I found her in the tidal cave that cascade would have overwhelmed her into trembling and now she rode it like a wave she’d learned the shape of.

“Warm,” she said, against my throat, the way she’d said it the very first night, one of the three words she’d had then. “Rough. Alive. You still feel like all three. I have touched a thousand things on the surface since, and you still feel like the first three words I had.” She drew back and looked at me, luminous eyes in the glow. “Tonight I want you to see me sure. Not lost on the surface. Not learning. Sure. Keep your hands on me, Dane. Tell me where to go, and let me show you what the deep made me.”

I guided her without dragging her out of the element that made her certain. The difference undid me.

I pulled her deeper into the warm water and set the pace with my hands on her, letting the power of the deep move through her without letting it take the lead from me, and her bioluminescence pulsed in slow controlled waves she’d learned to ride instead of being ridden by. She started with her mouth, oral, her signature, the most sensitive part of a body adapted for deep-sea sensation, except that there was nothing desperate in it now, nothing of the overwhelmed century-starved creature she’d been. She’d learned exactly what I liked, learned it across months, through watching and through the bond-echo, and when I guided her down she gave it to me with deliberate expert intention, her warm sensitive mouth on my throat, my collarbone, the Mark, where the center-point flared against her tongue and her glow answered it.

I sat back on the warm stone ledge, half-submerged in the bath-warm water, and kept my hand in her hair while she showed me the skill she’d grown. Her gill-slits fluttered open along her ribs in the water, a slow pulse of them, the deep-adaptation she usually kept hidden under clothes on the surface, on display now because down here there was nothing to hide and no one to hide it from. Her fin-membranes manifested unbidden, the mastered partial transformation no longer a shock, translucent blue-green webbing spreading from her forearms and framing us both in living light, and she sank below the surface, her dark hair fanning out around her in the warm water, and took my cock into her warm sensitive mouth, sinking down the length of it until her lips met the base, and worked me with the deliberate skill she’d grown.

She could stay under as long as she wanted; the deep was her air. So she did, taking her time below the surface, her warm mouth sliding up and down my cock, her tongue tracing the thick vein on the underside, her lips sealed soft around my shaft, her webbed hands flat on my thighs, and the grotto went bright and dim with the slow waves of her bioluminescence, the light pouring off her in pulses that lit the warm dark water from within, so that I was watching her swallow my cock by her own light, her pale luminous face and her dark streaming hair and the blue-green glow racing in branching lines wherever she touched me. She took me into her throat and held there, the deep her only air, her gill-slits fluttering, and pulsed her glow brighter the longer she kept me buried. She surfaced for nothing, needed nothing, only rose to break the water now and again to watch my face and read what she was doing to me and sink back down to do more of it. There was nothing of the overwhelmed century-starved creature she’d been when she first came to me, the one for whom a single touch was a flood. This was a woman who had learned a thing and grown expert at it and gave it now with intention and pleasure both, the most patient mouth in the harem, unhurried as the tide.

And then she gave me the technique she’d learned from Brenna through the bond-echo, months ago, the technique she’d felt before Brenna ever bonded, and I took control of it with my hand in her wet hair and the other under her jaw. I let her bring me to the brink with her mouth, then I held her there, made her stop before the edge, felt her glow brighten at being guided, and gave the order to begin again. Slow. Again. Her mouth and her hands and the slow pulse of her light, Nure offering me her expertise while I set the limits of it, until I was shaking on the ledge with my hands on her and she was watching me come apart with her luminous eyes, queen of the only place in the world that was wholly hers, trusting me to hold the tide.

“You taught me patience without meaning to,” she said, low, her voice the warm deep-voice. “On the surface I had to learn to slow down, to manage the sensation, to not be overwhelmed. Down here, in my own element, I have all the patience in the world. I can stay with you on the edge as long as the tide holds.” I drew her up out of the water and onto the ledge, facing me, her pale luminous body against mine, and she reached between us and fit the head of my cock to her slick entrance and guided me up into her, slow, an inch at a time, her natural ocean-slick and the geothermal warmth making every bit of it frictionless and impossibly smooth, my shaft gliding into the snug wet heat of her with no resistance at all, and she settled all the way down until my hips met hers with a long shuddering exhale and held still, both of us breathing, joined, the warm water lapping at us and the abyss pressing black beyond the air-dome.

“Dane,” she said. My name, the one she used, clear and certain, the way she’d learned to say it. Her fin-membranes spread wide behind her, a being of light in her own dark.

She rode me slow because I put her there, facing me, and kept both hands on her hips, setting the depth and the pace while she gave me the figure-eight roll that belonged to the deep, fluid, tidal, unhurried. Her bioluminescence pulsed in time, her webbed hands flat on my chest over the Mark, her luminous eyes holding mine. There was a smoothness to it that nothing on the surface could match, her natural slick and the bath-warmth of the water making every slow roll frictionless and endless, my whole cock sliding in and out of her warm gripping pussy with no resistance at all, so that each stroke buried deeper than it should have and drew back slower, her tight heat clutching at my shaft on every roll of her hips. The grotto became a cathedral of her light. Every wave of her arousal sent the glow rolling outward across her skin and the water and the algae on the walls, the whole chamber breathing blue-green with her, brightening as she climbed and dimming as I drew her back, a slow tidal pulse of light that I was inside of, that we were both inside of, and I held her hips and made the tide answer me, the two of us joined in the warm dark below the world. Her small breasts pressed against my chest as she leaned into me, her nipples hard, her gill-slits fluttering with each breath she didn’t strictly need, and the branching lines of her bioluminescence raced and settled and raced again across the place where our skin met, mapping every point of contact in living light.

“Fill me, Dane,” she said, her forehead coming down against mine, her rhythm deepening. “I want to carry the deep in me. When this is done, when I know, fill me and let me carry the ocean home.” It was her register, ocean-evolved and tidal, and she said it slow and sure and rode me deeper. “Stay with me. Stay in the warm with me. Just a while longer before I have to know.”

I tightened my hands on her hips and held her in the rhythm I wanted. “Not yet,” I said. “You stay with me as long as the tide holds.” She shuddered around me, and her pace built under my hands, slow becoming less slow, the rolling deepening, her bioluminescence brightening from a pulse toward a glow toward a tide of light.

She came, and she shaped the climax into the controlled wave she’d learned to make: instead of the overwhelmed full-body explosion of her early months after the bond, she gathered it and let it roll, a single rolling wave of bioluminescence that built from her core and rolled outward through her whole body and off her skin and into the water and out past the air-dome into the abyss beyond, a pulse of blue-green light pouring out into a dark that had been dark for a century. She clenched around me in the slow oceanic rhythm of her climax, and I spent into that tide with the Mark’s blue-green point blazing in the cathedral of her light, my release drawn into her by the rolling grip of her body.

And from very far below, out of the dark, the deep answered.

A pulse came up out of the abyss. Faint, distant, fathoms down, but unmistakable: a wave of light rising up the trench to meet Nure’s wave going down, and it was not blue-green. It was amber. Warm amber, a different frequency, a different color, a different person, an answering light from a being who was not Nure, deep in the dark, who had seen Nure’s light pour out into the abyss and answered it with their own.

Nure froze.

Mid-aftershock, the wave still pouring off her, her body still rolling through the last of her climax, she went rigid, her luminous eyes fixed on the black water beyond the air-dome where the amber light had come from, and her bioluminescence stuttered and then blazed, an involuntary flare, a beacon, and the amber answered again, brighter, closer.

“They saw me,” she whispered. She was crying, the tears falling from her luminous eyes and glowing blue-green and sinking through the warm water and dimming as they fell. “Dane. Someone saw me. I poured my light into the dark and someone down there answered it. Someone is down there with their own light and they saw mine and they answered.” She was shaking, glowing, clinging to me, her climax and her century-old grief and her impossible hope all breaking over her at once. “It is not an echo. An echo does not answer in a different color. That is a person. That is a different person with a different light, and they saw me, and they are coming, or they are calling, and I am not,” her voice broke entirely, “I am not the last. Dane. There is someone down there and they saw me and I am not the last.”

I held her in the warm water, both of us staring out into the dark where the amber light pulsed, faint and warm and patient, a different person in the deep answering Nure’s light with their own. Her bioluminescence dimmed slowly from its beacon-flare back to a steady pulse, her tears glowing and sinking, her webbed hands gripping me hard.

“Tomorrow,” she said, when she could speak again, her voice wet and wondering. “Tomorrow I find out I am not the last.” She let out a shattered little abyssal laugh, joyous and entirely undignified, a sound too broken and happy to be anything but new to this moment. “That was a joke. I made a joke. It was not a good one. I am too happy to be funny. I am sorry. I have been alone for a hundred and twelve years and I just found out I do not have to be and I cannot make a good joke about it, I can only cry and glow and hold onto you and watch the light.”

We lay in the warm water a long time, the amber light pulsing faint and patient below us, and she didn’t take her eyes off it, the way a person who’s been thirsty a long time doesn’t take their eyes off water. “I keep thinking it will go out,” she said, quietly. “Every time it pulses I think, that is the last one, it was a fish, it was a trick, it is going to stop now and I will have to go back to being the last. And then it pulses again. It will not stop. Whoever it is, they are not letting it stop, because they saw my light and they want me to know they are there, the way I would want them to know if it were the other way, the way I have wanted, for a hundred years, for any light in the dark to be a person.” Her bioluminescence answered the amber below with a slow soft pulse of its own, blue-green to amber, a conversation in light across fathoms of black water, two beings who’d never met telling each other, over and over, in the only language the deep allowed, I am here, I am here, you are not alone. “We are talking,” Nure breathed, watching it. “Across the dark. We are saying the only thing that matters. I am here. They are saying it back. A hundred years I called into the dark and the dark never answered, and tonight it answered, and we are going to talk in light until morning, and in the morning I am going to go down and meet the person who would not let their light go out.” She pressed her wet glowing face into my neck. “Stay where my light can reach you. All the way down. You promised.”

“All the way down,” I said, and held her in the warm dark while the amber light pulsed below us, patient as a century.

The others woke before dawn and found us still watching the light.

No one made a joke. Even Vibria, who had a joke for drowning, wet fish, dying, bad food, fear, and the end of the world, came to the lip of the grotto and went quiet when she saw Nure’s face. The amber pulse below had held all night, steady and patient, answering every blue-green signal Nure sent into the dark. A conversation with no words and no fatigue, two lights refusing to let the other go out. Sybara crouched beside the water with her glasses fogged and her stylus forgotten in her hand, because even she knew the first record of this was not on paper. Anfa stood behind Morana with one hand on her flight-sister’s shoulder, and Morana did not shrug it off, and both storms watched the deep the way they’d watch a break in cloud after more than two years of bad weather. Brenna checked the rig in silence, slower than usual, giving the moment the room it needed while making sure the room would not kill us when we left it.

Nure stayed awake. She said she did not need sleep, and maybe that was true. I knew the real reason was simpler: she had spent a hundred and twelve years believing the dark would never answer, and now that it had, she would not risk missing one pulse of it. Each time the amber flared, her blue-green answered, softer now, less desperate than the first flare and more certain, a call and response finding its rhythm. By the time Brenna gave the order to gear up, Nure’s tears had dried on her luminous cheeks, and the grief was still there, because a hundred years does not vanish in a night. Something else stood beside it now. Direction. There was a person below. There was a road. There was a morning in which she would go down to meet an answer instead of confirm a loss.

“I am frightened,” she said, as Brenna clipped the harness at her shoulder. Her voice was very calm. “But it is a different fear now. Yesterday I feared the dark would be empty. Today I fear I will not know how to be greeted.” She looked at me, luminous eyes clear and wet at the edges. “That is a better fear. I can carry that one.”

“You won’t carry it alone,” I said.

She looked past me, at the six others strapping in around the grotto, at the fire-drake grim and damp and present, the two storms, the carrying scholar, the forge-keeper, all of them waiting to follow her light into whatever waited below. Nure’s glow brightened.

“No,” she said. “I will not.”


Chapter 8: The Scholar in the Dark

We followed the amber light down, and at the bottom of the world we found a city.

It came up out of the dark slowly, the way everything came in the deep, a glow that was first a smudge and then a constellation and then, as Nure led us down the last of the trench, a whole sunken cathedral of light: the Ocean-Clan Sanctuary, an air-domed geothermal cavern-city built into the floor of the abyss, coral architecture grown in the clan-patterns over centuries, every wall and tower and threshold alive with bioluminescent organisms in cultivated geometric sigils, a living city that had hidden a century in the one place on the planet nobody would look. Air-chambers studded it, the bilingual architecture taken to its full flower, domes of breathable air where land-born visitors could walk and ocean-born could surface, all of it glowing soft against the black, a city of light at the bottom of the dark.

And it was inhabited.

I felt Nure’s whole body change as we came down toward it, the sovereign certainty of the descent giving way to something rawer, because down here in the glowing city were shapes moving, dozens of them, ocean-clan dragon-kin in human form on the terraces and in the air-chambers and in the water between, a few dozen of them, ancient and young, who had withdrawn below the Descent after Nure’s mother died and the surface, in their term, grew teeth. The wars. The Purist era. The world up top becoming a place that killed dragon-kin, and a people who built for the long dark deciding to wait it out in the abyss, keeping the road open, keeping the algae in its patterns, in case the surface ever stopped having teeth, or in case the last of the surface-line ever came home.

Nure surfaced into the great central air-chamber, and her people came to the water’s edge, and the reunion was the kind of thing I will not do justice to and will set down anyway.

They knew her. That was the first impossible thing. An ancient ocean-clan woman, bioluminescent silver-white, came to the edge of the water and looked at Nure surfacing wet and shaking and said a name, Nure’s name, in the oldest dialect, and then said another name after it, and grief and recognition tore a sound out of Nure, because the second name was her mother’s, and the ancient woman had known her mother, had known Neyura, the last abyssal-class to walk the surface, the emissary of the Accord who’d died of loneliness more than a century ago. They had known her mother. They remembered. There were elders here who had grieved Neyura the way Nure had grieved her, from the other side of the world, in the deep, and who had wondered all these years what became of the daughter left on the surface.

Nure climbed out of the water and her people surrounded her, and she who had been the last of her kind for the whole lost span was, in the space of a breath, not the last of anything: surrounded by elders who knew her mother’s name and young ones who had never seen the surface and stared at her with open wonder, the abyssal-class who had gone up into the world of teeth and lived and come back.

I had braced myself, on the way down, for the possibility that the reunion would be hard, that a century of separation would have made strangers of them, that Nure would find her people and find she no longer fit, the way I’d half-feared and wholly refused to say aloud. It was not hard, and the ease of it broke me a little. The clan did not treat her as a stranger or a ghost or a legend, though she was all three to them. They treated her as a daughter come home late from a long and dangerous errand, with relief and tears and a hundred small touchings, hands on her face and her shoulders and her streaming hair, the ocean-clan way of greeting that needed no words, that was all contact, that said you are real and you are here and you are ours in the language a people of the deep had built because in the dark touch was the truest thing. They had grieved her. I understood it watching them: they had not forgotten the daughter Neyura left on the surface; they had carried her the way she had carried them, a wound on the other side of the world, and they had kept the road open for her, all this time, not knowing if she lived, because keeping the road open was the only thing they could do for a lost child a mile up in the world of teeth.

She stood in the middle of her own people, glowing and weeping, the tears falling and glowing and sinking, and she looked across the air-chamber at me where I stood at the edge with the others, the surface-dwellers, the visitors, and her luminous eyes found me through the crowd of her own kind the way she’d asked them to, where her light could reach me, and I nodded, and she put her face in her hands and shook, and her people held her up, and it undid me to witness it, and I had done almost nothing to make it happen. I had only brought her down. The keeping of the road, the century of waiting, the amber light in the dark, that had all been someone else. Beside me, Vibria was crying openly, not bothering to hide it, her hot tears steaming faintly in the wet air, and Anfa had her jaw set hard the way she set it against feeling, and even Sybara had stopped reading the walls, which was the truest measure of a moment I knew, and we stood at the water’s edge, the surface-pack, and watched our quietest one come home, and none of us said anything, because there was nothing to say that the watching didn’t say better.

The amber light had a name. She came forward out of the crowd of the clan, and she was the one who’d answered Nure’s light from the dark the night before, and she was the most striking person in a city of luminous people: young, apparent early twenties, with hair the deep coral-red of a reef at sunset, the only reef-red in the luminous city, and a warm-amber bioluminescence that glowed where Nure’s glowed blue-green, and a body thicker and curvier than Nure’s willowy abyssal frame, soft where Nure was lean. A reef-class, a coral-dragon, a different sub-type from Nure’s abyssal line. And where Nure had grown up alone and wary, this one had grown up in a community and was warm and open and socially fluent in a way Nure had never gotten to be, and she looked at Nure with naked fascination, the abyssal-class who’d gone to the surface a living legend out of the clan-stories, and then she looked at me, and her amber glow brightened, because I was the other living legend, the Mark-carrier, the true Alpha out of the oldest records, a thing the ocean-clan had been told to wait for.

She was, I’ll say plainly, striking in a way that made me look and then make myself stop looking, because the moment belonged to Nure and to a people who had waited a century for her. The coral-red hair was the only reef-red among the ocean-clan gathered there, a deep color like the inside of a sunset, and it fell heavy and wet around a face that was open and curious and entirely without the wariness Nure had carried, a face raised in a community instead of alone, and her body was thicker and curvier than Nure’s willowy abyssal frame, soft and full where Nure was lean, the reef-class build against the abyssal-class one, the two ocean sub-types as different as a fire-drake from a frost-wyrm. Her warm-amber bioluminescence pulsed where Nure’s pulsed blue-green, and when she looked at me it brightened, a young ocean-dragon’s undisguised fascination with the surface-Alpha out of her oldest stories. I noted it, because a man with a Mark learns to notice currents before they become waves, and then I set it aside with the rest of the things the war had no room for yet.

“Ceto,” the ancient silver-white elder said, with the fond exasperation of an old woman naming a young one who was getting ahead of herself. “Let your cousin breathe before you interrogate her about the surface. There will be time.”

“There has been a hundred years of time,” the coral-haired one, Ceto, said, in surface-trade dialect she’d clearly worked to learn, her amber glow pulsing. “And now there is the surface-cousin, here, in front of me, who has walked in the air and lived among the land-clans and bonded a true Alpha, and you want me to let her breathe. My people have a hundred years of questions. We have been keeping the road open for a hundred years for exactly this.” She caught herself, glanced at the elder, reined it in with visible effort. “But yes. She should breathe. I will wait. We are good at waiting. We have proven that.” She looked back at Nure, and at me, and her open warm fascination stayed bright and frank on her face. She was young, and she was the proof that Nure was not the last, and she was, in her warmth and her openness and her coral-red light, the mirror-completed of everything Nure had been: where Nure was alone, Ceto had a clan; where Nure was wary, Ceto was open.

The elder came forward last, and the air-chamber quieted for her the way the Council Chamber quieted for Aurelion, and I understood I was looking at the ocean-clan’s version of the same thing: the institutional memory, the keeper, the one who outlasted everyone by refusing to be moved. Rán. Bioluminescent silver-white, ancient beyond guessing, deep-current calm in every line of her, and she looked at Nure with grief and gladness both, and then she took Nure’s face in both webbed hands. The old woman’s light changed when she touched her, silver-white patterns opening across her palms, and Nure’s blue-green answered, the two frequencies recognizing each other through skin. Rán spoke Nure’s mother’s name again, slower this time, and a chain of names after it, mother to grandmother to grandmother’s mother, a genealogy carried in light and voice down the generations. Nure stood trembling while the clan listened, and every name struck her like a hand reaching back through a century to put her where she belonged. She had been a lone point on the surface. Rán made her a line. By the time the elder finished, Nure was crying too hard to answer, and Ceto had both hands over her own mouth as if holding in every question at once.

Then Rán looked at me, and her calm cracked.

She looked at my chest. At the Mark, the seven colored points and the golden-white center burning steady through my open collar.

“That light,” Rán said. Her voice was the oldest thing in the city. “I have only seen that light in the oldest records of the Accord. The center-light. The true resonance.” Her ancient eyes came up to mine, and there was dread in them, deep and old. “You carry it. A true Alpha, with the center-light woken, has come down into the deep. Do you know what that means, surface-child? In all our records, the true resonance only ever wakes in answer to one thing. It comes back when the old danger comes back.” She drew a slow breath, and the whole clan was silent around her. “The old corruption has returned. That is why you are here. That is why your light is lit. You have come to the deep because somewhere above, a Mark has been forged, and a carrier compelled, and an army made of the broken, and you need the thing only the Accord kept.” She closed her eyes a moment, an ancient woman absorbing the confirmation of the thing she’d feared her whole long life. “I have waited longer than your academy has stood for a true Alpha to come down asking. I hoped he never would. His coming means the worst thing has happened again.” She opened her eyes. “But it is a long telling, and the deepest knowledge we keep, and it cannot be told to people who have just descended through the trench’s dark. You will rest. You will eat. Your cousin,” she looked at Nure, “comes home before the war finds even the hidden city. When the travelers have recovered, I open the Accord archive and tell you how the ancients un-made a forged Mark, and what it cost, and what it costs is a thing you will not want to hear. The road kept itself open a hundred years. It will keep one more night.”



Nure came to me before the night settled, while the clan was preparing the welcome-meal and the others were being baffled by the city, and she pulled me aside into a quiet air-chamber off the great one, and she stood there glowing and shaking and trying to find words for a thing there were no words for.

“I do not know how to hold this,” she said. The deep-voice, raw. “I made my peace with being the last. Do you understand what that took? A hundred and twelve years of building a self that could survive being the last, brick by brick, deciding every single day not to hope, because hope was the thing that could break me. And it worked. I survived. I built a life on the surface with you, on the foundation of having accepted that my people were gone.” Her luminous eyes were enormous. “And now the foundation is gone. They are not gone. They were here the whole time, a hundred years, in the dark my mother forbade, keeping the road open, and I never came, and the self I built to survive being the last has nothing to stand on anymore, and I do not know who I am if I am not the last.” She pressed her webbed hands to her own chest. “I should be only happy. Part of me is only happy, the part that just held an elder who knew my mother’s name. But part of me is grieving, Dane, and I am ashamed of it, because what kind of person grieves finding out she was not alone? I am grieving the hundred years. I am grieving every day I survived being the last when I did not have to. I am grieving the self I built to carry a loneliness that was a choice I did not know I was making. Is that allowed? To be devastated by good news? To grieve the wall you built against a thing that was never coming?”

I took her glowing face in my hands, the way I’d learned a man was allowed to.

“It’s allowed,” I said. “You built a whole self to survive a thing, and now the thing is over, and the self you built doesn’t fit anymore, and that’s a loss even though what replaced it is everything you wanted. You’re not grieving the good news. You’re grieving the hundred years you can’t get back, and the woman who survived them alone, and she deserves grieving, that woman. She was brave. She kept the surface-line alive by herself for a century. You don’t have to be ashamed of grieving her just because she gets to retire now.” I held her gaze. “You’re not the last. That’s true and it’s wonderful and it’s also a whole new country you have to learn to live in, and you’re allowed to be afraid of it and sad about the old one even while you’re glad. Both. All of it at once. That’s what finding out you weren’t alone actually feels like, and almost nobody gets warned for it.”

She closed her eyes and leaned into my hands and let the both-of-it-at-once move through her, the joy and the grief and the fear of the new country, and her bioluminescence settled from its flaring to a steady deep pulse.

“The red-haired one,” she said, after a while, eyes still closed. “Ceto. She has been watching you. And me. She is the one who answered my light in the grotto; I knew it the moment I saw the amber. She grew up in the clan, with everyone, the way I never did. She is everything I would have been if I had been raised down here instead of left on the surface.” She opened her eyes. “She looks at you the way I looked at you, in the tidal cave, when I first found you. I know that look. I invented that look.” A faint dry smile. “I will say nothing more about it tonight, because she is young, and there is a war, and the meal is full of elders who will absolutely pretend not to notice while noticing everything. But I saw it, and I am telling you I saw it, because we do not keep things from each other, you and I. There. I have told you. Now take me back to the meal before my people think the surface-cousin has stolen the Alpha to a dark room, which,” the dry smile widened, “is exactly what I have done, and I do not even feel bad about it. I have a hundred years to make up for. I am allowed to steal you to a dark room. It is in the rules. I just made it a rule.”

The clan made us a welcome-meal that night, which was itself a thing of wonder, because the ocean-clan ate nothing the surface would recognize as a meal: raw deep-fish taken headfirst, the way Nure still ate them to the horror of academy first-years, and stranger things, glowing things, things harvested from the geothermal vents that tasted of mineral and salt and the deep itself, laid out on grown-coral platters in a hospitality a century out of practice and not one bit diminished by the disuse. They did not have fire, so nothing was cooked; they did not have sweetness, so nothing was sweet; and they watched the surface-dwellers eat with the same fascination the surface had once watched Nure, cataloguing our every reaction, delighted when Vibria gamely tried a glowing vent-thing and her glow-eyes watered, scandalized when Brenna asked, with a forge-keeper’s directness, whether they’d ever tried heating any of it, the concept of applied heat to food being as alien and faintly barbaric to them as eating a thing raw and still glowing was to us. Two ways of being alive in the world, meeting over a meal a hundred years overdue, and Nure in the middle of it translating the words and the whole shape of each world to the other, the surface-cousin who understood both, and I watched her do it and saw a new wholeness in her, a person standing with a foot in each of two worlds and belonging fully to both at last, and I thought that if we’d come into the abyss and won nothing else, we’d have won that, Nure made whole, and it would have been worth the dark.

The night was a culture-clash, and after Nure’s reunion left everyone raw and Rán’s warning pulled the war back into the chamber, the clan needed the comedy as much as we did, and the comedy was abundant, because it turned out that a homesick fire-drake trapped in the deep was as baffling to the ocean-clan as Nure had been to the surface.

It was the exact inversion of months of Nure’s land-confusion, and Nure savored every second of it. Here, she was the one who belonged, the one who could translate, the one who understood both worlds, and she walked through her own people’s city explaining the surface-dwellers to her cousins with the dry delight of a woman who had waited months for the tables to turn.

The clan found us baffling. Vibria’s fire was alarming and useless; she demonstrated her flame-tongue to a cluster of young ocean-clan and it hissed and guttered in the wet air and the young ones flinched back from the hostile dry heat of it and then, when it died, regarded her with polite pity, the way you’d regard a person whose one trick didn’t work. The concept of “dry” was a running punchline; a young coral-dragon asked Nure, in apparent sincerity, whether the surface-dwellers were ill, because their skin was so dry, and whether it hurt, and Nure said gravely that yes, the surface was a kind of permanent mild illness and the land-clans had simply learned to live with it, and the young one nodded with deep sympathy and brought Vibria a bowl of water to drink as a kindness, and Vibria, not understanding, drank it, and the young one was satisfied that she’d helped.

The clan could not understand why the land-dragons wore so many clothes. Ocean-clan wore little; the deep was the deep and modesty was a dry-land affectation; and the sight of Brenna in her full work-leathers and Anfa in her flight gear struck the young ones as either a strange ceremonial armor or evidence of profound and constant cold, and they kept trying to bring the land-dragons warmer things, and offering to take them to the geothermal vents, concerned, hospitable, baffled.

The surface-dwellers were not better. Rissara would have been proud of Anfa’s discipline, because Anfa accepted a shell-cup of raw glowing eel-broth from a polite young ocean-dragon and drank it with the face of a woman choosing death before discourtesy. Morana watched her do it, accepted her own cup, and matched her expression exactly, because flight-sisters did not let each other suffer alone. Vibria took one sniff and said, “No,” with the cheerful finality of a fire-drake who had chosen honesty over diplomacy, and Nure had to translate the refusal into something less direct while Ceto laughed so hard her amber glow stuttered.

Ceto recovered and brought Vibria something else, a crisp mineral wafer grown from vent-salt and algae, and watched anxiously while Vibria tried it. Vibria chewed, considered, and declared it “still suspicious, but crunchy,” which the young coral-dragon accepted as a diplomatic triumph. By the end of the meal, half the young ocean-clan were bringing Vibria increasingly strange offerings to see which ones earned the word crunchy.

Brenna, for her part, found the ocean-clan as fascinating as they found her, in her own flat way, and the fascination ran on metal. She’d noticed within an hour that the clan had no forge, no fire, no way to work metal at all, because flame had no place in the ocean-clan city, and that everything they built they grew, the coral architecture, the cultivated algae, the shell-tablets, all of it shaped from living things instead of struck from dead ore. She walked the city looking at the grown buildings with the absorbed attention she gave a new alloy, and she said to me, low, “They build the opposite of how I build. I take a dead thing and make it hold a shape by force. They take a living thing and ask it to grow the shape. Two whole different ideas of how you make the world hold still.” She turned a piece of grown shell-tool over in her soot-stained hands. “I’d like to know how long it takes. To grow a wall. I bet it’s slow. I bet you can’t rush it. I respect anything you can’t rush.” It was, from Brenna, a declaration of profound kinship with an entire civilization, and an ocean-clan elder, watching the forge-dragon admire their architecture, brought her a small grown coral-token as a gift, recognizing a maker when she saw one, and Brenna accepted it with a gravity that the elder understood perfectly and that the rest of us found quietly moving, two makers from two worlds with no shared word for it, trading tokens of the work.

A young coral-dragon, emboldened, tried to explain to Vibria the concept of patience by way of how long the city had taken to grow, and Vibria, a creature of instant fire and instant everything, listened to the explanation that the great central dome had taken eighty years to cultivate and stared at the young one with the open horror of a person who had just learned a thing she could never unlearn. “Eighty years,” she repeated. “To grow one room. You grew one room over eighty years. I would die. I would simply die. I cannot wait eighty seconds for tea.” She looked at the dome, awed and appalled. “Your whole people are made of patience. That’s terrifying. No wonder you survived a hundred years in the dark. You don’t even notice a hundred years. A hundred years is a Tuesday to you. I respect it and it frightens me and I want to go home where things happen at the correct speed, which is immediately.” The young coral-dragon, not following most of this, beamed at having taught the surface-cousin something, and Vibria patted her on the head, fire-warm, and went back to being miserable about the wet.

The storm-sisters were a particular puzzle to the clan, and the clan a particular comfort to them. Anfa and Morana, two land-dragons whose whole element was the open sky, found the air-domed city at the bottom of a mile of water to be a special kind of nightmare, a place with no storm and no horizon and a ceiling of water that would kill you the moment the air ran out, and they handled it the way storm-clan handled everything, by going quiet and watchful and staying near each other. But the young ocean-clan were fascinated by them, by the silver and the charcoal hair, by the living lightning-scars, and a cluster of young ones followed the two storms around asking, through Nure’s translation, whether it was true that the sky had weather in it, whether lightning was real or a clan-story, whether the land-dragons truly flew through the storms on purpose, for pleasure, which struck the ocean-clan as a uniquely insane surface custom, flying into the violent part of the sky for fun, and Morana, asked this, almost smiled, and said, “Yes. It is the best thing there is. There is nothing down here like it and I am sorry for you,” and the young ones were delighted to be pitied by a surface-dragon, and Anfa watched her flight-sister volunteer an opinion to strangers about a thing she loved, unprompted, unguarded, and said nothing, and the silver feather stayed in Morana’s pocket and her hand did not go to it once all evening.

Rán let the meal be warm, but she did not let it become careless. I saw the old elder move through the tables while the laughter rose around her, silver-white glow low, speaking to archive-keepers and fighters in the quiet dialect Nure had to lean close to catch. The road had been kept open for a hundred years, yes, and the city of light had welcomed the surface at last, but welcome did not erase what the world above had become. By the time the third platter of vent-fish came around, two old fighters had taken posts at the archive doors, not dramatic, not announced, simply there, hands resting on grown-shell spear hafts while the young ones sang and asked questions about weather. Rán caught me noticing and gave the smallest nod. Hospitality and warning, both at once. The clan could open its heart without opening its throat.

Sybara noticed too. Of course she did. The guards at the archive doors, the way Rán placed the shell-tablets back in their racks after every question, the fact that the oldest elder never let the Accord shelves leave her peripheral vision even when she smiled at Nure. The welcome meal warmed the room around us, but the archive pulled at Sybara from the far wall like gravity. I watched her track the old script between bites, her hand twitching once toward a pencil she had not brought to the table, and knew the subject had already changed inside her before any of us said it aloud.

And Sybara was in heaven.

There is no other word for it. The ocean-clan kept an archive, a real one, the Accord’s own, a library of carved shell-tablets and cultivated coral-script predating the academy by an unknown span, untouched by surface eyes for a century, and the moment Sybara understood what it was she went into it the way a starving person goes into a feast, and she did not come out. The clan found her as baffling as they found Vibria, but in the opposite direction: a land-dragon who, given access to their deepest archive, immediately began reading it cover to cover with a hunger that alarmed even them, who had to be reminded to eat, who asked the archive-keepers questions so precise and so rapid that they sent for Rán to handle her. By the time the rest of us had eaten and the clan had begun to settle for the night, Sybara had to be physically prevented from staying up three full days reading, an intervention led by Nure, who knew the look, and who told her cousins that this was simply what the scholar was, a creature who would forget to breathe in a library and had to be managed.

“She is the most learned person on the surface,” Nure told the clan, with a pride that surprised me. “She reads in a way you do not have a word for. On the surface she is feared a little, because she is always right. Down here she is happy, because you have given her a library no living surface scholar has read in a hundred years, and that is the thing she wants most in this moment, more than food, more than sleep, perhaps more than the Alpha, though I would not say that to her face.” She steered Sybara firmly away from a particularly tempting shelf of shell-tablets. “Come, scholar. The archive will be here in the morning. It has been here a hundred years. It will survive one night of you sleeping.”

But Sybara did not sleep. I should have known she wouldn’t. And when she came to find me, late, in the air-chamber the clan had given us, it was not the archive she’d discovered that had finally stopped her.

It was herself.



She came in with a stack of shell-tablets she’d carried from the archive, glasses on, and she set them down on the carved-coral ledge, and she did not look like the woman who’d gone into the library a creature of pure happy hunger. She looked stunned. She looked like a person whose framework had failed her.

“I have been reading the ocean-clan’s breeding records,” she said. “They kept extraordinary records. Clutch-development across every sub-type, incubation taxonomies, conception-state physiology, things our archive lost when the founders burned the old ways. I was reading them for the Accord knowledge, the corrupted-Mark material, but the breeding biology is exhaustive, and I was reading it because I read everything, and somewhere in the third tablet I recognized a description.” She adjusted her glasses, and her hand was not quite steady, which it almost always was. “Of a frost-wyrm conception-readiness state. The thermoregulatory shift. The cold-deepening. The specific frost-shimmer pattern-change at the lower back and inner thighs.” She looked at me. “I recognized it because I have it. I have had it for some days and attributed it to the cold of the deep. It is not the cold of the deep. I am in a frost-clutch readiness state. I did the calculation three times. The window is open. My body is ready to carry.”

She sat down on the coral ledge among her shell-tablets and looked at her own hands.

“I have documented everyone else’s clutch,” she said. “Vibria’s, across months. Ayida’s, before we crossed west, I felt it conceive through the bond-echo and I wrote one line and underlined it twice. I am the breeding-biology scholar. I have written the only monograph on Alpha-bond fertility that exists. And I have been studying it the way I study everything, from behind the glass, as an observer, a recorder, a footnote-maker.” Her cobalt eyes came up to mine, and behind the glasses was a thing I’d rarely seen in her, the clinical distance failing entirely. “And now my own body is the subject. I am the data point. The observer is going to become the observed, and I do not have a framework for it, Dane. I have a framework for everything. I have read every primary source. And there is no framework in any of them for the experience of being the thing you have spent your life observing. I came to tell you because I did not know how to feel about it, and you are the person I bring the things I do not know how to feel about.” She picked up the top shell-tablet, looked at it, set it down. Her notes on it had started clinical, her precise archival hand, and somewhere down the tablet they’d devolved into a single line I could read upside-down: I do not have a framework for this.

The shell-tablets around her made the crisis worse and better at once. They were perfect records, exactly the kind of thing she’d always claimed she wanted: generations of clutching women measured and described with loving precision, frost-wyrms and reef-dragons and abyssal lines, temperatures and readiness states and incubation failures and triumphs, every body turned into knowledge so the next body could be safer. Sybara had read them with hunger until the descriptions turned toward her and the glass she’d always stood behind disappeared. “They wrote about themselves,” she said, almost accusingly, touching the old carvings. “That is the part I did not expect. I thought the records would be detached. They are not. They are precise and intimate. The women who carried wrote the data themselves, while carrying, about carrying, for the women who would carry after them. They did not choose between rigor and experience. They made the experience rigorous by living it honestly.” She looked at me again, shaken in a way the archive itself had caused. “I spent years thinking distance was what made a scholar trustworthy. These women wrote from inside the event and they are better than I am. I do not know what to do with that either.”

I crossed the air-chamber and crouched in front of her, among the shell-tablets, and took the tablet out of her hands and set it aside.

“Do you want it?” I asked. Plain. The only question that mattered, the one she’d ask a subject if she were studying someone else.

She was quiet a moment, the scholar consulting herself the way she consulted a glass.

“Yes,” she said, and seemed surprised by the answer, and then less surprised, and then not surprised at all. “Yes. I have wanted it since I watched Ayida’s clutch conceive and felt the gold note through the bond and wrote one line and underlined it twice. I did not have a framework for wanting it, so I filed the want and did not examine it. And now my body has examined it for me and the window is open and I,” her voice broke in the way it almost never did, “I want to be the subject. I want to stop observing the most important thing in the world and be it. I want to carry. Tonight. Before the archive, before Vael, before any of it, while the window is open and we are down here in a city of light and I am not afraid of the clutch I want.” She took off her glasses, cleaned them on her robe-sleeve, a nervous habit, put them back on, because she wanted to see this. “I do not know how to begin. I have a framework for the archive and no framework for this. Help me begin.”



She began by pretending it was study, except the pretense fell apart almost at once, because there was no detachment left in her to lose.

She shed the archivist robes herself, layer by layer, and the reveal still hit like a first discovery: the full heavy D-cup bust spilling free where the high-collared robe had hidden it, the wide soft hips, and the massive round ass that was her defining anchor, pale blue-white and full, the biggest in the harem, the thing the layered scholar-robes existed to conceal until they didn’t. Even now, months in, the reveal of Sybara’s body was an event, the librarian-shock, the contrast between the buttoned-up archivist and the lush cold curves underneath, and I never failed to feel it land in my chest and lower. The frost-shimmer blazed at her inner thighs and lower back in the deeper, wider, cold-deepened pattern of the readiness state, her body’s barometer turned all the way up by the carrying-readiness.

She bent herself over the carved-coral ledge among her shell-tablets, the way she presented, her signature, and looked back over her shoulder at me through her glasses, her cobalt eyes wide and her composure already cracking before I’d touched her. Her hands, braced on the warm coral, were shaking, which they never did, and she narrated it even now, the clinical voice starting up out of pure habit.

“The resonance correlation between bond-depth and clutch-viability appears to,” she said, and I ran my warm hands up the cold curve of her ass, both of them, palming the full weight of her, spreading her, and her sentence caught. I reached for the oil from the archive-lamp she’d brought, warmed it between my palms, and worked it into her slow, my fingers first, the way her anal-lane required, the setup that was erotic and not clinical, the slow deliberate preparation she’d taught me she needed, and her sentence stalled entirely. “Appears to. Appears to correlate with. With.” Her frost-shimmer flared. Where my warm hands met her cold skin, condensation formed, and where the condensation met the geothermal warmth of the coral, frost-crystals bloomed, hissing, a new thing, frost growing in a hot place, ice-flowers blooming across the warm coral ledge and steaming as they formed.

I prepared her slow, one oiled finger and then two, working them in and out of her tight asshole, feeling it loosen and grip and loosen, the cold of her body warming under my hands the way it always warmed, the arousal-barometer of her temperature climbing from cold toward scalding, and she braced and shook and pushed her massive ass back against my hand and lost the thread of her sentence entirely. “Don’t,” she said, fragments already forming, “don’t be gentle because I’m, because of the clutch, I’m not fragile, I read the records, the carrying-state is robust, breed me properly, I need, I need the full,” and the clinical justification dissolved into a sound. I slicked my cock with the warmed oil, notched the head against her oiled hole, and pushed, and her body resisted and then yielded and took the crown with a sharp gasp, the tight ring of her stretching around me, and I fed her my cock by slow degrees, inch after inch sinking into the gripping cold-to-hot clutch of her ass, the place that broke her composure most completely. She was impossibly tight, her body clamping down around every inch, and by the time I was fully seated, my hips against her cold full cheeks, the clinical voice had three more words in it and no more.

“The clutch will need,” she said, “oh. Oh. Breed it. Breed it cold, I can’t, I can’t think…” and the syntax shattered fast, because there was no observer left, no detachment, no framework, only Sybara, carrying-ready and undone, the scholar become the subject. Her crystallized hair manifested, the partial transformation familiar now, her dark blue-black strands going to translucent ice-crystal, a frost-wyrm mane refracting the coral-glow. Her glasses fogged, and then fogged solid, opaque white, and she kept them on because she always kept them on, because they were the last of her composure and because she wanted, even fogged, to know she was seeing this.

The air-chamber frosted over as she climbed, frost spreading across the warm coral walls and hissing against the geothermal heat, ice and steam together, the cold of her fighting the warmth of the deep and making something neither, a chamber of frost and mist at the bottom of a warm dark sea.

“Breed it deep,” she begged, fragments now, her massive ass pressing back to meet every thrust, demanding the depth her collapsed words couldn’t ask for, “breed it cold, make it strong, I’ll keep it frozen, I’ll keep it perfect, I’ll build the cold-room, I’ll keep it at the exact temperature, just, oh, give it to me, breed it into me…” The frost-clutch egg-language, clinical even in collapse, the scholar planning the incubation even as she came apart, and I fucked into her ass deep and steady the way she begged for, my cock dragging back through that tight grip and driving home again, her round cheeks rippling against my hips with every stroke, one hand fisted in the crystallized ice of her hair, the other on her cold hip, the frost-crystals blooming and hissing wherever she gripped the coral.

She came, and the chamber answered.

The frost-crystals exploded outward across the coral, fractal, fast, sheeting up the walls, and the geothermal mist that filled the air-dome froze in the cold of her climax and fell, snow, real snow, falling inside the air-dome at the bottom of the ocean, drifting down through the glow onto the frost-rimed coral and the steaming vents, a wonder none of us had seen, frost-wyrm climax in a geothermal grotto a mile deep. Sybara’s fogged-solid glasses caught the snow, her crystallized hair shattered at the tips, and her tight ass clamped down around my cock in pulsing waves until the blue point on my Mark flared bright in the snowing dark and I drove fully into her and let go, my cock pumping deep into her clutching heat, spilling everything I had into her, the cold, deep finish she had begged for, every spurt milked out of me by the gripping pulse of her body as she came around me.

“I’m carrying,” she said, wrecked and wondering, the snow falling around us, her glasses opaque, her voice small and raw. “I felt it take. The way Ayida said. The way I have read in forty-one sources and only now felt. I’m carrying. I’m a data point now. I’m my own footnote.” And then, quieter, the last of the armor coming all the way off, a thing she said with the startled honesty of someone discovering her own heart in the data: “I’m glad. I didn’t expect to be glad. I expected to be interested. I am not interested. I am glad.”

She did not take notes.

It was one of the rare times in our life together that Sybara had not, after a thing, reached for a pen, and I knew the category because she’d told me once, proud of how rare it was, and she lay in the frost-rimed warm chamber with the snow settling and dissolving in the geothermal heat and did not write a single word. The shell-tablets she’d brought to bed lay scattered and forgotten around us, frost-rimed at their edges where her climax had reached them, the breeding-biology records she’d been studying her way through her own feelings with, abandoned, because the thing happening to her was larger than her ability to document it, and she let it be larger, and lay in the snow-fall of her own making with her glasses fogged solid and her clutch begun and did not reach for a single instrument of the scholar’s trade. I lay with her and felt the frost slowly thaw and watched the snow stop falling inside the air-dome beneath the city, and I thought that I had seen Sybara surrender her composure many times across our life together, the vocabulary collapsing, the bun unraveling, the syntax breaking into fragments, but that I had only rarely seen her surrender the documenting, the recording, the turning-of-experience-into-data that was the deepest armor she had, the thing she did with every feeling too big to feel. And she’d surrendered it now, in that rare complete way, because the thing in her body was too true to be turned into a footnote, and the not-reaching-for-the-pen was, I understood, a more complete surrender than any climax, the scholar setting down the tool she almost never set down, and letting the thing simply be what it was, which was hers, and real, and beyond the reach of any record she could make of it.

The records waited around us without accusing her. That was the mercy of them, and I think she felt it before she could have said it. The women who had carved those tablets had not written every breath while the breath was happening. They had lived first, then recorded, and the record was stronger for having been allowed to come after. Sybara turned her fogged glasses toward the nearest tablet and did not reach for it. “Later,” she whispered, to the tablet, to herself, to the whole old line of carrying scholars she had just joined. “I will write later. Accurately. But later.” And then she put her cold hand over her own lower belly and closed her eyes, and the word later became the first framework she could bear.



She thawed slowly, after, the crystallized hair going back to dark blue-black from the tips inward, the chamber’s frost retreating before the vents’ warmth, the snow stopping, and she lay with her cheek on a shell-tablet she’d cleared a space among and let me put my hand flat on the cold of her lower belly, where the frost-clutch was forming, and she was quiet a while in a way she almost never was.

Then the scholar came back, because the scholar always came back, but she came back changed, came back carrying.

“Sybara’s clutch will need precise temperature regulation,” she said, clinical again, but smiling, the snow melting in her thawing hair. “Frost-wyrm eggs are cold-incubated. I read it tonight, in the third tablet, before I understood I was reading my own future. They must be held at a precise sub-temperature, colder than the nest, colder than anything Campe has built. I will require a cold-room. I have already designed it, in my head, while you were inside me, which I recognize is an unusual time to design a cold-room and I did it anyway because that is who I am.” She turned her fogged-clear glasses up to me, her cobalt eyes warm behind them. “I will require many things. I have a list. I have had a list since the moment I knew, which was approximately four seconds after I recognized the readiness-state in the third tablet. The list is long. It begins with a cold-room and it does not end soon.” She put her hand over mine, on the cold of her belly, over the clutch. “I am going to be insufferable about this. I am going to document my own gestation with a thoroughness that will mortify everyone, including me, and I am not going to be able to stop, because it is the most interesting thing I can imagine documenting and it is happening to me.” A pause. The warmth under the clinic. “I am the breeding-biology scholar, and I am carrying, and I have a list, and I am glad. Write that down somewhere, Dane, because I am too glad to write it down myself, and it should be in the record. The scholar was glad.”

I told her I’d remember it. The chamber glowed, the snow gone, the frost-clutch begun, and Sybara lay thawing in my arms.


Chapter 9: The Tidal Accord

Rán opened the Accord archive in the morning, and told us the oldest secret in the world, and the world I’d been living in for months rearranged itself around the telling.

The archive was the heart of the sunken city, a chamber of coral grown into shelves over centuries, the shell-tablets and the cultivated coral-script of a hundred generations, the deepest knowledge of the oldest dragon-kin civilization, kept in the abyssal dark by a people who built things to outlive them. Rán brought me there, and Sybara, and Nure to translate the oldest dialect where even Sybara faltered, and she lit the chamber with a slow sweep of her silver-white glow, and she began.

“You know your own history as the surface tells it,” Rán said. “One Alpha per generation. The Mark detected by the Lattice. The bond that amplifies genuine attraction and compels nothing. The academy founded to breed the strongest next generation. It is true, all of it. But it is the second half of a story, and the surface burned the first half, and burning the first half was the wisest and most dangerous thing the founders ever did.” Her ancient eyes were on the Mark glowing through my open collar. “The true resonance, the thing your center-light is, the thing that amplifies and frees and never compels: it is not the only kind of Mark. It is the answer to the other kind. And the other kind came first.”

She drew a shell-tablet from the oldest shelf, so old the coral-script had nearly worn smooth, and Nure read it haltingly into the surface-tongue as Rán spoke.

“Before the Accord, before your academy, there were Alphas whose Marks were forged,” Rán said. “Not born and woken by a Lattice. Forged, by ritual, deliberately, by those who wanted a weapon. A forged Mark does not amplify attraction. It compels obedience. It does not ask the women whether they want; it takes the wanting out and puts an order in, the way your enemy’s brand-runes do to her manufactured soldiers, except that a forged Mark does it through the bond itself, at the root, completely. An Alpha with a forged Mark could bind a harem of compelled women, obedient, will-less, an army that could not refuse, and the forged Alphas who held such Marks built empires of the broken.” Her voice was the oldest and saddest thing in the city. “And it killed them. That is the part the weapon-makers never minded. A forged Mark is a Mark run against its nature, compelling instead of amplifying, and the compelling burns the carrier alive from the inside, slow, over a year or two, until there is nothing left of the forged Alpha but the broadcast and the army it runs. The carrier is the first victim. The compelled women are the second. And the clans the forged Alpha’s army was pointed at were the third.”

I thought of Vael. The violet Mark broadcasting steady, never breathing, the young man’s bottomless exhaustion I’d felt on the balcony, the body Sybara said was being played to death.

“The pre-Accord clans,” Rán went on, “were destroyed by the forged Marks. Not all at once. Over centuries. Forged Alpha against forged Alpha, compelled army against compelled army, whole clans enslaved and burned out and ended, until the surface was a graveyard of dead clans whose markers your people have been finding in the mountains for years without knowing what they were.” She looked at me, and I knew she’d read it on me, that I had found exactly such markers, the extinct ward-stones, the spiral and the geometric figure, the graves Sybara had puzzled over across months. “Those are the dead. The clans the forged Marks ended. The corruption nearly emptied the world of dragon-kin, surface and deep both, before the survivors did the only thing that could stop it.”

“The Tidal Accord,” Sybara said, quiet, the scholar arriving at the thing she’d crossed the deep to find.

“The Tidal Accord,” Rán agreed. “The surviving clans, land and ocean, made a pact. They would bury the knowledge of the forged Mark forever, every ritual, every method, so that no one could ever forge one again. They would found a new institution on the opposite principle, the true resonance, the born Mark that amplifies and frees and compels nothing, detected and never made, given to a carrier who must earn his bonds rather than take them. Your academy. And the ocean-clan, who keep what they build, would hold the one archive that recorded what had been buried, in the deep, away from the surface, so that if the corruption ever returned, there would be one place left that remembered how to fight it.” She set the worn tablet down. “We have held it for four hundred years, waiting, hoping the day would never come. The day a true Alpha’s center-light woke and he came down into the deep asking how to un-make a forged Mark. Because that day means the worst thing has happened again. Someone has dug up what we buried. The forged Mark has returned to the world.”

The chamber was silent except for the slow pulse of the glow.

“How do I free him,” I said. “You said you could tell me how the ancients un-made one. Tell me.”

Rán was quiet a long moment.

“A forged Mark and a true Mark are the same instrument,” she said. “Your scholar has already grasped this; I see it on her. One is born, one is made; one amplifies, one compels; but they are the same kind of thing, and they can hear each other, and that is the key and the cost both. A true Alpha at full Harmonic, with the center-light fully woken, carries the original frequency that a forged Mark is a forgery of. The true resonance is the real song; the forged is a counterfeit of it. And a real song, sung loud enough and held long enough, can overwrite a counterfeit. You can free the forged carrier. You do it by reaching into his forced Mark with your center-light and speaking the true resonance into it, the real frequency under the false one, and holding it there, against the forced Mark’s resistance, until the counterfeit breaks and the true note is all that is left. The compulsion shatters. The carrier wakes. The compelled women wake. The army falls.”

“That sounds like the thing I did to a soldier for three seconds,” I said. “And it nearly killed me, and it didn’t hold.”

“Three seconds against a brand-rune,” Rán said. “This is not three seconds against a brand-rune. This is overwriting a forged Mark, the deepest corruption there is, and it does not break in three seconds. It fights. A forged Mark is a parasite that wants to keep its host; when you sing the true resonance into it, it will fight you for the carrier with everything it has, and the fight will come back up the connection into you, into your own Mark, like the whole ocean pressing on your chest at once. The backlash.” Her ancient eyes were grave. “You will be holding the true note into his Mark while his Mark tries to tear yours apart to defend itself. And the only thing that will keep you alive through it, the only thing, is the strength of your own bond-foundation. Your true bonds, the women who chose you, the points on your constellation. They are what you stand on while the backlash hits. The deeper and truer your bonds, the more of the backlash you can survive, the longer you can hold the note, the more completely you can overwrite the forgery.” She paused. “If your foundation is strong enough, you free him and live. If it is not, the backlash tears your own Mark off its foundation, and it kills you, and it kills him too, because a half-freed forged Mark collapses and takes its carrier with it.” She held my gaze. “You have seven bonds, surface-child, and a center-light I have only seen in the oldest records. Seven may not be enough. The old records speak of a full eight-point foundation when the true resonance was used against the deepest forgery, and I can see the place where an eighth point wants to burn. It is not lit yet. But if it lights, if the unfinished bond standing at your edge chooses fully before you reach the source, then you may be strong enough. No one in four hundred years has had a foundation like that. But I will not lie to you and tell you it is safe. It is the most dangerous thing a true Alpha can do, and it must be done at the source, inside the place the forged Mark broadcasts from, where the connection is strongest, and you may not survive it.” A beat. “And you will do it anyway. I see that on you too. You did not come through all that crushing dark to learn how to free a man and then decline because it is dangerous. You came to learn how. Now you know how. The rest is yours.”

She showed us the record of the last time it had been done. Not a heroic account. The ocean-clan did not write heroics; they wrote mechanisms and costs. The shell-tablet named no Alpha, no harem, no victory-banner. It recorded eight bond-points held in circle, the center-light sustained through a forged carrier’s resistance, four women collapsing before the note broke and two needing months to recover their own bond-strength, the true Alpha surviving because every bond had chosen without coercion and held without flinching. The forged carrier lived. The compelled army woke. Three clans were saved. And the record’s final line, which Nure translated in a voice gone quiet, said only that the center-light is not strength but trust under pressure, and trust cannot be manufactured. Sybara copied that line twice. I understood why. It was the whole war in one sentence.

Rán let us sit with that before she went on. The old archive did not make the past clean, and she would not either. The women in the record had chosen, yes, and saved three clans, yes, but the saving had cost them months of trembling hands, broken sleep, and bond-points so dim the old healers feared they would never brighten again. Victory had not meant untouched. Freedom had not meant free of consequence. That mattered, because I had a bad habit, born of bad country and worse choices, of thinking a thing was worth doing if the cause was right and the cost landed on me. Rán’s record made the cost wider than me. If I reached for Vael and failed, the damage would not stop at my skin. The women who held me would pay too. That was the part courage liked to skip and love did not allow me to skip anymore.

I thought about the ward-stone markers, then, the extinct-clan graves I’d been finding in the mountains since months ago, the spiral and the geometric figure, the markers Sybara had puzzled over and never placed. Whole clans, Rán had said. Whole clans the forged Marks had enslaved and burned out and ended, until the surface was a graveyard. The markers weren’t curiosities. They were headstones. Every spiral and figure I’d crouched over in the western mountains and the southern ranges was the grave of a people the corruption had made into an army and then used up and discarded, a clan that had been turned against its neighbors and then turned to ash, and the academy I lived in, the doctrine I was the center of, the whole structure of my strange life, existed because the survivors of that graveyard had looked at what the forged Mark did and built the exact opposite of it on purpose, and buried the knowledge of the thing so deep that it took an ancient in a hidden city to dig it back up for me. I had been walking through the aftermath of this for months without knowing what I was walking through. Now I knew. And the thing that had made the graveyard was awake again under a mountain a continent away, and a young man was being burned alive to power its return, and I was the one thing in the world built to answer it.

I understood the war differently then. Vael became a person before he became a battlefield: a young man being burned alive from the inside by a forged Mark. I had come to the bottom of the sea to learn how to un-make the thing killing him, and the cost of un-making it might be my own life, held off only by the strength of the seven women who’d chosen me and the eighth who still stood at the edge of choosing.

“There is one more thing,” Rán said, and her voice dropped, and the dread came back into it, deeper than before. “And it is the thing I want you to carry up out of the deep most carefully of all, because it is the thing the surface does not yet know and must come to know.” She drew a slow breath. “Your enemy. The ancient one. Delphyne. She did not make the forged Mark.”

I went still.

“She found it,” Rán said. “A person does not invent the forging; the knowledge was buried too deep, too completely, for four hundred years. To forge a Mark, you must find the buried knowledge, or,” and here her ancient calm cracked again, the second time, worse than the first, “you must find a thing that remembers it. Ask yourself what she found it in. Ask yourself where she dug. The forged Mark has a source. The corruption did not begin with your enemy; she is a scavenger of it, a woman who found something old and sleeping and learned its secret and put it to use. And the thing she found it in is still there, where she dug, and it is older than your academy and older than the Accord and older, I think, than the corruption itself.” Rán’s silver glow had dimmed, the way a flame dims in a cold draft. “I do not know what it is. The Accord buried the methods; it did not name the source, because the founders did not know the source either, or did not dare write it. But I know this: a forged Mark is a counterfeit of the true resonance, and a counterfeit must be copied from an original, and I do not believe your enemy is clever enough to have invented the copy. She found an original. An old, sleeping, corrupted original. The first forged Mark, perhaps, the one all the others were copied from. And it is where she dug, and your center-light,” the ancient eyes came up to mine, “will answer it, the way it answers the violet Mark, because it is the same instrument, older and deeper and asleep. When you go to free the young carrier, you will feel it. The empty-cold thing beneath the place. Do not go to it. Free the carrier and come away. The source is not for this war. It is for the next one.” She set her hands flat on the oldest shelf. “Delphyne did not make the forged Mark. She found it. Ask what she found it in. That is the warning the Accord kept for four hundred years for exactly this day, and now I have given it to you, and the keeping is done, and may you carry it better than we feared anyone would have to.”



Sybara did not let it go for a moment. She stayed in the archive with Rán after the others left, and she copied the ritual onto her own parchment in her precise hand, then turned the terror into the only shape she trusted: a problem.

She found me an hour later, parchment in hand, glasses sharp, the carrying not slowing her at all.

“I have copied the true-resonance ritual and I have begun to model your survival,” she said, without preamble, which was how I knew she was frightened. “Rán was precise about the mechanism. You hold the true note into the forged Mark; the forged Mark fights back up the connection; the backlash hits your own Mark; and the only thing that keeps your Mark from being torn off its foundation is the strength of the foundation itself. Your bonds.” She turned the parchment so I could see the colored ink, the seven points already lit, the half-sketched eighth at the rim, the gold center. “This is the part I can work. The mechanism, I cannot change; you must hold the note and take the backlash. But the foundation, I can optimize. The deeper and truer your bonds at the moment you do it, the more backlash you survive. Which means the worst possible time to free Vael would be a time when your bonds are strained, distant, or incomplete. And the best possible time,” she adjusted her glasses, “is at full Harmonic. With every bond present and at peak resonance. The Harmonic is not only a celebration, Dane. For this, it is armor. If you free Vael with the full foundation lit, eight bonds at peak, the center-light fully woken, you have the strongest possible thing to stand on while the ocean presses on your chest. Which means Morana matters. Not as a calculation only, though she is also that; as a person standing at the edge of a bond the ritual may require. I am going to build you a protocol that accounts for the current seven-point state and the possible eighth. Pacing, anchoring, the order of it, how to hold the foundation steady through the backlash. I have a list.” Of course she had a list. “I am carrying your clutch and I am building you a survival protocol in the same week, and I want you to know that I am terrified, in a way I do not have a framework for, and that the terror is the reason the protocol will be perfect, because I am not going to let the thing I am terrified of happen. You are going to free him and live. I am going to make certain of it with mathematics. That is how I love you. You should know that is what this is.”

“I know what it is,” I said.

“Good.” She did not soften, because softening was not the love; the mathematics was the love. “Then come back from the deep with everything you came for, and stay close to your bonds, all of them, between now and the Peaks, because every one of them is a plank in the floor you will be standing on when you do the most dangerous thing a true Alpha can do. I will have the protocol finished before we surface.” She paused, the scholar’s mask slipping a hair. “I did not come down into the deep and become a subject of my own study and find the way to free a broken man only to lose you doing it. I have a clutch to raise. It will require a father. See that you remain one.” And she went back to the archive to work, because work was where Sybara put the things too big to feel, and losing me to the thing she’d just learned how to do was a fear too large to leave unworked.

I found her there hours later, when I went down to check she’d eaten, which she had not. The Accord archive in the hidden city was a place that made Sybara deeply, visibly happy, and the happiness had a specific quality I’d only seen in her a few times: a stillness, the racing mind finally given something vast enough to fill it, the perpetual low hum of her wanting quieted by a thing that answered the wanting completely. She sat among the shell-tablets with her glasses fogging in the geothermal warmth and her bun fully come loose and an inkstain spread to the elbow, and she was, for a rare stretch, not performing the archivist, not narrating, not even taking notes; she was simply reading, deep in it, the carrying scholar in the lost library of a dead civilization, and her face had a peace on it I rarely got to see because it only came when no one was watching and a great enough problem was. I didn’t interrupt for a while. I just stood at the chamber’s edge and watched her be happy, the way I watched the storm-sisters fly and the hatchlings fall out of the sky, because the happiness of the people I loved was a thing I’d learned to stop and look at, having spent too much of an earlier life with no one whose happiness was mine to watch.

Nure was there too, touching the shelf-edges and murmuring old pronunciations when Sybara’s lips formed them wrong. It had become a ritual between them in a single day: the scholar reaching for the dead precision of the record, the deep-woman supplying the living sound that made the record whole. Every correction made Sybara happier. Every time Nure spoke an old word and Sybara wrote it down, Nure stood a little straighter, because she had come home and found that the songs and sounds she thought she’d lost were useful to someone she loved. The archive was giving both of them back to themselves in opposite directions, Sybara becoming part of the record she had studied and Nure becoming the voice that let it speak.

“You’re standing there feeling something at me,” she said, without looking up, turning a coral-tablet. “I can feel you being moved. Stop it. I am working.” But she didn’t mean it, and when I came and set down the food I’d brought and crouched beside her, she leaned into me a moment, glasses fogged, the tablet still in her hands, and said, quieter, “I have wanted a library like this my whole life. A thing no living surface scholar has read. A thing I get to help bring back to the academy after a century of absence. I thought, when I was young, that I would have to choose, the work or the rest of a life, because no one wanted a girl who read at meals and forgot to eat and took notes on everything, and I made my peace with choosing the work.” She looked up at me, cobalt eyes warm behind the fog. “And then there was you, and the pack, and now there is a clutch in me and a lost library in front of me and a man bringing me food because I forgot, and I did not have to choose at all. I get the work and the rest of it both. I want it noted that I did not think that was possible, and that being wrong feels better than I expected.” Then she went back to the tablet, because the tablet was the work and the work was a kind of love too, and I sat with her while she read, and made sure she ate, and let her be incandescently happy at the bottom of the sea.

I let the others have the day to absorb it. There was only so much a person could hold of a thing that size at once, and I’d learned that the way to survive a truth like Rán’s telling was to leave it on the table for a while and let the rest of life keep happening around it.

I found Anfa on the city’s edge, where the air-chamber met the black water, looking out into the dark the way a storm-dragon looks for a horizon she can’t find. She’d heard the shape of Rán’s telling secondhand; the whole expedition had, by midday. She didn’t turn when I came.

“The shape of it changed,” she said. “That’s what changed in your face when you came out of that archive. You went in looking for how to win and came out with Vael in your head, the kid being burned alive at the center of Delphyne’s army, and you’re going to walk into her fortress and reach into him and nearly die freeing him, because that’s who you are.” She finally looked at me, electric-blue eyes steady. “You did it to me. Not the dying part. The reaching-in part. You reached into a person who’d been turned into a weapon and you gave her back to herself, and it didn’t cost you your life, but I always knew it cost you something, every time, every one of us. Now there’s one where it might cost everything.” Her jaw set. “So here’s what I came over here to make sure you know, before we fly back up into a war. I’m a plank in your floor. Sybara’s already told me; she’s telling all of us; we’re the foundation you stand on while you do it. And I will be the strongest plank there is. Whatever holding you together through the backlash takes, I’ll be there, pinned to you, holding. You stood next to my cage for months. I’ll stand inside the fire with you for as long as it takes to get the kid out. That’s the deal. That’s what bonded means.” She was quiet a moment, watching the dark water beyond the air-chamber. “You know what the strangest part is? For more than two years I was the strongest person in every room and I hated it, because being the strongest meant being the one nobody could lean on, the one who held everyone else up and got held up by no one. And you broke me out of that, taught me I could lean, taught me there was relief in not being in charge for twenty minutes. And now here’s the thing I didn’t expect: that learning to lean is what makes me able to hold. I couldn’t have been a plank in your floor back then. I was too busy being a wall. You have to learn to be held before you can really hold someone, because otherwise you’re just holding them up to prove you don’t need holding, and that’s not strength, that’s the cage.” She looked at me, electric-blue eyes steady. “So when you reach into that kid and the backlash comes, I’m going to hold you, and I’m going to be able to hold you because you taught me how to be held, and there’s a symmetry in that I find very satisfying. You freed me so I could free you. That’s how the floor got built.” She bumped my shoulder, hard, the storm-dragon’s whole embrace. “Now stop looking like a man carrying a mountain. Set it down for the night. We’ve got a day or two of city-of-light left before we fly back into the teeth, and Vibria’s already planning to drag you somewhere warm, I can see it on her, and you should let her, because she’s homesick and you’re heavy and you’ll both feel better. Go. I’ll watch the dark.”

The rest of life, that day, was Ceto and Nure.

I came on them in one of the air-chambers, the coral-red reef-dragon and the blue-green abyssal one, the two cousins, teaching each other the things they each had and the other lacked. Ceto was teaching Nure the clan-songs, the cultivated melodies the ocean-clan sang in the dark, the music Nure had never learned because Nure had grown up alone on the surface with no one to sing them to her. And Nure was teaching Ceto the surface, the strange dry impossible world above, the sky and the weather and the land-clans and the academy and the man with the Mark. They sat together with their bioluminescence pulsing in answer to each other, amber and blue-green, and Nure’s voice, learning the old songs a century late, kept breaking, because every song was a thing she should have grown up knowing and a thing she’d survived not knowing and a thing she got to learn now, both grief and gift at once, the new country she was learning to live in.

The ocean-clan didn’t sing the way the surface sang. I’d learned that watching them, over the day. Their songs were light as much as sound, the bioluminescence pulsing in patterns that carried the melody as much as the voice did, so that a clan-song was a thing you saw as well as heard, a conversation of light between the singers, and Ceto sang a phrase in amber and Nure answered it in blue-green, halting, learning, the two colors trading the song back and forth the way Anfa and Morana traded the lead in flight. There was a lullaby Ceto sang her that I understood, without a word of the dialect, was a lullaby, because the light of it slowed and softened and Nure’s eyes filled, and Ceto explained, in her careful surface-trade dialect, that it was the song the clan sang to children too young to have language yet, the first song, the one that meant only you are safe and you are held and the dark is not empty. Nure had never been sung it. Her mother had died before she was old enough to remember it, and there had been no one on the surface to sing it, and she was learning it now at a hundred and twelve years old, the first song, the one that meant the dark is not empty, and she could not get through it without her light breaking, and Ceto sang it again, patient, as many times as it took, the way you’d teach a child, until Nure could hold the light steady from first pulse to last.

“She is teaching me the things I would have known,” Nure said to me, after, her voice raw. “If I had grown up here. If the wars had not happened. If my mother had lived. Every song is a piece of the person I would have been. It is still possible to learn them; that is the gift. It is too late to have been her, the person who grew up knowing them; that is the grief. Every song is both. I get the song and I grieve the girl who should have had it from the start.” She looked at Ceto, the coral-red cousin who had grown up with all the songs, who had not been raised as the last of her people. “She had what I should have had. And she is giving it to me now, a piece at a time, and she is not stingy with it, she does not make me feel the lack, she just sings until I have it too. I did not know people could be like this. I learned the surface from people who were like this, you and the pack. I did not know my own kind would be like this too.”

Ceto’s open fascination with me was a steady thing, undisguised, the warm amber glow brightening whenever I came near, the hundred questions about the surface and the Mark and the world she’d been kept from. It was, exactly as Nure had said, the look Nure had worn in the tidal cave when I first found her, and I noted it without reaching for it, because there was a war between the city of light and any softer curiosity. She was young, and warm, and the coral-red proof that Nure was not the last. I let that be the whole of her place in the war for one more night; the rest could wait in the deep, where the ocean-clan kept everything.

For Nure, Ceto was more than proof. She was practice. All day I watched Nure learn the grammar of kinship with someone who wanted nothing from her except the pleasure of being related. Ceto touched her constantly, with the casual abundance of a people who had never been starved of contact: a hand at Nure’s wrist to pull her toward a carving, a shoulder pressed to hers while they sang, fingers combing a tangle from her wet hair without asking because cousins did that. The first time Ceto did it, Nure froze. The second time, she startled. The third time, she leaned into it before she remembered to be surprised. That was the healing no ritual could have given her, the tiny repeated proof that touch from her own kind did not have to be an event. It could simply be the weather of belonging.

But the thing that mattered most that day, the thing I watched Nure arrive at, was the choice.

“I could stay,” Nure said to me, that evening, after the songs. She said it plainly, working it out as she said it. “My people are here. The clan I grieved for a hundred years is here, alive, and they would have me, the surface-cousin come home, and I could live the rest of my long life in the city of light among my own kind, and never be dry again, and never be wrong again, and never tilt my head at a joke I do not understand.” She looked at me, luminous eyes steady. “When I came to the surface, I chose you because you were the only safe touch I had found in a century. I was the last, or I believed I was, and the surface was the only place there was anyone to be with, and there was nothing to go back to except an empty road.” A pause. “Now there is something to go back to. Now I can choose between two homes. I can stay in the deep with my people, or I can go back to the surface with you. And I want you to understand that I am choosing again, this time with a true alternative before me, the way Ayida chose you, the way the choice deepens when there is something real to choose against.” She reached out and took my hand, webbing and all. “And I choose the surface. I choose you. Not because there is nothing else. Because there is everything else, a whole clan and a city of light and the deep that is home, and I am choosing you over all of it, on purpose, freely, with the first choice still true and this one making it truer.” Her glow brightened. “I will come back to visit. The road is open now; I will keep it open; I will bring the clan back into the world a little at a time. But I live on the surface. With you. With the pack. With the babies who set things on fire and the scholar who is carrying and the war that needs winning. I choose the dry wrong world where I am always slightly drowning, because you are in it, and now that I have somewhere else I could go, choosing you has a new shape.” She gave a small abyssal laugh, wet at the edges. “That is the gift you gave me, bringing me down here. Not just my people. The chance to choose you again with both homes open. I did not know how much I needed that until I had it.”



And the bond carried the deep and the far together that night, in a way I want to set down.

I felt Ayida’s clutch through the bond-echo, beyond the western sea and far under the abyssal dark, faint as a held breath but unmistakable: the warm gold note of the life-clutch growing, the rarest resonance in the world, and the ocean-clan elders felt it too. They could sense life-resonance, the old ones; it was a thing the ocean-clan knew, and Rán came to me at the evening meal with something like wonder breaking her deep-current calm.

“There is a life-clutch growing on the surface,” Rán said. “A life-dragon’s clutch. We have not sensed one in a hundred years; the life-line nearly ended in the wars; we believed it gone, the way the surface believed our line gone. And it is yours. The life-dragon carries your clutch.” She looked at me with an expression I couldn’t fully read, ancient and moved. “The rarest thing in the world, the founding-line, growing again. Do you understand what hope that is, surface-child? Down here in the dark we thought the life-line dead. And it is not dead. It is growing, and it is yours, and we felt it in the deep.” She pressed a hand briefly to her own chest. “There is a thing there, between the life-resonance and the deep, an old connection I do not have the knowledge to name. But the life-clutch reached us in the abyss. That is not nothing. That is a thread between your gentlest bond and the oldest dark, and I do not understand it, and I think it matters, and I am too old to chase it and you are too busy with a war. But mark it. The life-dragon’s clutch sang to the deep. Remember that someone told you so.”

I marked it. I filed it beside the empty-cold source and the answering violet and all the threads of a war that kept sinking toward older buried stone. And I felt Ayida’s clutch, warm and gold and a continent away, and I missed her with a sudden physical ache, and Vibria, across the air-chamber, felt me feel it through the bond-echo and got up and came to me, because Vibria always knew.



She was homesick. She’d been homesick since the first wet useless day, her fire hissing out and her sky gone and her babies a continent away, and she’d been loud about it the way she was loud about everything, and now she came to me loud and then, the way she did, ran quiet.

“You’re missing Ayida,” she said. “I felt it. The clutch. You’re missing home.” She climbed into my lap right there in the air-chamber, not caring who saw, pure Vibria from the first motion. “I’m missing home so hard it hurts, Dane. I miss my babies. I miss the sky. I miss being warm because I’m warm and not because there’s a vent. I miss being good at the thing I’m good at instead of being a damp sad fire-drake whose fire won’t light.” Her orange-amber eyes were bright. “And I want to feel like myself again. Just for an hour. I want to feel like the fire-mother instead of the wet exile. Take me somewhere my fire works and remind me who I am.” She took my hand and pressed it to her chest, hot, the heat I could hold now without flinching, the thing she still made me prove. “There’s a warm chamber off the east terrace. Coral walls, geothermal heat, the one place down here my fire won’t hiss out. I checked. I’ve been planning this since the meal. Come be with me somewhere I’m not wrong.”



The warm chamber was the one place in the city where Vibria could be Vibria, and she became Vibria the moment the door was shut, stripping without preamble, hers and mine both, her bronze body in the coral-glow, her heat rising in the warm air without hissing out, and the relief on her face at simply being warm in her own way again was a nakedness before the clothes ever came off.

“There,” she breathed, the heat-shimmer rising off her, working at last since we’d left the surface. “There it is. My fire works in here. Oh, I missed it. I missed me.” She came at me hot and fast, no patience in her, and she had my wet linen off and her hands on my bare chest, hot, both palms flat on the Mark, pressing, watching my face for the flinch that didn’t come, the proof she still made me give. “You can hold me. Even down here. Even wet and far from home, you can still hold all of it.” She kissed me hard, her flame-tongue carrying real heat into it, and I ran my bare hands up the burning length of her, over the heat-shimmer, over the freckled shoulders, over the perky bronze tits, holding all the heat and not pulling back, and she shuddered at being touched everywhere at once by hands that wouldn’t retreat.

I didn’t make her wait. I pushed her down onto the warm coral ledge, climbed over her, and then pulled her up onto me where I wanted her, bronze thighs gripping, my cock standing hard between us, and she reached down and notched the head against her dripping pussy and took me in one greedy stroke until her hips hit mine. Her inner walls were scalding around my shaft, hotter than the geothermal warmth, hotter than they’d felt in days because she wasn’t holding any of it back down here where her fire finally worked, gripping me in a tight wet furnace, and I gripped her hips bare-handed and held all of it and she made the high undone sound at being filled and met at full heat. “You can hold me. Hold me. Remind me I’m the fire-drake and not the wet exile.”

Cowgirl, her signature, because I put her there and kept her there, her fire filling the small warm chamber with the only heat that was hers and not the vents’, the fire-scale cuirass blooming across her torso, translucent bronze plate with flame-light moving inside it, and down here her flammability was a comfort instead of a hazard, nothing to burn here but coral and water. I set the pace with both hands on her hips, dragging her down hard onto each full stroke so my cock drove up into her to the hilt, making her take me at the speed her homesick body needed, her compact tight ass slapping down against my thighs, her perky bronze tits bouncing with the impact, the wet smack of her riding me echoing off the coral, her heat-shimmer distorting the coral-glow above us, her glow-eyes brightening from amber toward literal-amber, the fire-mother home in her own heat at the bottom of the cold sea. She threw her head back and let the warm chamber fill with the sound of her, loud, uninhibited, the only voice in a city that sang in light instead of sound.

“I needed this,” she gasped, riding me hard. “I needed to feel like me. The deep took my sky and my fire and my babies and I needed one thing back and this is it, this is me, this is the part of me that still works down here…” She threw herself into reverse-cowgirl, looking back at me over her bronze shoulder with her glow-eyes literal-amber, and the coral walls of the chamber were faintly translucent, the glow of the city beyond them, and she knew it, the exhibitionist heart of her knowing the light of her could be seen through the coral, and she rode me harder for it, wanting the city of light to know the fire-drake was here, wanting the whole sunless deep to see her glow.

“Let them see me through the coral,” she said, delighted, riding. “Let the whole city of fish-people see the fire-drake’s still got her fire. I’m not wrong in here. In here I’m exactly right.”

I sat up under her and wrapped an arm around her bronze torso over the fire-scale cuirass, the plate warm and pulsing against my forearm, and flipped her onto her back and drove my cock back into her, missionary, my hand fisted in her copper-gold hair and the other flat on her belly, over the warmth where a clutch would form, where she wanted one to form, and she wrapped her short muscular legs around me and pulled me deep, her heels digging into the small of my back, demanding all of me. I fucked into her slow and deep, my cock driving home and dragging back through her scalding grip, the change of pace after the full-speed riding, and she made a different sound, lower, the want under the noise, her glow-eyes going soft even as they blazed.

“When we get home,” she said, her glow-eyes holding mine, the homesickness and the want both pure Vibria. “Breed me when we get home, Alpha. I want another. I’m ready. The minute we’re back on the mesa and there’s a sky over us and my babies are in my arms, breed me, fill me up, give me another clutch. I want the whole sky full of them. Promise me. Promise me a sky full of them.” Her hot hand came up and pressed flat over my Mark, over the amber point that was hers, and she held my gaze, and for a second the loud fire-mother was just a woman a continent from her children asking for the thing she wanted most in the world. “I’m not done, Dane. I’m nowhere near done. I want to fill the whole sky with us. Promise me.”

“A sky full of them,” I said. “The minute we’re home. Promise.”

She came on the promise, and the embers floated from her breath, except that down here in the wet deep they didn’t catch on anything, they hit the warm humid air and became tiny rising sparks of steam, fire turning to water-vapor as it left her, a strange fire-in-the-deep thing, little glints of steam-light rising from her breath into the coral-glow, and her heat-shimmer blurred and her glow-eyes blazed and her scalding pussy clenched around me in fast fire-hot contractions.

And at the peak of it, the bond-echo carried home to her.

I felt it happen the same instant she did: the bond-echo, reaching across a continent and a mile of ocean, carried Ayida’s distant carrying-warmth into the warm chamber, the gold note of the life-clutch growing on the surface, and Vibria, mid-climax, felt it, felt the clutch across the whole world, and she burst into laughing tears in the middle of coming, the joy and the homesickness and the bond all breaking over her at once.

“I can feel hers,” she sobbed, laughing, glowing, her pussy clenching around my cock through the aftershocks. “Dane, I can feel Ayida’s clutch from here. From the bottom of the ocean. I can feel it growing, all the way across the world. We’re going to fill the whole sky. Hers and the babies and the one you’re going to give me when we get home, we’re going to fill the whole sky with them…” and I buried myself to the hilt and flooded her on those laughing tears, my cock pulsing deep, pumping every drop into her scalding pussy while her contractions milked me dry, the amber point on my Mark blazing in the steam-lit dark, the gold point flickering faint and far with the clutch she could feel.



She sprawled on my chest after, steaming faintly, the little sparks of vapor still rising from her slowing breath, warm and home in her own heat at last.

“I hate it down here,” she said cheerfully, into my neck. “No offense to Nure’s people. They’re lovely. They keep bringing me water to drink because they think I’m sick. But there’s no sky and everything’s wet and my fire keeps going out and I miss my babies so much it physically hurts, like a bruise, right here.” She thumped her own chest. “And I could feel Ayida’s clutch just now, across the whole world, and it made it worse and better at the same time, because home is so far and the bond’s so close and I want to be there so bad.” She propped up on my chest and looked at me, glow-eyes soft and wet. “Free your broken man fast, Dane. Find Nure’s people, you found them, good, now let’s win the war part and go home. I want the sky back. I want my babies. And then,” she put her hot palm flat on my chest, over the amber point, over the faint far gold one, “I want you to keep your promise. Take me home soon. And then breed me. A whole sky full of them. You promised. The fire-mother’s collecting.”


Chapter 10: Tarvos in the Dark

Delphyne must have known we’d come down. Maybe she’d known since the probe where I’d broken a soldier’s rune for three seconds in front of the whole eastern engagement, and maybe she’d done the arithmetic the way I’d have done it in her place: the Alpha can break compulsion, the Alpha is going to learn how to free Vael, and the knowledge to free Vael is in the deep. However she’d reached the conclusion, she sent Tarvos to stop us before we came back up with it, and the Purists became a thing that could reach the hidden city.

They came on the second morning, while we were provisioning for the surface, and the city of light went to war after a century of hiding.

In the deep, feeling came before sight: a pressure-change in the dark water beyond the city’s glow, a wrongness in the currents, and the clan felt it first, the ocean-clan going still all across the city, their bioluminescence dimming in unison, a hundred years of hiding instinct waking at once. Then Nure went rigid and said one word, “Wrong,” and pointed into the black, and out of it came shapes that had no business in the abyss.

Manufactured soldiers, fitted with deep-pressure adaptations the improving hatcheries had managed, the too-smooth scales and the flat brand-runed eyes, descending the trench in a wedge, moving with the tightened coordination Campe had warned the council about, no longer puppets on separate strings but a single body moving on a single will that was not their own. They came down the dark in a formation so clean it was horrifying in itself, dozens of beings who had never chosen anything, pointed at a city of light by a will a continent away.

And with them, leading them, a thing that turned my stomach: a manufactured abyssal unit, a parthenogenesis-grown sea-dragon, the corruption’s answer to Nure herself, built to fight in the deep, branded and will-less and wrong in every line. It was the size of Nure and the shape of Nure and it had none of Nure in it, a body grown in a hatchery to be the deep without ever having lived in it, its bioluminescence a flat dead gray instead of the living blue-green, its movements clean and powerful and utterly without the grace that came from a century of being the dark. It was a counterfeit of the most graceful thing I knew, the way a forged Mark was a counterfeit of the true resonance, and seeing it made Rán’s telling real in my body: this was what the corruption made, copies, beautiful empty copies of living things, and the living things had to be the ones to end them, because nothing else could tell the difference.

And at the center of the wedge, in human form in a pressure-rig of his own, directing it, was Tarvos. Iron-gray hair cropped close, the northern mountain-aerie features, twenty-three years on the council before he took Delphyne’s coin and fled to the Peaks, and now in the abyss leading a strike force into a city he’d been sent to burn before it could give us the means to win.

The battle was unlike the others I’d fought, because I fought almost none of it. The deep was not my element and I knew it; I clipped to the cable in an air-chamber with the rig on and did the one thing I could do, which was coordinate, reading the engagement through the bond-echo the way I read it in the sky, calling positions to Nure who relayed them to her people in the old dialect. The rest of it belonged to the women I loved and the clan that had taken them in.

Nure showed a decisiveness the surface had never seen. This was her element, her home, her people, and the bridge she’d become in three days had made her a war-leader: the clan fought after generations of hiding to defend their sanctuary, and they fought because the surface-cousin who’d come home pointed them where to fight. A century without war had not taught the ocean-clan how to forget it; they fought as they built, patient and total, using the deep itself, currents and pressure and the dark, and the young ones who had never seen a battle fought to defend the city of light with a ferocity that the manufactured soldiers, who had never chosen anything, could not match. There is a difference between a thing made to obey and a people defending their home, and the difference was the battle.

Nure took the manufactured abyssal unit herself, true abyssal sea-dragon against counterfeit, and there was no contest, because the counterfeit had size without knowing, body without the century of being the deep. It fought with manufactured habits, power without wisdom, straight-line charges, strikes placed where a thing its size should strike, every correct motion a hatchery could drill into muscle, and Nure was not where any of the correct things landed. She did not fight in straight lines. The deep moved through her in currents and pressure and patience, and she was always a fraction to the side of where the counterfeit’s strength arrived. She took it apart with the water itself, walls of pressure that the manufactured thing couldn’t read because it had never learned to read anything, only to obey; she turned its own charges into momentum it couldn’t recover from, sweeping it past her and into the trench wall with a flick of her vast body the way she’d turned the draugfish on the way down. I watched her work through the air-chamber’s coral wall and through the bond-echo, and I understood that I was watching one of the most powerful beings I had bonded do the thing she was made for, in the place she was made for, and that the surface had only seen part of Nure. And there was a grief in it too, under the awe, because the counterfeit was the size and shape of her, a thing grown in a tunnel to be the deep without ever living in it, the corruption’s attempt to copy her, and Nure had to end a thing that wore her own face, a parthenogenesis-made shadow of herself, and I felt through the bond that she took no joy in it, only the grim necessity of a true thing un-making a counterfeit of itself. The counterfeit abyssal thrashed and obeyed its rune and could not adapt; Nure adapted constantly, read the dark constantly, turned the counterfeit’s own size against it, and ended it against the trench wall with a wall of black water that I felt in my chest from inside the air-dome, and then she hung there a moment in the dark over the thing that had worn her shape, and her bioluminescence dimmed, mourning, before she turned back to the battle.

The stakes were not abstract, and I felt them through the Mark the whole battle. The carrying women. Sybara, her frost-clutch barely begun, kept back and furious and doing overwatch. And the clan’s young, the ones who had never seen the surface, the future of a people who had survived a century of hiding only to have the war find them in their last refuge. The manufactured wedge was aimed at the city’s heart, at the archive and the air-chambers where the young and the carrying were, and the defense narrowed around one purpose: keep the wedge off the heart. A manufactured storm-type broke through the chokepoint once, past Brenna, and made for the high chambers where Sybara was, and I felt Sybara’s spike of cold fury through the bond and then felt her do the thing she’d never admit was combat: she raised her crystallized hands from her overwatch perch and caught the soldier’s discharge on the frost-planes and grounded it into the coral, and Vibria, in the next air-dome, turned and filled the chamber with fire, and between the carrying scholar’s frost-shield and the homesick fire-drake’s oven, the soldier that had broken through to where the clutches were never reached them. The two pieces of the unit who had the most to protect protected it themselves, and it made me fiercely proud.

The ocean-clan young did not hide well, which made the defense harder and truer. They had been born in a hidden city and taught caution as a civic duty, but they were also young, and their people were being attacked for the first time in their lives, and several of them kept trying to run toward the fight with grown-shell knives and more courage than training. Thessaly, one of Rán’s younger elders, caught two by the back of the neck and sent them to carry water instead, because a terrified young person with a basin can save more lives than a terrified young person with a blade, and the lesson took. Within minutes the rear air-chambers had a chain of them moving supplies, hauling the wounded, keeping pressure-lamps lit, becoming useful in ways that would let them live long enough to learn bravery properly. It was the same lesson Campe taught cadets and the same lesson Brenna taught gear: courage needed a job or it broke things.

Brenna tanked, the way Brenna always tanked, fifty feet of steel-gray forge-dragon planted in a chokepoint where the air-chambers funneled the soldiers, taking their weak manufactured fire on her chest-plates and simply not moving, a wall the deep itself couldn’t have moved. Sybara, carrying, kept back from the front on my order and on Brenna’s and on her own furious clinical assessment that a person carrying a clutch had no business in a melee, did overwatch from a high air-chamber, calling the soldiers’ formation-seams to me through the bond-echo, hating every second of being kept back and doing the kept-back job perfectly anyway because she was a professional and the job mattered.

Vibria found her use, which was the thing I’d worried about, a fire-drake in a war underwater, her one weapon useless. She couldn’t fight in the water; her fire hissed out. But the air-chambers were full of air, and the soldiers had to pass through them to reach the city’s heart, and Vibria stationed herself in the air-domes and turned them into ovens, her fire working where there was air to feed it, covering the retreat lanes, herding the soldiers away from the clan’s young and the carrying scholar, a fire-drake fighting a sea-battle from the only dry footholds in it, comedy and courage at once, exactly where I’d have put her if she’d let me put her anywhere, which she wouldn’t have, so she put herself there.

And Anfa and Morana fought paired in the dark, and they were devastating.

Storm-dragons in the deep should have been as useless as a fire-drake, no sky, no air to charge, but the air-chambers gave them footholds too, and the two of them worked out a thing in the first minute of the battle that I would not have thought to drill: they used the boundary. They charged in the air-domes, where the dry air would hold a storm-charge, and then dove through the air-water boundary into the dark with the charge still on them, and the instant the charge hit the conductive seawater it bloomed outward, a storm-discharge in water that hit every manufactured soldier in a radius at once, the lightning finding them through the medium that had no business carrying a storm-dragon’s strike and carrying it perfectly. They couldn’t hold the charge long in the water; it bled out fast; so they’d flicker back to an air-dome, recharge, dive again, the paired-sweep turned vertical, up into the air and down into the dark, charging and discharging, silver and charcoal in tandem, the formation they’d flown as cadets turned into a thing that took manufactured soldiers apart in the alien dark.

I watched them through the bond-echo and through the air-chamber’s coral wall, calling them the small corrections I could see that they couldn’t, where a soldier was flanking, where a seam was opening, and they took the corrections clean, Morana flying off my calls now the way Anfa did, trusting them, and I thought again that whatever else the war cost, it had given Anfa her flight-sister back, and the two storms fighting as one in a place neither of them belonged was a direct answer to everything Delphyne had tried to do to them. Delphyne had taken Morana to break Anfa, to leave the storm-dragon flying alone for more than two years. And here they were, in a city Delphyne would never reach, flying the paired-sweep in the dark, whole, the betrayal undone by the woman who’d committed it choosing, every day now, to fly home. There was a justice in it that no court could have written.

And then came Morana’s moment, the one months had been building to, and I will set it down exactly.

A brand-runed soldier got the drop on Anfa. It came out of a side-channel in the dark, fast and silent the way everything in the deep came, while Anfa was committed to a kill in front of her, and it had her flank, and Morana was the only one close enough, and Morana could have killed it. She had it dead to rights. One strike and the threat to her flight-sister was gone, and a manufactured soldier was a will-less weapon and killing it was a mercy, almost, the thing everyone did, the thing the war ran on.

Morana didn’t kill it.

She pinned it instead. She took it in a storm-grapple and slammed it against the trench wall and held it, and she shouted, through the water, through the bond she didn’t have, in the surface-tongue, loud enough for me to hear it in the air-chamber and read it through the echo: “Dane! NOW!”

And I understood, and I reached for the center-point, and I projected. Across the water, into the pinned soldier, the wall-remover, the true note. The Mark guttered, the cost, the cold pit behind my sternum, but I held it the three seconds I had, and the brand-runes on the manufactured soldier’s scales flickered and died, and for three seconds the thing Morana pinned against the trench wall was not a weapon. It was a frightened person, a young manufactured dragon-kin who had never had a name, blinking in the dark, staring at her own claws, the same lost bewildered terror I’d seen on the soldier above the cadet wing months ago.

And Morana, holding the frightened person against the wall, said the thing.

“You can choose differently,” she said, into the three seconds, her storm-gray eyes inches from the soldier’s bewildered ones. “I did. I was made into a weapon too, and I chose differently, and you can. You’re not what they made you. Whatever the rune tells you when it comes back, it’s lying. You’re not what they made you.” And the three seconds ran out and the runes reignited and the soldier screamed the wail I knew and tore free and fled into the dark, and Morana let her go, didn’t chase, watched her flee, and I felt the thing happen in Morana through the proximity to my Mark, the enormous breaking-open thing, because she had just done for another being the exact thing she could not believe had ever been done for her.

The battle broke after that. With the manufactured abyssal unit dead and the soldiers’ formation shattered and Vibria’s ovens herding them into Nure’s water and Brenna’s wall and the storm-sisters’ paired strikes, the Purist strike force came apart, and the ones who could flee fled, up the trench, back toward the surface and the long way to the Peaks. And Tarvos, who could not flee, because Anfa cut off his retreat and Nure boxed him with a wall of water and Brenna closed the chokepoint, was taken.

We had the former councilor. The intelligence asset. The man who knew the fortress at the Shattered Peaks better than anyone alive but Delphyne, twenty-three years of council access in his iron-gray head. The Purists had failed to stop us. But they’d failed knowing now, for certain, that I had the means to free Vael, which meant they’d fortify the Peaks against exactly the thing I was coming to do, and the war’s last battle had just gotten harder, paid for with the knowledge that we could win it at all.

Tarvos, stripped of his rig and bound, in an air-chamber the clan secured, did what captured men do, which was talk to feel powerful while pretending not to. He looked at me with the cold contempt of a man who’d spent twenty-three years on a council and traded it for a mountain, and he said the Peaks would be ready for me, and that I’d die reaching for Vael, and that Delphyne had known I’d come the moment I broke that soldier’s rune. I let him talk. I’d learned a long time ago that a man who’s losing fills silence with threats, and a man who fills silence with threats is telling you what he’s afraid of, and Tarvos was afraid of exactly one thing, which he gave away without knowing it.

“You think freeing him collapses everything,” Tarvos said, sneering. “You think you pull the one thread and the army falls. You don’t understand what she’s built. You don’t understand what she found under the mountain. Vael’s not the engine. Vael’s the…” and he stopped himself, the cold council-trained discipline catching the slip, but it was too late, I’d heard it, and so had Sybara, who was already writing. Vael’s not the engine. Vael’s the something-else. What she found under the mountain. The empty-cold source Rán had warned me of, the thing Delphyne hadn’t made but found, and Tarvos knew about it, and Tarvos was afraid of it, and Tarvos had just confirmed in one half-swallowed sentence that the war’s source lay exactly where the ancient ocean-clan elder had said it would.

“We’ll take him up with us,” I told Brenna and Anfa. “Bound, guarded, alive. He knows the fortress and he knows what’s under it, and we’re going to want both before this is done.” I looked at the iron-gray councilor, who’d realized his slip and gone stone-faced. “You’ll talk eventually. Not to feel powerful. Because somewhere in twenty-three years of council you were a person who believed in something, before Delphyne, and when you watch me free a broken kid instead of killing him, some of that person’s going to wake up and want to be on the right side of the thing under the mountain. I’ve seen it happen. I’ve got a whole pack of people who were on the wrong side once.” Tarvos said nothing. But something flickered behind the stone, and I filed it, and we bound him for the surface.

I’d seen the shape of him before, the man like Tarvos. I’d seen it in Morana, in Anfa, in every person who’d built a self around a thing they’d decided about the world and then found the thing crumbling under them. Tarvos had spent twenty-three years on a council believing in something, the order or the academy or his own importance to it, and then Delphyne had offered him a thing the council never had, the certainty of being on the winning side of history, and he’d taken it the way Morana had taken Delphyne’s lie at eighteen, because it spoke to a wound. And now the winning side was losing in the drowned sanctuary Delphyne had never expected us to reach, to a man Tarvos had been told would die reaching for Vael, and the certainty was cracking, and a man whose certainty is cracking is a man who can be reached, eventually, by anyone patient enough to out-wait the crack.

Sybara, who’d watched the whole exchange with the still attention she gave a reading she didn’t trust, came to me after and said, low, “He knows more than the slip. He has been to the source, or near it. I watched his pupils when you said ‘what’s under the mountain.’ The fear-response was specific, not general. He has stood close to the thing Rán warned us of, and it frightened him in a way Delphyne never has, and a man more frightened of his ally’s weapon than of his enemy is a man whose loyalty is already a corpse; he simply has not buried it yet.” She adjusted her glasses. “Keep him alive and keep him close. He is a map of the thing under the mountain, and we are going to need that map, and he does not yet know he wants to give it to us. But he will.” And she filed the observation in the place she filed everything, the bottomless precise archive of her, and I knew that whatever Tarvos thought he was hiding, Sybara had already begun to read it.



Morana didn’t come out of it whole. The thing she’d done broke something open in her, and Anfa found her after, in a quiet air-chamber off the city’s edge, shaking.

I came because Anfa sent for me through the bond-echo, a wordless pull, and I came to the chamber doorway and stopped there, because the thing happening inside it was Anfa’s to finish, and I’d learned to let the deep work be the deep work.

Morana was sitting against the coral wall with her arms wrapped around her knees, shaking from the thing she’d done, and Anfa was crouched in front of her doing the advocacy one last time, the flight-sister work, the thing only she could do because she’d lived in the same cage.

“You’re shaking because of what you said to that soldier,” Anfa said, low. “I know. I felt it from across the battle. You gave a stranger the thing you couldn’t hear when we gave it to you. You told a manufactured weapon she was more than the shape forced onto her, and you meant it with your whole body, and the meaning of it tore something open, because if it’s true for her, it’s true for you, and you’ve spent two years building your whole self on it not being true for you.” Anfa took her flight-sister’s face in her hands, the way I’d taught her a man could do, the way she’d learned. “You told her she can choose differently. You told her the rune was lying. Morana. Look at me. You believe it about her. A manufactured soldier you held against a wall for three seconds, you believe she’s a person underneath the order, a person who can choose. Why is it true for a stranger and not for you?”

“Because I chose Delphyne,” Morana said, the verdict, raw. “The soldier never chose. She was made and branded and pointed. She’s innocent. I chose. I looked at the academy and the doctrine and I chose the woman who turned out to be a monster, and that’s not the same, I’m not innocent, I’m not a victim, I’m a person who chose wrong and got used up for it, and that’s worse, that’s so much worse…”

“You chose the one person who told you you could refuse,” Anfa said. “At eighteen. Grieving. Angry. Delphyne found exactly the wound and exactly the words. You didn’t choose to be a weapon. You chose to be free, and she lied to you about what freedom was, and by the time you saw the lie you were already a thing she was pointing at people. That’s not the same as choosing to be a monster. That’s a kid who wanted to choose her own life getting that exact want turned against her.” Anfa’s electric-blue eyes held the storm-gray ones. “I forgave you months ago. The pack forgave you. The only person who hasn’t forgiven you is you, and the only reason you haven’t is that forgiving yourself means letting yourself have things again, and you’d rather carry the verdict than risk wanting something and losing it. I know. I lived in that exact cage. And you just stood in a battle and told a stranger the way out of it, and you have to walk through your own door now, because you can’t give a person a key you won’t use yourself.” She stood, and pulled Morana up, and turned her gently toward the doorway, toward me. “What you gave that soldier is what he’s been offering you for months. Being wanted for nothing. Being chosen, not used. You told her the rune doesn’t get the last word. It doesn’t get yours either. Now go let him show you. I’ll be right outside. I’m not going anywhere. But this part you have to walk through yourself.”

And Morana looked at me across the chamber, and Anfa stepped past me out the door and into the dark to keep watch the way she kept watch, and Morana stood there, stripped of the flat affect and the usefulness and the verdict’s armor, not knowing how to come to a person except as a weapon, not knowing what to do with wanting something for herself.

So I went to her.



She didn’t know how to begin, and the not-knowing sat at the center of her wound, so I didn’t make her begin. I crossed the warm air-chamber, the coral glowing soft around us, the black abyss pressing beyond the dome, and I didn’t pin her, because pinning was Anfa’s, because the last thing this woman needed was to be taken like a thing from behind. I took her face in both my hands and I made her look at me.

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said. “You don’t have to be useful. You don’t have to fly at anything or fight anything or give me anything. Here with me, you don’t have to earn the thing that’s happening. Just look at me.”

She tried to look away. It was the first thing she did, her storm-gray eyes sliding to the side, because being looked at, being seen, with nothing to offer, no usefulness between her and the seeing, was the thing she’d built her whole self to avoid. I turned her face gently back.

“Look at me,” I said. “I’m going to tell you some true things, and you’re going to look at me while I tell you, because you’ve spent two years not letting anyone tell you a true thing about yourself unless it was about what you’re good at. So look at me. You flew beautifully today. Not usefully. Beautifully. You and Anfa in the dark, two storms where storms don’t belong, it was some of the most beautiful flying I’d seen and I’ve watched a lot of flying.” Her dead-lightning scars sparked, a bright involuntary silver flare. “And you fought to save lives instead of take them. You had a soldier dead to rights and you pinned her instead of killing her and you gave her the thing Delphyne never gave you, you told a stranger the rune wasn’t the whole truth of her, and I was proud enough it hurt to stand near you while I watched you do it.”

“Stop,” she said, the cutting edge coming up, the armor. “You’re going to…”

“I’m going to keep telling you the truth,” I said, gentle and relentless, holding her face, holding her eyes. “You’re wanted here. Usefulness got you through the door; it isn’t why we keep reaching for you. You fly the wing, read the intelligence, break the lines, and none of that is the center of it. We want you because you’re you. Because you chose us, over and over, and you keep choosing us, and the choosing is the most you-thing about you, the part Delphyne never understood, that you’d choose the right thing if anyone ever gave you a real choice. I’m giving you one now. You’re chosen, Morana. By me. By Anfa. By the whole pack. For nothing. For just being the woman who put a feather back in her pocket instead of throwing it off a cliff.” Her scars flared brighter, silver crackling up her forearms, answering the truth with a force she could not control, and her storm-gray eyes had gone wet and were trying to slide away again. “No. Look at me. You don’t get to look away from this. You’re allowed to be wanted. You’ve decided you’re not, and you’re wrong, and I’m going to keep saying it until your body believes it even if your head won’t.”

She was shaking now, the way Campe had shaken under four years of starvation, except Morana’s was two years of being a thing, of being used and thrown away and certain that the using was all she was for, and the praise hit that certainty like water on a banked fire, and she didn’t know what to do with any of it.

I drew her down with me onto the warm coral ledge, into my lap, facing me, and I kept her face in my hands and kept her eyes on mine, and I went slow, because this was a woman who had learned to expect touch as use, who had been used fast and thrown away faster, and slow told the truth all by itself. I undressed her slow, the unmarked combat leathers coming off one piece at a time, and I made each piece its own moment, not stripping her, unwrapping her, handling her as something valued and never as something used. Her body emerged, fuller and heavier and softer than Anfa’s lean-cut warrior frame, the condition coming back to her after the captivity, a soft natural weight on a fighter’s bones, a heavy natural D-cup where Anfa was firm and high, thighs thicker, hips fuller, a body she’d starved lean as a weapon and that had softened back toward itself through months of being fed and trusted and almost-home, a body she had not let herself believe anyone could look at with this much wanting and care.

“Look at how you’re made,” I said, my hands moving over her, slow, reverent, learning the new shape of her, the soft give of her where Anfa was hard. “You think you’re a weapon. You’re not. A weapon doesn’t get to be this. Soft here.” My hands at her fuller hips. “Strong here.” Up the muscled line of her back where the warrior still lived. “Beautiful, every inch of you, and you fight letting anyone tell you because beautiful isn’t useful and you only know how to be wanted for useful.” I cupped her heavier breasts, both of them, the full soft weight filling my hands, my thumbs dragging over her dark nipples until they stiffened, and she gasped and tried to look away and I caught her chin and turned her back. “Look at me. You’re allowed to want this. You’re allowed to be touched like you matter for nothing but being touched. The wing and the fight are outside this room. Here, I want my hands on you because you’re you, because I want you, and that’s enough.”

The praise was the foreplay. I understood it in my hands, understood what made her lane hers and not anyone else’s: it wasn’t the touching that was undamming her, it was the seeing, the being-told, the relentless gentle naming of her as wanted-for-nothing. I kept my hands moving over her slow and I kept my mouth telling her the truth, every line of her I touched I named as wanted, the heavy breasts I weighed in my palms, the soft belly, the thick strong thighs I ran my hands up the inside of until she shuddered, and at the place between them where she was already wet, already soaked, I cupped her and held her and felt how ready the praise had made her, how the words had done the work the touch usually did, and I told her so. “Feel how much your body believes me even when your head won’t,” I said, my fingers working her slow, her slick already soaking my hand. “Your head says you’re a weapon. Your body knows it’s wanted. Your body’s the honest one. Listen to it.” Her dead-lightning scars crackled silver up her arms and across her shoulders, brighter than combat lit them, lit now by being wanted, and where Anfa flashed white at her peak this was a slow building silver, the storm waking in her by inches as she let herself, an inch at a time, begin to believe me. I worked her clit slow with my thumb while I held her eyes and praised her, and felt her climb toward the edge, and her breath went ragged and her hips rolled into my hand and she made a raw, surprised sound, and her scars lit brighter, and I didn’t let her get there yet, because when the storm broke I wanted it broken with me inside her and her eyes on mine and nowhere to hide.

I took my time getting her there, because slow was the telling and there was no part of this I’d rush. I touched her everywhere with the reverence she had not known how to receive, naming each thing as I went, the strong line of her shoulders, the soft new curve of her hips, the living scars I traced with my fingers until they crackled silver under the touch, and every time she tried to make it about the act, tried to reach for me and turn it into a thing being done rather than a person being chosen, I slowed down and made her look at me again. She didn’t know how to be wanted slow. She’d learned use as speed and disposal. And the slowness undid her more than any speed could have, because there was nowhere in slowness to hide from the seeing, no momentum to lose herself in, only my eyes on hers and my hands telling her the truth and the relentless gentle fact of being wanted for nothing.

I lifted her over me, my cock hard and ready between us, and she reached down with a shaking hand and wrapped her fingers around it and guided the head to her soaked entrance, and she lowered herself onto my cock, facing me, in my lap, held, taking me by slow inches because I held her hips and would not let her drop fast, would not let her turn even this into a thing done quickly to get it over with, made her take me slow, the thick stretch of my shaft parting her an inch and then another, until she had taken all of me and was seated full in my lap with her thighs around me and her forehead dropping toward mine, and we both shuddered. She was hot and tight and soaked around my cock, her pussy clenching at the fullness, the storm-charge of her making the air crackle where our skin met, faint silver arcs between her scars and my chest, and I held still inside her a moment, all the way deep, and made her feel it, made her feel being full and held and chosen all at once before either of us moved.

“There,” I said, against her mouth, my hands spread on her back, holding her to me. “That’s not being used. Feel the difference. You’re held. You’re chosen. Now look at me and move when you’re ready and not before.”

And I kept her eyes on mine and kept telling her, and she began to ride me, slow, facing me, her hips rolling so my cock slid deep and dragged back through the wet grip of her, forehead coming to mine, her heavier breasts pressed against my chest and then spilling into my hands when she arched back, her storm-gray eyes wet and open and trying every few strokes to slide away from the seeing.

“Look at me,” I said, every time, gentle, never letting her hide in the act. “You don’t get to make this about the act. This isn’t you being used. This is you being chosen. Keep your eyes on me. You’re allowed to be wanted. Say it. Tell me you’re allowed.”

“I’m…” Her voice broke. Her scars flared. “I can’t. I don’t…Dane…”

“You can. You’re allowed. Say it.”

“I’m allowed,” she whispered, and the saying broke something, the dam cracking, and she rode me harder, faster, slamming down to take my cock to the hilt on every drop, her forehead against mine and her wet eyes finally holding mine without sliding away, and the storm in her built, the silver scars crackling brighter and brighter the more she let herself believe it, the more she let herself want it for nothing but the wanting.

And the breeding register came out of her in disbelief becoming belief, fragments, raw: “You chose me. You actually…Dane…breed me, choose me, I want to be chosen, breed me because you want me, because I’m yours if I choose it, because I want this, oh, oh, because you want me…” and I held her face and held her eyes and drove up into her and told her, the whole time, that I wanted her, that she was chosen, that she was wanted for nothing, until the two years of being a thing came apart in her all at once.

I felt her reach the edge and try, one last time, to make it small, to turn the release into something small enough to control and survive without being seen. I didn’t let her. I gripped her hips and drove my cock up into her hard and deep and held her face and held her eyes and said the thing one more time, the thing that broke the last of it: “Let go. I’ve got you. You’re chosen. Let the storm out where I can see it. You don’t have to hold it anymore. Two years. Let it out. I want all of it. Give me the storm.”

The storm she’d held in for two years finally broke open, and it came out through her body.

She squirted, gushing hard, two years of held storm leaving her body in one helpless rush, soaking us both, her whole body convulsing in my lap, and her dead-lightning scars discharged silver across her all at once, every scar alive, the storm awake, blazing silver from her wrists to her shoulders to her spine, the map of her lighting up at once, alive, alive, brighter with wanting than with combat, because combat had not been the thing that woke them, being wanted was, and the air-chamber filled with silver light and the crackle of a storm that had no sky to go to so it went into her body instead, and she sobbed, not grief, the opposite of grief, the relief of two years spilling out of her in one breaking rush, a raw relief-sound I would carry with me, the sound of a person finally feeling the old verdict crack apart. And her eyes never left mine, I made sure of it, I held her face and held her eyes through the release so that the one thing she could not do was hide from being seen while she came apart, while she let herself be wanted, while the storm left her body in one hot silver gush. Her body kept wringing it out of her, wave on wave, and I held her through every wave and kept saying it, chosen, wanted, mine by your own choice, until the worst of it shook out of her and she collapsed against my chest, soaked and silver-lit and breathing like someone who had survived herself.

And the instant she came, the eighth point appeared on my Mark.

I felt it arrive, silver-charcoal, storm-edged, Morana’s color, the eighth point on the constellation that had carried seven, and the center-point brightened to accept it, the golden-white flaring to make room, eight points now where there had been seven, and somewhere in the next air-chamber Sybara’s instrument, the one she’d dragged into the abyss because of course she had, pinged once, sharp, recording the moment the storm let herself be chosen.

I gave her the finish she had asked for while the release tore through her, burying my cock deep and spilling into her deep, pumping every drop into her clenching heat as she gushed around me, breeding her the way she’d begged to be bred, chosen and not used, the new silver-charcoal point blazing among the eight, and held her through it, our hips locked and my cock throbbing inside her, soaked and silver-lit and finally, finally empty of the thing she’d carried for two years.

The bond-echo carried it outward, the way it carried everything now, and I felt it reach all of them at once, the eighth point arriving, a thing the constellation had never done before, going from seven to eight, and each of them felt the new silver-charcoal warmth at the rim of the bond and knew what it was. Vibria’s joy hit the bond bright and wet from somewhere in the city, the happy kind of crying, because she’d adopted Morana aggressively and without consent on the very first night of the crossing and had decided this would happen whether Morana wanted it to or not, and it had. Far away, through the stretched gold thread, Ayida’s answer came soft and warm, the life-dragon’s understanding of what it was to be chosen freely after deciding you didn’t get to be. And the ocean-clan elders, the old ones who sensed resonance, lifted their heads all across the city of light, because a thing had happened on the surface-Alpha’s Mark that even they could feel, an eighth bond lit, the storm finally let into the warm.

Brenna felt it in the Forge-space the clan had given her, both hands on a bent clasp, and her answer came through the bond like metal settling into the right shape: short, solid, satisfied. Sybara’s instrument pinged again and then again because she hit it with her elbow trying to write too fast, and through the echo I felt her fierce scholar’s delight tangled with relief so sharp it hurt. Nure answered from the water with a blue-green pulse that did not need words, the deep-one who had only just found her own people welcoming another person out of the last of her solitude. Campe’s point came steady and command-warm from the far mesa, from the Aerie she held in our absence: good, the whole message, a commander acknowledging a position taken and a woman glad the newest had finally crossed the line. The bond did not make Morana’s belonging true. Her choice had done that. But it carried the news to every woman who had been waiting to feel the door close behind her and know she was inside.



She clung to me after, in the warm chamber, soaked and shaking and lit with the slow dying silver of her scars, and for a long time she didn’t speak, and I didn’t fill the silence, because some silences are the whole point.

“I didn’t think I got to have this,” she said, finally, into my neck, the smallest voice. “I thought I’d used up my whole allotment of getting things, back when I was eighteen and chose wrong. I thought I was done. Useful, then empty, then gone, that was the shape of me, and I’d made my peace with it, and then you climbed a mountain to tell me I fly beautifully and I put a feather back in my pocket and I didn’t know that was the start of this.” Her wet eyes found mine. “I didn’t think I got to have this.”

She was quiet a while, her soaked charcoal hair against my chest, the silver of her scars dimming slowly from the climax-blaze toward a steady contented glow. I held that quiet with her, because I’d learned with Anfa that a storm needs space after she breaks, not words. The air-chamber’s coral glowed soft around us, the abyss black beyond the dome, and somewhere far below in the dark a bioluminescent thing drifted past and its light moved across the chamber’s ceiling, and Morana watched it, spent and emptied and held, and after a long time she spoke again, quieter still. “I kept that feather two years to throw it off a cliff,” she said. “Every time it got bad, every time the wanting almost broke through, I took it out to be done with the hope, because the hope was the thing that could hurt me. And every time I put it back. I never understood why. I’d decided I didn’t get to have anything, and a person who’s decided that should throw the feather away, it’s the logical thing, it’s the safe thing. But I never could.” Her hand found my chest, the eighth point, her point, and pressed flat against it. “I think some part of me knew. Underneath the verdict. Some part of me that wouldn’t quite die kept the feather because it knew, someday, there’d be this. I didn’t believe it. But it kept the feather anyway, on my behalf, when I wouldn’t. And now I’m here, and the feather did its job, and I don’t need it anymore.” She let out a long breath against my skin. “Two years it held the hope I wouldn’t. I should thank it. That’s mad. I want to thank a feather.”

“It’s not mad,” I said. “It’s the most sense anyone’s made all day. Thank the feather. It out-waited your verdict longer than I did.”

And she laughed, wet and small and real, and pressed her face into my neck, and the storm that had finally let itself be chosen settled the rest of the way down, home at last in the warm.

“You always did,” I said. “You just had to let someone tell you long enough that your body believed it. That’s all it ever was. You were never used up. You were just waiting for the one true thing to be said often enough to break the verdict.” I brushed the soaked charcoal hair off her face. “There’s an eighth point on the Mark now. It’s yours. Silver and charcoal. It’s been waiting for you since the day you put the feather back in your pocket and didn’t throw it off the cliff. It just couldn’t come until you let yourself be chosen instead of used.”

She pressed her hand flat to my chest, to the eighth point, her point, finally there, and she felt it pulse under her palm, warm, hers, the bond she’d stood outside of for months finally lit, and she made a sound that was half a sob and half a laugh.

At the chamber’s edge, Anfa appeared in the doorway.

She’d felt it through the bond, the eighth point arriving, the storm chosen, and she’d come back from her watch to see, but she didn’t come in. She stood in the doorway, silver-haired, electric-blue eyes soft, and she looked at her flight-sister, soaked and silver-lit and finally inside the warm thing instead of outside it, and she didn’t say anything, because there was nothing to say that the look didn’t say. Storm-sister to storm-sister. Harem-sister now. The two of them who’d flown every formation together and then been enemies and then been nothing and were now, at last, this.

Morana looked back at her flight-sister, and she nodded, and Anfa nodded back, and between them on the coral ledge lay the single silver feather, fallen from Morana’s pocket when her leathers came off, the feather she’d carried for two years and almost thrown off a cliff a hundred times, the feather that had meant hope when she couldn’t afford hope.

Neither of them reached for it.


Chapter 11: Two Storms, One Sky

Two days after the battle, and after the storm let herself be chosen, the expedition prepared to leave the deep, and the deep gave us more than we’d come for.

We had what we’d descended through the abyss to get. The Accord knowledge, the true-resonance ritual, the way to un-make a forged Mark and the cost of doing it. We had an eighth bond, silver-charcoal among the constellation, Morana lit now, one of us in the way that showed on my chest. And on the last morning, Rán brought me the final gift of the Accord, an old shell-tablet wrapped in cultivated kelp-cloth, the record of the true-resonance ritual carved by the founders themselves, the oldest and most exact account that existed.

“Carry it carefully,” Rán said, putting it into my hands with the gravity of a woman handing over four centuries of keeping. “It is the most dangerous knowledge in the world and the only thing that can undo the most dangerous corruption. The surface burned its copy. This is the last. When you have freed the young carrier, you may burn this one too, if you are wise, or you may keep it, if you are brave, against the day it is needed again.” Her ancient eyes held mine. “And remember the warning, surface-child. Delphyne did not make the forged Mark. She found it. The source is under the place, older than the corruption, and your center-light will answer it. Free the carrier. Do not go to the source. The source is for a war that is not yet yours.” She closed my hands around the tablet. “Now. There is a thing the clan must decide, and we have decided it, and you should hear it, because it changes the world.”

The clan gathered in the great air-chamber, all of them, ancient and young, the few dozen survivors of a people who had hidden a century in the deep, and Rán stood before them and before us and made the turning.

“We withdrew when the surface grew teeth,” Rán said, to her people and to us both. “When Neyura died and the wars came and the world above became a place that killed dragon-kin, we followed the instinct our people have always trusted: we built for the long dark, and we waited, and we kept the road open in case the surface ever became a place we could live again.” She lifted her silver-white head. “It has not become that place. The surface still has teeth. There is a war above us, and a forged Mark, and an army of the broken. The old danger has returned, exactly as the Accord feared. And so the question is not whether the surface is safe. It is whether we hide from the danger or face it.” She paused, and the whole city of light was silent. “A true Alpha has come down into the deep, with the center-light woken, asking how to un-make the corruption that nearly ended us all. The Accord was made for exactly this. We did not keep the knowledge for four hundred years to hand it over and then hide while the surface-children spend their lives fighting the thing it warns of. The Accord is not a library. It is a promise. And the promise comes due.” She looked at me. “A contingent of the clan will go to the surface. Hidden-city ocean-clan will walk in the air after a century below. We will fight beside you against the corruption, because the corruption is the thing the Accord exists to fight, and because the surface-cousin you brought home,” she looked at Nure, “has shown us that the world above is not only teeth. It has a man who climbs mountains to tell a broken woman she is wanted, and a scholar who weeps over a library, and a fire-drake who came all the way into the deep for her friends and did not turn back. That is worth surfacing for. That is worth ending a century of hiding for.” A murmur ran through the clan, ancient and young, the silence of a civilizational decision settling into every throat. “We surface. After a hundred years. To keep the promise.”

It was a turning of the world, and they let it be heavy, and Nure stood in the middle of it with her face open, because the woman who had carried the whole lost span alone was now the bridge that brought her kind back into the world.

I watched the decision move through the clan, and it was unlike any council I’d sat through on the surface, because the ocean-clan didn’t vote, didn’t debate, didn’t take sides; they simply, slowly, came to a thing together, the way they grew their buildings, patient and total, the will of the clan settling like silt until it was solid. The young ones were eager; the surface was a thing out of legend to them, the sky a thing they’d been told existed and half-disbelieved, and the chance to go up into it lit them the way the chance to go down had lit Nure once. The old ones were graver; they remembered why the clan had withdrawn, remembered Neyura dying of the surface’s teeth, remembered the wars, and surfacing into a war was, to them, a thing chosen with open eyes and no illusion. But they came to it together, eager and grave both, the way a people who’d survived a century by deciding things as one body decided this, the largest thing they’d decided in a hundred years, and when it was settled there was no cheer, only a kind of deep collective exhalation, the clan turning, after a century, back toward the world. And I understood, watching it, that I was seeing a rare thing in history: a hidden people choosing to stop hiding, a civilization stepping back into time after standing outside it for a hundred years, and that the choosing was Nure’s doing, that the quiet woman who ate ceramic bowls had, simply by surviving the surface and coming home to show them it could be survived, ended her people’s century of fear.

The practical work began immediately, because even a civilizational turning had to become gear, names, routes, and food. Brenna took measurements of bodies built for pressure instead of air and frowned at every harness she had because none of them were right. Sybara sat with Thessaly and three archive-keepers and tried to translate surface rank into ocean-clan function, which took longer than expected because the ocean-clan had no word for “cadet” that didn’t also mean “unhatched person with delusions of readiness,” a translation Vibria loved and the cadets would not. Nure moved between all of it, old dialect to surface-tongue, surface caution to deep patience, and every time one side misunderstood the other she did not flinch the way she once would have. She corrected. She explained. She belonged enough in both places now to risk disappointing both, and that was what real belonging had turned out to be.

And Ceto came to me before we left, amber-bright and too full of questions to let the departure pass, the coral-red reef-dragon with the warm amber glow and the hundred years of questions.

“Take me up,” she said. Direct, the way the young are direct. “I want to see the sky. I want to see the weather the storm-cousins talked about, the lightning that’s real, the world the surface-cousin lived in. I have kept the road open my whole life for someone to come down it, and someone came, and now I want to go up it. Take me with you.”

“Not yet, child,” Rán said, before I could answer, gentle and absolute. “You are young, and the surface still has teeth, and there is a war up there that is no place for a reef-dragon who has never seen the sky. The contingent that surfaces will be fighters and elders. You will stay, and keep the city, and learn the songs, and grow. When the war is over, when the surface is a place to live and not only a place to fight, then you will go up.” She softened. “It will not be long, as the deep counts time. And it will be there. The sky is patient. It has been there a hundred years waiting for you to be ready to see it. It will wait a little longer.”

Ceto’s amber glow dimmed with disappointment, but she was clan, and she knew the elder was right, and she took it the way the young take a thing they hate and understand. She looked at Nure, the abyssal-cousin who’d gone up into the world and lived, and then at me, the longing in her amber light undisguised.

“When the war is over, abyssal-sister,” she said to Nure, “come back for me. And take me up. Promise me. When the surface stops having teeth, come down the road and take me up to see the sky.”

“I promise,” Nure said, and took her cousin’s coral-warm hands in her webbed ones. “When the war is over, I will come back for you, and I will take you up the road, and I will show you the sky and the weather and the whole dry wrong wonderful world. You kept the road open for me. I will keep it open for you. That is what cousins do.”

Ceto’s amber glow pulsed, fierce and young and barely held. “You are the proof,” she said. “One of us went up into the world of teeth and came home changed and whole. I am going to learn the surface from you a piece at a time, and one day I am going to fly up into a sky and you are going to be there to show it to me.” She gripped Nure’s hands. “Do not die in the war. Come back for me. I have only just got a future and you are most of it.”

Then Ceto gave Nure the ocean-clan greeting, forehead to forehead, blue-green and amber light mingling until the colors made a brief sea-sunset glow between them. She sang one line of the road-song because she was young and frightened and could not bear the leaving without making sound. Nure answered in the old dialect, halting but true, and the clan around them took it up softly: go and return, go and return, the road remembers your light.

Ceto pulled back and put a small grown-shell token into Nure’s palm, amber-lit from within. “So you remember I am waiting without making it dramatic,” she said. “It is practical. It lights in the dark. It is not sentimental.”

“It is entirely sentimental,” Nure said, and closed her webbed fingers around it.

“Yes,” Ceto said. “But it is practical.”

Nure tucked it into the inner seam of her harness, over her blue-green point on my chest’s side of the bond, and Ceto saw where she put it and brightened, because the place of a gift mattered to a people who built meaning into every pattern.

And Nure promised again, and held her cousin, amber and blue-green, and I watched the two of them and felt the visible shape of what we’d done: the road had a young keeper at one end and a bridge at the other, and both of them were afraid and hopeful and alive in the same breath.

Before we left, Ceto made me promise too, with a young keeper’s seriousness. “Keep her alive,” she said, looking at Nure because the request was too large to aim straight. “Do not let the dry war take her before she has shown me the sky.” I told her I would do everything I could, which was the only honest promise, and Ceto studied me as if deciding whether honesty was enough. Then she nodded once. “Good. I prefer promises that know they are promises and not magic.”



In the two days between the bonding and the leaving, the pack welcomed a new bond by folding Morana into the everyday so completely that she had no chance to stand outside it.

It started at the morning meal the day after, in one of the air-chambers the clan had given us, the expedition gathered around the ocean-clan’s strange cold food, and Vibria simply sat Morana down in the middle of all of them, between herself and Anfa, in the seat the newest always got, the one in the warm center of the group, and proceeded to act as though Morana had always sat there. There was no ceremony. There was no speech. That was the gift of it. Vibria talked over Morana and apologized and did it again. Sybara, carrying and clinical and incapable of leaving a new variable uncatalogued, informed Morana that the eighth point had registered on her instrument as “silver-charcoal, storm-edged, classification permanent, structural integration immediate,” and then added, with the warmth she only ever showed by pretending it was data, that the phrase “structural integration immediate” meant, in non-archival terms, that Morana was now load-bearing, part of the structure from the moment the reading appeared, and that this was a measured fact and not a sentiment, and Morana could check the reading herself if she doubted it. Morana did not doubt it. She looked at the reading anyway, a long time, the silver-charcoal line among the seven others, her color, real, recorded, permanent, and something in her face that had been braced for two years eased another degree.

Brenna brought her a thing she’d made: a tiny silver storm-bird, cold-worked from salt-alloy in a city with no forge, rough and real and made for no reason but welcome. “Forge-caste makes a thing for a new member of the line,” Brenna said, putting it in Morana’s hand. “I made the hatchlings theirs. Yours is a storm-bird. It’s rough. It’s yours. It means you’re in the line now.” Morana held the rough little bird as if being given a thing for nothing was another language she had to learn, then put it carefully in the pocket where the feather had been. Brenna nodded once, the matter closed, the welcome made in metal because metal was the only language Brenna fully trusted.

Even Nure, between the songs with Ceto and the goodbyes coming, found Morana and said the thing only Nure could say. “I believed I was the last of my kind for a hundred and twelve years,” Nure told her, simply, “and I chose the Alpha when he was the only safe touch I had found in a century. Since the Drowned Reach, part of me wondered whether choosing him meant the same thing when I had no clan left before me. And then I came down here and found my people, a whole clan, a real alternative, and I chose him again anyway, on purpose, freely, with the first choice still true and this one making it truer. So I know the thing you are afraid of. You are afraid you only let yourself be chosen because you had nowhere else to go, that it is not real because you did not choose it from strength.” She tilted her head. “It is real. I checked mine against a whole clan and it held. You do not have a clan to check yours against, so check it against this: the heat is coming, and the heat is your body accepting the bond, and the body does not lie about these things the way the head does. Your head will doubt it for a long time. Your body already knows. Trust the body. It is the honest one. Sybara taught me that, about her own carrying, and it is true of this too.” And she went back to her cousin and her songs, and Morana sat in the warm center of the pack holding a forge-bird and a reading and a clan’s worth of welcome, and did not, for the length of a meal, stand outside anything.

And then Morana’s first heat hit, two days after she bonded, the way the heat hit a newly bonded woman, the body accepting the bond it had been given.

I knew the signs by now; we all did; resonance-induced estrus was a managed part of harem life on the surface, a thing the women cycled through and through, but Morana’s was her first, and it came on her in the deep with no warning and the particular cruelty of timing the heat had, the body’s biological acceptance of the new bond arriving days after the mind had barely begun to believe she got to have it. Her storm-element went haywire. The static crackled off her constantly, her charcoal hair lifting and standing in the wet air, her dead-lightning scars crackling living silver without pause, and her praise-and-squirt lane, the need to be chosen, the need to be wanted, intensified to a desperation that frightened her, because she’d only just learned she was allowed to want at all and now she wanted with her whole haywire body and didn’t know what to do with the size of it.

She came to me shaking with it, the static lifting her hair, her scars blazing, and the disbelief warring with the desperate need.

“It’s the heat,” she said, the way Sybara would have explained it, except wrecked. “The bond accepting itself. I read about it, everyone told me, I thought I understood. I don’t understand. I want…Dane…I want so much I can’t think, I want to be chosen so badly it’s a physical thing, and I don’t know how to want this much, I’ve spent two years not wanting anything, and now my body’s making up for all of it at once and I can’t…I don’t know how to hold it…”

“You don’t have to hold it,” I said, taking her crackling face in my hands. “That’s the whole point of it. You don’t have to hold anything anymore. You get to want as much as you want. There’s no rationing it. You’re allowed all of it.” The static jumped between her crackling skin and my palms, her charcoal hair lifting, her dead-lightning scars blazing living silver without pause, the heat amplifying every part of her storm-element at once, and under the haywire body was the woman who two days ago couldn’t believe she was allowed to be wanted at all, now wanting with her whole biology and terrified of the size of it. And I’d have taken her right there, the way the heat demanded, except that Anfa was at the door, because Anfa had felt her flight-sister’s heat through the bond the way she felt everything, and Anfa knew this heat from the inside, had weathered her own first one months ago, in a brutal place at brutal timing, alone, with no one who’d been through it to tell her she wasn’t losing her mind, and Anfa was not going to let her flight-sister go through her first heat the way she’d gone through hers.

“I’ve got this part,” Anfa said, coming in, electric-blue eyes steady on her storm-sister. “I know exactly what this is. I had mine in a worse place than this, in the field, brutal timing, and there was no storm-sister there to tell me how it feels in our particular blood, how it passes and it’s alright and you’re not losing your mind.” She came and put her hands on Morana’s crackling shoulders, the static jumping between them, silver to silver, two storm-charges meeting and answering. “Listen to me, because this is the thing I needed someone to tell me and there was no one. The heat is your body saying yes to the bond. That’s all it is. It feels like it’s going to tear you apart because it’s two years of not-wanting all arriving at once, the way a drought breaks, all the rain in one day. It’s not breaking you. It’s filling you. And it passes, in a few days, and you come out the other side more bonded than you went in, more sure, more home. You’re not losing your mind. Your body is just finally letting itself want the thing your head spent two years refusing. Let it. Don’t fight it. Fighting it is the only way it hurts.” She pressed her forehead to her flight-sister’s, the static crackling between them. “I’ll talk you through every hour of it. We’ll do it together. Two storms. You don’t go through your first one without the one person who can translate the storm of it from inside the same body. That’s the one thing I can give you that he can’t, because I’m the only other storm here, and I’ve been exactly where you are, the same body, the same heat, the same fear, and I came out the other side whole, and so will you. I promise. Storm-sister’s promise. The oldest kind there is.”

And Morana, shaking with the heat, the static lifting her charcoal hair, looked at her flight-sister, the one who’d flown the formation beside her a lifetime ago and forgiven her the unforgivable and waited months for her to come home, and some of the terror went out of her face, because the thing she’d been most afraid of, going through this enormous overwhelming biological yes alone, was the one thing Anfa had just made impossible.

And that was how the two storms came to be at peace, in the same sky, at last.



The air-chamber was warm and coral-lit, the abyss black beyond the dome, and the two storm-women undressed each other with a tenderness that had two years of grief underneath it.

That was the first thing, before any of it, the two of them, Anfa and Morana, the flight-sisters who’d flown every formation together and then been enemies and then been nothing and were now this. They undressed each other slow, and the air between them crackled, two storm-charges, sympathetic, silver and silver-edged, the static jumping wherever their skin came near, and there was so much in it, two years of Anfa flying alone because she’d lost Morana, two years of Morana being a tool and a traitor and a verdict, all of it turning, in the undressing, into something else. Anfa’s hands moved over her flight-sister’s body, the fuller heavier shape of her, so different from Anfa’s own lean-cut warrior frame, the soft new curves where Anfa was hard, and she looked at it the way you look at a thing you grieved and got back.

I sat back and let them have the start of it, the Mark blazing with both silver points, Anfa’s and Morana’s, the two storms reconciling in the flesh while I watched, because the reconciliation was theirs and the watching was mine. They kissed, and the static arced between their mouths, and Morana’s heat-haywire body pressed into her flight-sister’s, and Anfa held her through the worst of the desperate wanting, murmuring the thing she’d needed someone to murmur to her once, it passes, it’s alright, you’re not losing your mind, I’ve got you.

It was a strange and beautiful thing to watch, the two of them, because they were so alike and so different. The same height, the same caste, the same storm in the blood, the same lightning-scars; and then everything else opposite. Anfa’s silver-white hair and Morana’s charcoal crop. Anfa’s lean-cut warrior body, the firm high C-cup and the hard sculpted ass and the visible abs, against Morana’s fuller heavier frame, the soft natural D-cup and the thicker hips and thighs, the condition coming back to her after the captivity in a body built for weather and softened by survival. Anfa traced her flight-sister’s heavier breasts with a kind of wonder, and Morana shivered, the static lifting, and Anfa kissed down her throat, and the two storm-charges met everywhere their skin met and threw small silver sparks into the coral-glow. Morana’s hands found Anfa’s lightning-scars along her spine and the scars blazed under her touch, two storms recognizing each other the way two strings on the same instrument find the same note, and the heat in Morana surged and Anfa rode it with her, holding her, slowing her, not yet, breathe, I’ve got you, we’ve got time. I watched two women who had been flight-sisters and then enemies and then nothing find their way back to each other through skin and storm, and I understood that the most important reconciliation in the room had nothing to do with me, that I was the weather that made it possible and the two of them were the sky.

Then they brought me in, and the two lanes deployed, side by side, distinct, the proof that they were sisters and not copies.

Anfa’s lane first. She rolled onto her back on the coral ledge and presented her wrists, her signature, the thing that was hers alone, crossing them above her head and offering them up, the apex storm-dragon who’d thrown every rider in the academy until me, asking with her body to be held still. I took both her wrists in my single hand and pinned them above her head, the way I had a hundred times, and felt the thing happen that always happened, the tension going out of her all at once, her electric-blue eyes going soft with the relief of it, the burden of command lifted, the strongest one in every room finally not having to be the one who decided. Her lean hard body went pliant under me, the abs and the sculpted muscle all surrendering at once, the firm high C-cup rising and falling with her quickening breath. And Morana, beside her, did a thing that made the whole scene what it was: she took her flight-sister’s other hand, not pinning, cradling, lacing their fingers, holding it the way you hold a hand in a hard moment, the storm-sister keeping the storm-sister steady.

“Let go,” Morana whispered to Anfa, the words Ayida had once given Anfa, passed now from storm to storm, sister to sister. “I’ve got you. Let go.” And Anfa let go, her wrists pinned in my single hand and her other hand held in her flight-sister’s, taken care of from both sides at once, held by the Alpha and held by the sister, and I notched my cock against her slick heat and sank into her slow first, watching her face, the wet grip of her taking me all the way in, and then drove into her hard the way her lane needed, my cock pounding deep, the rough pace that broke the storm open, and she gasped and arched and her lightning-scars began to crackle along her spine and ribs. I fucked her hard, my cock driving home on every stroke, holding her wrists, holding her eyes, and the static built off her in arcs, her hair lifting, the scars going from crackle to blaze, and she wrapped her legs around me and took it, the burden gone, nothing to decide, nothing to command, only the held wrists and her sister’s hand and the hard deep stroke of my cock driving her up. “There it is,” I told her, “let it go, you don’t have to hold anything, give it to me,” and she broke, her lightning-scars blazing silver-white from spine to rib and discharging all at once, the flash, her signature, the whole air-dome lighting silver, the sky above answering with a deep-water shudder that I felt in my chest, and she came hard with her wrists pinned and her hand held, the burden gone, the storm broken open as light, a long shaking discharge that left her boneless and silver-lit beneath me.

I held her through the aftershocks, her wrists still loose in my hand, and Morana stroked her sister’s hair while she came down, and Anfa’s electric-blue eyes were soft and unguarded in a way only this ever made them, the apex predator undone, grateful, quiet.

Then Morana’s lane, the new one, the opposite one, the proof they were sisters and not copies. I moved to her, and I kept my hands supporting her instead of pinning her, because pinning was Anfa’s and Morana needed the reverse: held up while she surrendered the certainty that she was only a tool. I drew her up facing me, into my lap, held, eye-contact, the opposite of Anfa’s back-pinned surrender in every line, and Anfa came behind her flight-sister and held her up, an arm around Morana’s waist, our brows close together, the three of us close in the coral-glow, and I took Morana’s face in my free hand and made her look at me.

“Look at me,” I said, the way her lane needed. “You’re chosen. You’re wanted. Not for the heat, not for what your body’s doing, for you. Keep your eyes on me.” And Anfa, behind her, made it two storms at peace: she whispered the praise too, into her flight-sister’s ear, the sister telling her she was wanted.

“He chose you,” Anfa murmured against Morana’s neck, her arms around her, holding her up while I held her gaze and drove up into her. “I chose you. The whole pack chose you. You’re wanted, Morana. You’re not a tool, you’re not a traitor, you’re my flight-sister and you’re his and you’re ours and you’re wanted. Believe it. We’ve got you. Let go.” Two voices telling her the truth, mine in front and Anfa’s behind, the storm-sister and the Alpha both naming her chosen, and Morana’s heat-haywire body shook between us and her scars blazed and her storm-gray eyes filled and held mine and didn’t slide away.

She sank down onto my cock and rode me slow at first, facing me, her fuller heavier body in my lap, my shaft buried deep in her soaked heat, her sister’s arm around her waist holding her up, her heat-haywire body crackling with static that arced between her scars and mine and her sister’s, and I held her gaze and would not let her slide away from it, and Anfa behind her kept up the murmured praise into her neck, the two of us telling her the truth from both sides while the heat drove her need higher. Her heavier breasts pressed against my chest, her dark nipples hard, and I cupped them, both of them, the full soft weight spilling over my palms, and thumbed them while I held her eyes, her hips rolling so my cock dragged deep through the wet clutch of her, and she shuddered between us, the static lifting her charcoal hair, her scars going from crackle to blaze the more she let herself believe she was wanted, the heat amplifying everything, the wanting and the believing both.

“You chose me,” she said, the register, disbelief becoming belief, riding me harder now with her flight-sister holding her up. “You actually chose me, both of you, breed me, choose me, I want to be chosen, oh, I want to be wanted this much, I’m allowed, I’m allowed to want it this much…”

“You’re allowed,” Anfa and I said it nearly together, my hands on her hips driving her down onto me, Anfa’s arms holding her up, and Morana’s storm-gray eyes filled and held mine and did not slide away, and the heat crested in her, and she broke.

Morana came with the heat’s full urgency, gushing hard, her new bond and her first estrus tearing through her at once, soaking all three of us, and her dead-lightning scars discharged silver across her body, alive, alive, blazing from her wrists to her shoulders to her spine, and Anfa held her up through it from behind and I held her face and her eyes through it from in front, the storm-sister and the Alpha bracketing her so she could come apart held from both sides, and she sobbed the relief-sob, not grief, the opposite, the heat and the being-chosen and the two years all breaking out of her at once. And the two silver discharges overlapped, Anfa’s lightning-flash still dying off her scars and Morana’s gushing-and-spark blazing up, two distinct storms in the same small sky, the air-chamber crackling silver, the coral-glow washed out by the double discharge, two storms at peace and at climax at once.

I moved between them as the Mark demanded, the two storms tangled around me, and I gave Morana the finish her heat needed on that heat-driven release, burying my cock deep and spilling deep into her gushing heat, pumping every drop into her while her body wrung me dry, the silver-charcoal point blazing among the eight on my chest, and the air-dome crackled with the overlapping silver of two storms at peace, and Morana clung to me and to her sister and shook out the last of the flood between us, finally, fully, held.



After, the thing that mattered most happened, and it didn’t involve me at all.

The two storms held each other. Not me. They tangled together on the coral ledge, soaked and silver-lit, Anfa’s lean hard body wrapped around her flight-sister’s fuller softer one, the way Campe and Anfa had once held each other months ago, the grief finally out where both of them could touch it, and I lay back and let them have it, because the deepest reconciliation in the scene was theirs, two storms in one sky, and I was only the weather that had let it happen.

“I flew alone for more than two years because I lost you,” Anfa said, into her flight-sister’s soaked charcoal hair, the static finally settling between them, the heat ebbing toward manageable. It was the thing she’d carried months, the wound under all her walls, said plain at last to the woman who’d caused it and survived it with her.

“I’m here,” Morana said.

“I know.” Anfa’s voice was the rough soft one, the one she’d only ever found for a few people in the world. “That’s the part I still can’t believe. I spent so long flying alone that having you back in the sky beside me doesn’t feel real yet. I keep checking. Every dawn on the Peak, every formation, I keep checking you’re still there, because I lost you once and I don’t know how to trust that I won’t again.”

Morana drew back and looked at her flight-sister, storm-gray to electric-blue, and she said the thing that proved her healing, the line that mirrored her own undamming, the thing she could only say now that she’d let herself be chosen.

“Believe it,” she said. “We get to have this now. Both of us. You don’t have to keep checking. I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you, and we get to have this. The flying together and the pack and the storm that doesn’t have to be alone anymore. We get to have it. I didn’t believe it either, two days ago. I believe it now.” She pressed her forehead to Anfa’s. “Believe it. We get to have this now.”

I watched them, the two storm-sisters tangled together in the coral-glow, and I thought about how long this had been coming, how many seasons of my life had bent toward this exact image: Anfa, who’d flown alone for more than two years because Delphyne took her flight-sister to break her, and Morana, who’d been the thing Delphyne used, and the two of them now wrapped around each other in the city of light with the grief finally out in the open between them. Delphyne had built a war on the wound between these two. She’d recruited a grieving girl and pointed her at the academy and left a storm-dragon flying alone, and she’d thought the wound would stay a wound, the way wounds did, the way they were supposed to. And instead the wound had healed enough to become this, two storms holding each other in the dark, and it was one of Delphyne’s clearest defeats in the war, the thing she’d broken made whole on the far side of an ocean she’d never reach. I didn’t say any of that. They didn’t need it said. I just lay back and let them have each other, the deepest reconciliation the war had given us, and felt the two silver points on my chest pulse in time, Anfa’s and Morana’s, the two storms, one sky.

And the two storms held each other in the city of light, the grief no longer standing between them, the silver feather resting on a ledge somewhere because neither of them needed it in hand tonight.

There were two storms at peace in the same sky, and I lay in the coral-glow and watched them hold each other.



We surfaced at dawn, and the departure moved at a different pace.

The ocean-clan contingent formed at the city’s edge: a dozen of the clan’s fighters, ancient and young, led by a younger elder named Thessaly, a stern broad-shouldered abyssal woman who’d been Rán’s second for sixty years and who would command the clan’s force on the surface. They were the first hidden-city ocean-clan contingent to surface since the clan withdrew after Neyura’s death, and they prepared for it the way they prepared for everything, slowly and completely, with Brenna fussing over how their salt-skin would handle the long dry flight and Sybara cataloguing everything they knew about deep-to-surface acclimation and Nure translating between her people and her pack with the easy authority of the bridge she’d become. They would travel inland by the basalt aquifer Nure had mapped months ago, a route through the deep stone that would bring them up near the Aerie without a long dry overland march, a thing only the ocean-clan and Nure could navigate, and they would join the assault on the Peaks as the war’s strangest reinforcement: ocean-dragons in mountains, the deep come up to fight the corruption the Accord existed to fight.

Nure said goodbye to her people, which was the hard part, because she’d only just found them.

“I am leaving again,” she said to Rán, at the lip of the trench, her luminous eyes wet. “I found you after a hundred years and I am leaving again before I have learned all your songs. It feels wrong. It feels like the worst kind of luck, to find your people and then turn around and go.”

“You are not leaving,” Rán said. “You are keeping the road open from the other end. There is a difference, surface-child, and you of all people should feel it. For a hundred years there was no one to keep the surface end of the road. Now there is. You. You go up and you keep the road, and the clan comes up to fight, and when the war is won, the road runs both ways, and the deep and the surface are one again, the way they were when the Accord lived.” She put her silver-white hand on Nure’s cheek. “You did not lose us by finding us. You changed what the road means. It was a way down to a hiding place. Now it is a way between two homes. That is your gift, and your mother’s gift, the surface-line and the deep-line rejoined. Go up. Keep the road. We will come up behind you, and when the war is done, your cousin Ceto will walk up it into the sky because you promised her, and the road will be open, and no child of the surface-line will have to believe she is the last again.” She drew Nure into an embrace, ancient and total. “Go home, child. Both your homes. You have two now. That is not a loss. That is the most anyone gets.”

Ceto waited until Rán let her go, because even Ceto’s eagerness knew when an elder had the right of first grief, and then the young coral-dragon threw herself at Nure with no dignity at all. Amber and blue-green light tangled, Ceto’s glow bright and stuttering, Nure’s steadier and wet at the edges, and the two of them held each other in a way that made the whole lip of the trench go quiet around them. A week ago they had been a signal and an answer in the dark. Now Ceto had both arms around the surface-cousin she’d thought was a clan-story, and Nure had her face pressed to the coral-red shoulder of a girl who knew the songs she should have known as a child.

“You have to tell it properly,” Ceto said into Nure’s hair, her surface-trade dialect uneven with feeling. “The sky. Not just blue. You said blue and then weather and then sun and then fire falling upward from the small loud one, and that is not enough. I need all of it. I need the exact shape.”

Nure laughed, and cried harder because she laughed. “The sky does not have an exact shape.”

“Then I will dislike it,” Ceto said, fiercely. “I prefer things with edges.”

“You will not dislike it.” Nure drew back enough to cup the young coral-dragon’s face between webbed hands. “It is too large. That is the first thing. You will think the world has come apart because there is nothing above you holding the light in. You will feel too light. You will hate the dry air. Vibria will shout at you and tell you to admire the weather properly. Anfa will pretend she is not watching to see whether you are afraid. Morana will understand before anyone says a word. And I will be there. I will be right there when you see it, and if it is too much, you will take my hand and hate it until you can love it.”

Ceto swallowed, amber glow pulsing hard. “And then honey-cake?”

“And then honey-cake,” Nure promised, solemn as an oath.

That was when the goodbye changed shape. It stopped being a tear in the world and became an appointment. The road had a next use. Ceto would come up it. Nure would stand at the top and translate the sky one impossible thing at a time, and the promise made the leaving survivable because it gave the leaving somewhere to land.

Nure wept, and held her people, and then she shifted, her immense abyssal form rising up the trench into the long climb to the surface, and we followed her light up out of the deep the way we’d followed it down, the whole expedition and a contingent of ocean-clan and a bound councilor and an eighth bond and the last copy of the most dangerous knowledge in the world, up through the killing dark toward the air and the war.

The light changed as we climbed. The bioluminescent strata gave way to the first faint grayness of the surface light filtering down, and then to real light, and then we broke the surface of the deepwater basin into the dawn, into air, into a sky, and Vibria, in her fire-drake form, the moment her head cleared the water and she felt the open air and the warmth of a real sun, let out a roar of pure joy and shot straight up into the gray morning and looped twice and breathed a tongue of fire into the open sky just to prove she could, the homesick fire-drake home in the air at last, her flame catching and burning bright and free with nothing to hiss it out, and the ocean-clan, surfacing after a century, watched a fire-drake celebrate the sky with fire and did not understand it at all and were delighted by it anyway.

“There’s the sky,” Vibria shouted down to the baffled ocean-clan, wheeling in the dawn, trailing flame. “THAT’S the sky. I told you it was the best thing. Welcome to the sky, fish-people. Try not to be too jealous. We have weather AND fire up here. It’s the superior element-arrangement and I will hear no arguments.” And she looped again, blazing, and Nure surfaced beside her vast and dark and let out her new not-quite-surface laugh.

The ocean-clan contingent came up slower, each of them breaking the surface into air, and I watched a thing I’d carry the rest of my life: a dozen ancient deep-dwellers feeling the wind, the open air, the sun on wet skin, the impossible un-pressured lightness of a world with no mile of water pressing down on it, and some of them laughed and some of them wept and one of them, an old fighter who’d come up to keep the Accord’s promise, simply floated on the surface with her face turned up to a sun her kind hadn’t felt in a century and did not move for a long time, and Thessaly let her have it, the elder understanding exactly what a hundred years of dark made of a single sunrise. Morana, flying her own wing in the dawn, charcoal in the gold light, watched the ocean-clan surface into the sky and I felt the eighth point pulse warm, because she of all of them understood what it was to come up out of a long dark into a thing you’d decided you didn’t get to have, and she flew down close to the floating old fighter and held a wing over her, shade in the brightness, a storm-dragon shielding a deep-dweller’s first surface dawn since the hiding began, and the old ocean-clan woman reached up and touched the charcoal wing in thanks, and two beings who shared no language and no element and no world shared, for a moment, the specific grace of being someone who’d come up out of the dark.

And the two of them, fire and deep, and the eight bonds and the surfacing clan and the whole impossible formation, wheeled in the dawn over a sea that went down forever to a city of light that was no longer hidden, and we turned east, toward the Aerie, toward home, toward the war.

We did not reach home the way we had reached the Reach.

The first crossing west had been a hard three-day sprint with a small wing and a clear objective. The return became a road being opened. Enthusiasm and Vibria’s opinion that the sky improved everyone could not carry the ocean-clan east by themselves; their skin tolerated air now. Tolerance was not belonging. Thessaly’s contingent took the basalt aquifer route under Nure’s guidance, moving by pressure-gates, underground rivers, sinkholes, and old lava-tubes while the flying half ranged ahead and fell back with messages and supplies.

Tarvos slowed us too, alive and bound and furious in an old shell-cage Rán gave us for the journey, with two ocean-clan fighters watching him as if hoping he would make a stupid decision. A collapsed pressure-gate cost us days. Morana’s first bonded heat came in a low second wave and we stopped because a new bond was not something to drag raw across a continent. One young ocean-clan fighter panicked at moonlight, and Nure sat with her until dawn naming the sky one piece at a time.

By the time the Aerie saw us again, five weeks had passed since the morning we left the mesa. Campe had counted every one from the other end, holding the Aerie while we moved through water, stone, sky, and delay. We came home with the shell-tablet, the deep knowledge, a bound traitor, a new bond, and a road behind us that had not existed in any living surface map before we walked it open.

I touched the Mark as we flew. Eight points now. Far ahead, east and then north, Ayida’s gold point strengthened as the miles closed, and I flew toward it with the shell-tablet under my harness and the dawn on my face. For one hour, before the war and the Peaks, it was simply good to be flying home.


Chapter 12: The Return and the Reckoning

When we came home with the deep at our backs, the Aerie did not know what to do with us.

The expedition came east in two braided paths: the flying half ranging above the route we’d opened, and the ocean-clan contingent taking the long deep way, up through the basalt aquifer Nure had mapped months ago, the route through the bones of the world that brought them up into the Aerie’s own underground spring-system without a mile of dry overland march. They had already broken the surface at the Drowned Reach, already felt dawn and wind on wet skin, but this was different: the academy itself, the mesa of land-dragons, the crater, the balconies, the home Nure had chosen after a century alone. So we arrived nearly together, the flying expedition and the surfacing clan, and the mesa that had braced for the war to come over the northeastern horizon instead watched a thing it had no category for: a contingent of ocean-clan dragon-kin rising out of the crater’s flooded depths and onto Aerie stone, led up out of the water by the abyssal-class who’d left the Aerie a quiet newcomer and come back a bridge between civilizations.

The cadets lined the balconies and went silent. Nure shifted to human on the Flight Apron, water sheeting off her, and behind her came Thessaly and the dozen, climbing up out of the crater’s flooded depths and onto the stone of a world their kind had abandoned a century ago, and they came up slow, the way you come up into a place you’ve been told your whole life had teeth. The open sky was no longer new, but the Aerie’s sky was crowded with witnesses and dragon-wings and stone towers, with five hundred cadets staring down from balconies and the old crater-wind moving dry over their wet skin. Their bioluminescence vanished against the daylight. Their webbed feet found stone that had been shaped by land-caste hands. Several of them reached out and gripped the nearest solid thing because they had never felt this: a whole surface civilization looking back at them, the lost other half of the Accord made flesh and staring. Thessaly held her composure, broad-shouldered and stern, the elder leading her people into the world of teeth, but even she kept one webbed hand flat against the apron stone, anchoring herself while her people learned, slowly, that the academy would not bite simply because it had teeth.

The academy stared at the impossible thing and the impossible thing stared back, and the two civilizations, sundered a century, looked at each other across a flooded crater in the morning light and did not know what to say, because there were no words that had been needed in a hundred years. And Nure stood between the two worlds she now belonged to and translated, the bridge made flesh, telling her people in the old dialect that the sky was safe and telling the academy in the surface-tongue that her people came in the Accord’s name, and I thought that whatever else this expedition had done, it had ended the loneliness of a whole people, and that was a thing worth the whole brutal descent all by itself. Aurelion came out onto the apron leaning on her cane, four hundred years old and not often surprised, and she looked at the ocean-clan surfacing and inclined her ancient head to Thessaly in the old-court way, one keeper of a people to another, and said, in a dialect so old even Sybara only half-followed it, words of welcome that the Accord had recorded and no one had needed to speak in a hundred years, and Thessaly answered them, and two ancient women who had never met closed a century-old wound with a formula their ancestors had written for exactly this day and prayed would never be needed. It was needed. They spoke it. And the loneliness of a people ended on a windy apron in the morning, in a language older than the academy, between two women who would not live to see most of what they’d just rejoined.

The small work of welcome came after the ancient words, and it mattered just as much. Cadets who had stared a breath too long remembered themselves and brought towels, then realized towels were a surface assumption and stood there mortified while the ocean-clan stared at the dry cloths with courteous bewilderment. Nure took one, wrapped it around her own shoulders for demonstration, and said in the old dialect that this was a surface custom for taking the water off a person, which produced a ripple of quiet horror among the deep-dwellers, because why would anyone remove the water on purpose. Vibria, still wet and offended by being wet, took three towels at once and declared the ocean-clan were wrong about this specific thing, because dry was excellent when it was a choice and not a lifelong condition. Thessaly watched the exchange, stern and grave and visibly trying to decide whether the surface was mad or merely complicated, and then accepted a towel with the dignity of an ambassador receiving a treaty-gift. Five minutes later she had folded it with military precision over one arm and had not used it at all.

Nure glowed through the whole awkward welcome with pride. She knew both sides of the confusion now. She could see the academy’s generosity and her people’s alarm, the towels and the wind and the too-open sky and the cadets trying so hard to be kind that they kept inventing new ways to be strange. She translated all of it, the words and the mercy under the clumsy gestures, and I watched the quiet woman who had once needed us to explain spoons explain an entire civilization to her own people with a steadiness that made something in my chest ache. The bridge was not a metaphor anymore. She was doing the work, sentence by sentence, towel by towel, one bewildered elder at a time.

The Aerie learned to soften around them by degrees. Rissara ordered the cadets to stop staring, which helped for eight seconds and then failed because a dozen bioluminescent deep-dwellers on the apron were impossible not to stare at, so Ivora solved it in the stone-dragon way by giving the ocean-clan something practical to do: she asked Thessaly to read the crater water-line with her. That changed the whole shape of the welcome. The cadets stopped staring at visitors and started watching professionals work. Thessaly knelt beside the flooded depth with her webbed hands in the water, Ivora placed one granite palm on the apron stone, and the two of them spoke in measurements, pressure and seam and buried channel, a shared language no one had known they had. Within minutes the awkwardness had a job. The ocean-clan were not strange guests anymore. They were allies reading the same battlefield from a direction the Aerie had never known existed.

Nure saw it happen, and her glow went very soft. She had spent months being the exception, the one deep thing in a dry world, a person everyone loved and still had to explain. Now her people stood on the apron and the academy was learning slowly, imperfectly, with the clumsy earnestness of a place that wanted to make room. It was a different kind of homecoming from the one in the deep. In the sanctuary, Nure had been received by the people she’d lost. Here, she watched the people she’d chosen receive the people she’d found, and the two halves of her life did not reject each other. They fit badly at first. Then they fit better. That was how every true joining began.

And then the hatchlings hit me, and the homecoming stopped being historic and started being mine.

They came off the apron in a screaming amber blur, all three at once, dog-sized now and fast, bigger than when I’d left, the way children are always bigger when you come back, and the size of them hit me before the joy did, the simple animal fact that they’d grown in my absence, that I’d missed weeks of them growing. Kira reached me first and was so overcome with joy at my return that she set my sleeve on fire, a pure accident of enthusiasm, the fire-drake’s love expressed in the only currency she had, and I beat it out laughing while she shrieked and climbed me, scrambling up to my shoulder where she perched and breathed small triumphant sparks at the world, the firstborn announcing that her father was back and the universe was once again ordered correctly.

Torren came second, deliberate as always, and he did a thing that undid me a little: he presented me with his hoard. He’d been building his vault the whole time I was gone, and he dragged it out from wherever he’d kept it, a leather bag he’d apparently acquired by means Bellic would later describe as “I don’t want to know,” and dumped it at my feet, forty rivets and a spoon and one of my cartographer’s pencils and three pretty stones and Bellic’s long-mourned second-best hammer and a polished bit of green glass from gods knew where, every treasure in his small criminal world. He’d hoarded it all in my absence, and now he gave it to me, the whole vault, dumped it out and looked up at me with his steady amber eyes, the way his war-aunt gave her love in logistics, the deliberate little tactician’s whole heart offered as a pile of stolen objects, and I crouched and let the deliberate little dragon press his snout against my hand and felt the father-resonance pulse warm through the Mark and had to take a moment. Behind me Bellic made a sound of pure vindication. “The hammer,” she said. “The balanced one. He had it the whole time. I knew it. I want it on the record that I knew it.” And she reclaimed her hammer from the hoard with the dignity of a woman whose long grief had finally found resolution, and Torren watched her take it and made no objection, because the hammer had served its purpose, which was apparently to be safe in a vault until his father came home, and now his father was home and the vault could be liquidated. The shell came later, wrapped in kelp-cloth in my harness pouch, because Bellic had asked me to bring her one from the deep and I had remembered. I gave it to her with the ceremony a criminal request deserved, and she studied it for half a second before handing it down to Torren. “For the vault,” she said, because Bellic understood him too well, and Torren took the shell in both foreclaws and looked at me as if I’d brought him the moon.

Sera didn’t come at all. Sera was on Campe’s shoulder, where Sera always was, and she would not be moved, and that told me about Campe before I’d even reached her.



Campe gave her report standing at attention, and the report was a lie, and the lie was Campe.

“Two probing attacks in your absence,” she said, parade-ground, the silver-edged half-cape sharp, the braid tight. “Both repelled. The eastern ward-line held; Rissara’s wing performed well; one cadet took burns, recovering. The hatchlings are intact and have destroyed four tapestries, a cistern-cover, and the entirety of Bellic’s patience. Ayida’s clutch is developing well; the Garden-fortress is at full strength. The mesa is secure.” She looked at me, forest-green eyes steady. “I am fine. The watch was uneventful, all things considered. I am fine, Alpha.”

She was not fine. I could see it the way I’d learned to see it, the way only a few people on the mesa could. She was thinner. There were shadows under the green eyes that the crow’s-feet didn’t account for. The seam of her jacket strained the way it strained when she’d been holding her breath for weeks. And she’d said I am fine twice, which was once more than a fine person said it, and she was Commander-fine, which months of learning her tells had taught me was the specific kind of fine that meant a woman had kept everything she loved alive for five weeks and had not slept properly in any of them and would die before she let the cadets see the cost.

“You held the mesa,” I said. “Everything I love is still here because you held it. I trusted you with all of it.” And I saw the report cost her, the keeping of the mask through the homecoming, and I didn’t make her drop it on the apron in front of the cadets. I let her be Commander-fine in public, because that was the respect she needed, and I filed the rest of it for the night, because the night was when Campe stopped being Commander-fine, and the whole watch would finally come off with the uniform.

I found Ayida before the council, because the goodbye I’d made her in the Garden a crossing ago had a homecoming owed to it, and I owed it before anything else.

She was in the Ember Garden, of course, barefoot in the green, and she was carrying, and the carrying had made her brighter than the Garden around her. Her iridescent skin shimmered constant now, the prism never settling, and the life-clutch was a deep warmth at her abdomen that I felt through the Mark from across the Garden, the gold point that had dimmed to almost nothing at depth now blazing strong and close, the bond un-stretched, the cost of the crossing paid back in full the moment I came near her. She turned when she felt me, and her gold-amber eyes found me, and the whole Garden brightened, flowers opening in a wave from her bare feet outward, and I crossed to her and put my hand on the warmth where our clutch was, bigger now, just as she’d promised, and neither of us said anything for a while.

“It’s bigger,” she said finally, her hand over mine. “I told you it would be. You went down into the deep and it grew the whole time you were gone, on purpose, because we made it on purpose, and it didn’t need you here to grow because life doesn’t, but it’s glad you’re back. So am I.” Her gold eyes searched my face. “You found Nure’s people. I felt it through the bond, the night it happened, the joy of it came all the way across the world. And you found the way to free your broken man. And you came back to me with a new shadow behind your eyes, the most dangerous thing.” She wasn’t asking. Ayida never asked; she heard the things you didn’t say. “You’re going to nearly die freeing him. That’s the shape of it. Sybara’s already told the pack; we’re the floor you stand on. I felt the shape of it the moment you walked into the Garden.” She took my face in her hands. “And I’m going to be there. Carrying or not. Sybara’s protocol needs me; she found a thing in the deep records, the life-resonance and the center-light, they harmonize, you felt it the night we made the clutch. When you reach into Vael and the backlash comes, my life-magic and your center-light are going to be the thing that tips it. So I’m not staying behind for this one. I held the Garden while you went to the sea. I’m flying into the Peaks while you free the broken man, carrying our clutch, because the clutch and the center-light and my life-magic are all the same kind of thing and you’re going to need all of it.” She pressed her forehead to mine. “Don’t argue. I’ve thought it through the way you think a landscape through. I’m coming. The clutch will be safe; I’m dangerous enough to anyone who’d harm it, you said so yourself, and you were right. I come. We free him together. We trade you back whole, all of us, the whole floor.”

I didn’t argue. I’d learned not to argue with Ayida when she’d thought a thing all the way through, and she had, and she was right: the life-resonance and the center-light harmonizing, the thing we’d felt the night the clutch took, was going to be load-bearing, and I’d felt it, and I needed it. So I held her in the blooming Garden, the clutch warm between us, and accepted that the gentlest dragon in the academy was flying into Delphyne’s mountain fortress carrying our child to keep me alive, and that there was no part of that I could talk her out of, and that I loved her past speaking for the certainty of her.

The ones who’d stayed behind mobbed me too, in their own ways. Bellic delivered a report on the brood that was half logistics and half lament: four tapestries, the cistern-cover, her second-best hammer (eaten, recovered, re-eaten, given up for lost, now apparently recovered again from Torren’s vault), and a running tally of salt-cellars that had reached, in five weeks, a number she refused to say aloud and instead wrote on a slate and held up, grimly, for me to read. Ivora passed me the mesa’s mood in her quiet stone-dragon way: the cadets had held steady, the cadets were proud, the cadets had begun telling each other that the Alpha had gone into the deep and made friends with the fish-people, which was, Ivora noted, approximately true and getting less accurate by the hour. And Talise, who’d been left behind with a narrating commission, delivered her chronicle of my absence at full volume to anyone who’d listen, a chronicle in which, by her telling, the two probing attacks had become a great siege, Campe had personally defeated a hundred dragons, and the hatchlings had displayed tactical genius rather than arson. Aurelion had been right to commission her. It was a terrible chronicle and the cadets loved it and it was exactly the kind of story a frightened academy needed to be told about itself.

The ocean-clan contingent’s integration into the Aerie was its own ongoing comedy, the inverse of Nure’s land-confusion played out across a dozen ancient deep-dwellers at once. They could not get over the cadet hall’s fires, gathering around the kitchen hearths in fascinated horror, and they regarded the academy’s whole relationship with dryness as a kind of collective madness they were too polite to mention. Jessa, the stone-wing head cook who’d fed five hundred cadets for fifteen years and had seen enough from cadets to be hard to surprise, found herself feeding a dozen ocean-clan who ate everything raw and glowing and were baffled by bread, and she rose to it the way she rose to everything, by simply cooking more and asking fewer questions, though she did corner me to ask, with a cook’s professional distress, whether it was true the fish-people couldn’t taste sweet, because if so she intended to do something about it, and within a day she had an ocean-clan elder weeping over a honey-cake, which Talise immediately added to her chronicle as evidence of the Aerie’s diplomatic triumph. And the hatchlings adopted the ocean-clan instantly and catastrophically, Kira delighted by guests who flinched satisfyingly at her fire, Torren intrigued by their grown-shell trinkets and already plotting acquisition, and Sera, the careful one, riding Campe’s shoulder and watching the strange luminous visitors with grave consideration before deciding, on the third day, that one particular ancient ocean-clan woman was acceptable, and migrating to her shoulder for an afternoon, which the old deep-dweller, who had never in a century of darkness held a baby fire-drake, accepted as the honor of her long life.

The two clutches met that afternoon, and it was the warmest thing the Aerie had seen in a season.

Ayida was visibly carrying now, the life-clutch a steady deep warmth at her abdomen, her iridescent skin bright with constant prism-shimmer, flowers denser around her feet wherever she walked. And Sybara was carrying her frost-clutch, the cold-deepened readiness gone over into the real thing, her cool skin cooler now to protect the cold-incubated clutch, the frost-shimmer wider at her wrists. The two carrying women came together in the cadet hall, the life-dragon and the frost-wyrm, and compared, Ayida warm and Sybara cold, the rarest clutch in the world and the precisely-incubated one, and it was a thing to watch, the two of them, because they carried so differently. Ayida carried with a quiet bloom, her iridescence steady and deep, her hand resting on her abdomen unconsciously, the life-clutch growing in her the way her gardens grew, without effort, an extension of what she already was. And Sybara carried with a notebook, having already produced from somewhere a daily log of her own gestational changes, charted in her color-coded ink, and she compared her frost-clutch’s development against Ayida’s life-clutch with the focused delight of a scholar who had, against all odds, become two simultaneous subjects of her own discipline, peppering Ayida with questions about life-clutch incubation that Ayida answered with patient amusement, because Ayida did not know how she did it, she simply did it, and Sybara found this both maddening and fascinating, the rarest dragon-type in the world carrying the rarest clutch and unable to explain a single mechanism of it. “You are a terrible research subject,” Sybara informed her, with deep affection. “You cannot tell me how any of it works. You just bloom. Do you know how frustrating that is to a person who has documented everything?” And Ayida laughed and said, “Life doesn’t need to know how it works to work, Sybara. That’s the difference between your clutch and mine. You’ll incubate yours with mathematics and I’ll just grow mine, and they’ll both hatch, and yours will be precise and mine will be wild, like their mothers,” and Sybara conceded the point with the rare grace she gave only to things that were true.

The ocean-clan elders, who could sense life-resonance, gathered around Ayida’s clutch with a reverence that brought tears to old eyes, a life-line they’d believed dead, growing again.

The ocean-clan made the meeting stranger and better. The contingent had spent their first day on the surface in a state of perpetual quiet astonishment, baffled by the dry, by the wind, by the size of the sky, by the cadets who kept offering them things and the food that had to be killed by fire before it could be eaten, and Thessaly’s dozen moved through the Aerie like visitors to another planet, which they were. But when the elders among them came near Ayida’s clutch, the astonishment turned to something deeper. They could sense life-resonance, the old ones, and a life-dragon’s clutch was a thing the ocean-clan had not sensed in a hundred years, since before the wars, since the life-line nearly ended; they had believed it dead the way the surface believed the ocean-clan dead, and here it was, growing, warm and gold and rare past telling. One of the oldest ocean-clan, a bioluminescent woman near Rán’s age who’d stayed behind in the deep her whole life and surfaced now only because the Accord’s promise came due, came to Ayida and asked, through Nure’s translation, whether she might simply sit near the clutch a while, because she had thought she would die without ever sensing the life-line again, and she had not died, and the life-line was here, and she wanted to sit in the warmth of it. Ayida, who understood grief and its turning better than anyone, sat with the old ocean-clan woman in the cadet hall for an hour, the two of them saying nothing, the life-clutch warm between them, the deep and the surface and the rarest future in the world all gathered around one quiet table, and it was the kind of thing that made the whole descent and the whole coming war feel, for an hour, like a price worth paying.

And Vibria watched the two carrying women with naked longing, and then she climbed onto a cadet-hall bench so the whole hall could hear her, fire-drake to the bone, and announced: “I’m next. I want everyone to hear it. Two clutches in this pack and I carried Dane’s first one and I’m not done, I want another, and the minute the war’s won I’m collecting on a promise, and you’re all invited to be jealous.” And the cadet hall cheered, and Bellic, passing, said “I’ll order more ceramic,” and Vibria set the salt-cellar on fire in her enthusiasm, and the hall laughed, and for an hour the war was a thing on the other side of a horizon and the Aerie was just a home full of people who loved each other and were going to fill the sky with dragons.

Morana sat through it at the harem table, in the warm center of the pack, still not quite believing she was there, and the harem teased her gently the way the harem teased its own. Vibria, who had appointed herself Morana’s chief tormentor and chief defender both, compared heat-notes with her loudly and without an ounce of shame, informing the whole table that storm-heat was, in her professional opinion as a person who’d had fire-heat, “much wetter and much more dramatic, no offense,” and Morana, scarlet, looked as though she might die of it, and Anfa, beside her, fielded the worst of the teasing with a flight-sister’s instinct, redirecting Vibria’s enthusiasm before it crested, shielding Morana from the parts that were too much while letting through the parts that were really just welcome wearing the costume of a joke. And Morana, teased and shielded and seated in the warm center, experienced the specific bewildered comfort of belonging to a group that found you funny instead of useful, that mocked you because mockery between people who loved each other was a kind of intimacy, and she did not have a defense for it, the way she’d had no defense for any of the kindness, and she sat there going red and almost-smiling and learning, in real time, the texture of being one of a pack instead of a tool a faction pointed at things. Sybara, carrying, watched the whole exchange and made a note, and when Morana looked over, alarmed, Sybara said, “I am documenting the integration of a new bond into the social structure. It is going well. You are being mocked, which is the surest sign of acceptance in this group. Be glad. The day they stop mocking you is the day to worry.” And that, somehow, settled it more than anything, the clinical confirmation that being made fun of meant being kept.

Campe made it official in the least sentimental way possible. She slid a duty roster across the table to Morana with the eighth name written in clean command-script under the bonded unit, spaced as if it had always belonged there. Morana stared at the roster longer than she had stared at the bond-reading in the deep. “You put me on Tower rotation,” she said. Campe did not look up from her cup. “You’re bonded. Bonded partners take Tower rotation. Unless you intend to be ornamental, which would surprise me.” The table went quiet around the joke because it was not a joke to Morana, not yet. A duty roster was usefulness, yes, but this was usefulness after belonging, not instead of it. A place in the work because she had a place in the family. Morana touched her own name once with two fingers, very lightly, as if ink could burn. “No,” she said. “I don’t intend to be ornamental.” “Good,” Campe said. “You have second watch after Anfa.” And the world moved on, which was the mercy. No speech. No ceremony. Just a name in the right place, and a new bond learning that being assigned a duty could be another way of being trusted to stay.



The war council that evening was the largest I’d sat through, and the most decisive.

The horseshoe was crowded, the ocean-clan elder Thessaly given a seat, Tarvos brought up bound from the holding cells to be questioned, the whole bonded unit present, Aurelion at the head leaning on the cane she kept by choice. And I laid out the thing we’d brought up from the deep, the thing that turned a defensive war into an offensive one.

“I can free Vael,” I said. “That’s what we went down for and that’s what we came back with. The Tidal Accord kept the knowledge the founders buried: how to un-make a forged Mark. A true Alpha at full Harmonic carries the original frequency the forged Mark is a counterfeit of. I can reach into his forced Mark with the center-light and speak the true resonance into it and hold it there until the counterfeit breaks and the carrier wakes.” I let it land. “Freeing him collapses Delphyne’s army. The command-relay, the manufactured soldiers’ coordination, all of it runs through his forced Mark broadcasting the command signal. Free him, and the broadcast stops, and the army stops being an army.” I looked around the horseshoe. “But it has to be done at the source, inside the Shattered Peaks, where his Mark broadcasts from, where the connection’s strongest. And it may nearly kill me. The forged Mark fights to keep its host; the backlash comes up the connection into my own Mark; and the only thing that holds me together through it is the strength of my bonds. Which means we don’t wait for Delphyne to come to us. We take the fight to the Peaks, and I free Vael at the heart of it, and we end the war at its source.”

Campe’s eyes had lit at the word offensive and not dimmed since. This was the thing she’d wanted, the thing she’d been denied through the whole absence of holding a defensive line: the offensive she’d been starving to command since Delphyne encircled the mesa.

“I’ll command the assault,” Campe said, and it was not a question. “I have studied the Shattered Peaks through Morana’s intelligence for months. I have the war-wing, the cadet wings, and now an ocean-clan contingent that can do things in those mountain springs that no one will expect. I have wanted to take the fight to Delphyne since the day she encircled this mesa, and I have spent five weeks holding a wall while other people flew into the deep, and I am done holding walls. Give me the assault, Alpha. I will get you to Vael.”

“You’ve got it,” I said. “You command the assault. I free Vael. The unit fights as one.”

We turned to Tarvos for the fortress, and the captured councilor, who’d had two days of the holding cell and the slow erosion of being on the wrong side of a thing he’d half-stopped believing in, gave us more than he meant to. Morana sat in on the questioning, which changed the room before she said a word, the storm who’d defected and come back sitting across a table from the councilor who’d defected and stayed, the two of them mirror-images of a choice made differently, and Tarvos looked at her with the specific contempt a man reserves for the version of himself who chose better, and Morana looked back at him without flinching, because she’d already done the hard thing he hadn’t, the looking-at-yourself-and-changing thing, and there was nothing he could say to her that she hadn’t already survived saying to herself. She corrected his intelligence twice from her own memory of the fortress, cold and precise, and the corrections were better than his offerings, and the councilor understood, watching the defector-who-came-back out-detail him on the fortress they’d both served, that she was the proof of everything he’d refused, and he went quieter after that.

He corroborated Morana’s intelligence from months ago, the caldera fortress, the three ward-protected approaches, the parthenogenesis hatcheries in the mining tunnels, the inner sanctum that held Vael, the dark-scaled command-relay dragon at its heart. And when I pressed him on the thing under the mountain, the empty-cold source, he went stone-faced again, but the stone had a crack in it now, and Sybara, who watched cracks for a living, noted that he was more afraid of the source than of us, which told us the source was real and the source was worse than Delphyne, exactly as Rán had said.

“You’ll come around,” I told him, when they took him back down. “When you watch me free that kid instead of killing him. The part of you that believed in something before Delphyne is going to want to be on the right side of what’s under that mountain. We’ll talk again after.” And Tarvos said nothing, but the crack stayed, and I let it work on him in the dark of the cell, because some things you couldn’t argue a man into, you could only out-wait, and I’d gotten good at out-waiting verdicts.

The plan took its shape over the rest of the council, and it was the most ambitious thing the academy had attempted in living memory. Campe laid it out with the cold competence she’d been starving to use since we left. The assault would launch at dawn within the week, before Delphyne could fully fortify against the thing she now knew we could do. The war-wing under Campe would take the relay; the cadet wings under Rissara would screen the approaches; Anfa and Morana would fly vanguard, the paired storm-sweep that nothing had stood against; Brenna would tank; Sybara, carrying, would do overwatch and run the survival protocol from altitude; Nure and the ocean-clan contingent would come up through the mountain springs the way they’d come up through the crater, an attack from the water that no one defending a mountain fortress would expect; and Ayida, carrying, would fly as last-line healer and the life-magic anchor for the freeing. Vibria would burn. And I would ride through the heart of it to Vael, and do the thing the Accord had kept its knowledge four hundred years for.

There were ugly parts too, because every real plan had ugly parts and Campe never hid them. The cadet wings would take casualties screening the approaches. The war-wing would have to hold the relay long enough for me to reach Vael, which meant Campe would be fighting the dark-scaled dragon again before the old flank scar had fully stopped aching. Ayida would be protected by two rings because she was carrying, and Ayida listened to that without protest until Campe said “if the inner ring collapses you withdraw,” at which point the life-dragon’s gold eyes went mild and impossible and Campe amended it to “you withdraw unless the Alpha is actively dying,” because even the commander knew which arguments could not be won. Sybara marked every concession. Brenna marked every harness requirement. Morana marked every aerial gap beside Anfa’s notes, the two storm-sisters’ handwriting different but their formation thinking so alike that their corrections met in the same places on the map.

Thessaly, the ocean-clan elder, spoke once, in careful surface-trade, the first formal pledge from a hidden-city ocean-clan elder in an academy council in a century. “We came up to keep the Accord’s promise,” she said. “The corruption is the thing the Accord exists to fight, and it is at the Peaks, and we will be at the Peaks. The mountain springs run deeper than your enemy knows; the deep is under everything, even the dry places; we will come up inside her fortress through water she does not know is there. The ocean-clan has not made war in a hundred years. We remember how. Point us at the corruption.” It was a strange and momentous thing, an abyssal elder pledging the deep’s force to a mountain assault, and the council went still around it, the world rearranging, two civilizations rejoined in the oldest cause there was.

Aurelion closed the council the way she closed the ones that mattered, slowly, with the cane and the ancient cadence. “Four Alphas I have seen,” she said. “Three of them died, and one of those deaths I have carried for two years, and the corruption took two of the three. Now there is a fifth Alpha, and he proposes to fly into the heart of the corruption to free a captive Alpha, to un-make the thing that killed his predecessors rather than merely survive it. In four hundred years of this academy no Alpha has had the power or the foundation to attempt it.” Her pale moon-silver eyes found me. “Go and free him, Alpha Kovar. Take the war to its source and end it with mercy instead of slaughter, and come back to the eight women who will hold you to the world while you do it, and to the two clutches, and to the children who set my academy on fire. The Aerie has waited four hundred years to send an Alpha to un-make a forged Mark. Do not make us wait longer than the week. We are adjourned, and the assault is ordered, and may the founders who buried the corruption and the ocean-clan who kept the cure both be vindicated in what you are about to do.”



Campe came to the Tower that night, and the Aerie was quieter than it had been in months, the war planned and not yet launched, the eve before the eve, and she came the way she’d come months ago, except that it wasn’t loneliness this time. It was five weeks of holding the whole world up alone, the cost of every watch and every decision she’d refused to let anyone else see, and the need to set the weight down in a room where no cadet needed her command.

She arrived in uniform. She always did. The undressing-as-process, the armor coming off layer by layer, and tonight she needed it after five weeks of command, because tonight there were five weeks of armor to take off. She stood in the firelit bedroom, the hatchlings asleep three floors below in the nest, Sera smuggled in among them, the whole Tower quiet, and she didn’t speak. She just looked at me, worn and thin and Commander-fine, and let me begin to take her apart.

I unbuttoned her collar, and the beauty mark came into the firelight, and her forearm plates began to retract before the jacket was even off, the armor smoothing toward bare olive skin, the first tremor running through the command-mask at the first touch. I worked the jacket off her broad shoulders, and the binding, unwinding it slow, and when the heavy bust spilled free her throat worked once, a five-week watch finally going quiet, the breath of a woman who’d been bound, in every sense, since I left.

“You don’t have to do anything tonight,” I told her, the way I’d told the storm two days ago, because Campe needed it too, in her own way. “You held the whole world up for five weeks. You don’t have to hold anything now. Let me take care of you. That’s all this is. You set it down and I take care of you.”

She knelt, because she always knelt first, the commander surrendering before anything else, sinking to her knees in the firelight with the heavy fall of her freed bust catching the light, and she freed my cock and wrapped her heavy tits around it, paizuri, her signature, the soft heavy flesh of her engulfing my shaft, only the head pushing up out of her cleavage, her green eyes looking up the length of me, the eyes that had held the entire institution’s defense alone since I left. She pushed her tits together around my cock with both hands, the dark pink nipples hard, and worked me slow in the warm valley of her, the head emerging and disappearing on each stroke, looking up, and the worn exhaustion in her face made the surrender deeper somehow, the commander too tired to keep any of the armor on, yielding from the first touch. But she was exhausted, worn thin, and I read that she didn’t need it slow and teasing tonight, didn’t need the long undoing, the edging and the drawing-out, needed only to be taken care of, to be hollowed and held, and I gave her that. I let her work me a while, the soft heavy valley of her tits sliding up and down my cock, her tongue catching the head on each upstroke and lapping the pre-cum from the tip, the war-rumble starting low in her chest and traveling up through her bust into me, and I ran my hand into her loosening braid and let her have it, the kneeling, the worship, the thing she needed to do before she could let herself be done for. And then I lifted her up off her knees by the shoulders, gently, because tonight wasn’t about drawing it out, tonight was about letting go, and I laid her back on the bed, the heavy spill of her bust falling to either side, the wide mature hips, the strong thighs parting for me.

I notched my cock against her slick heat and took her missionary, careful of the worn-thin body, the first slow push sinking all the way home, my shaft burying deep in the tight grip of her, and she made a sound that started as the parade-ground voice and broke into something with no rank in it, and her strong thighs wrapped me and pulled me deep, and her war-rumble started, and it was different from any time before: constant, low and continuous from the first stroke, five weeks of held tension vibrating out of her in a steady subsonic hum that I could feel in the bed and the floor and my own chest, the commander’s body finally releasing what the commander’s discipline had held since I left. I worked my cock in her slow and deep, the way the worn body needed, not the hard pace, just the steady deep stroke that took her apart by degrees, dragging back through her clench and filling her again, and her plates smoothed further with every one of them, the dark metallic scale receding toward bare olive skin, the barometer of five weeks of command easing out of her an inch at a time.

“Dane,” she said. My first name. The load-bearing one, the one she rationed across long stretches of time, said tonight tired and grateful and undefended. “Dane. You came back. From the deep. I held it. I held all of it and you came back.”

“I came back,” I said, moving deep and slow, her plates smoothing fully now, bare olive from wrist to elbow. “You held it. Everything I love is still here because you held it. Now let me hold the line for one night. You don’t have to be the wall tonight. Tonight I’m the wall and you just rest.”

And then she made the new gesture, the seed of a thing. She took my hand from her hip and pressed it flat to her own abdomen, not pregnant, the war-dragon who’d kept the thought of motherhood buried under command, and she held it there, and she didn’t say anything, because there were no words for it that she could afford in wartime, but the gesture said everything she could not: the want, the terror of the want, the thing she’d felt watching the two clutches meet that afternoon, the thing she’d never let herself want aloud and was wanting now and was afraid of wanting because wanting it in the middle of a war was a kind of unbearable hope.

I understood it. I covered her hand with mine over her own belly, and I held her gaze, and I said the only thing there was to say.

“When this is over,” I said.

She nodded, once, against the pillow, her green eyes wet, the want acknowledged and held and set carefully aside for a world where it could be safe, and her war-rumble deepened, and she pulled me deeper.

“Breed me, Alpha,” she said, low and wrecked, the parade-ground gone entirely. “Take the whole watch out of me and leave me full of you. Mine. Home. You came back and you’re mine and I held the world and now you hold me. Fill me up.”

She came with her war-rumble at full volume, the Tower windows rattling in their frames, the fire flaring, the subsonic of her rolling through the whole tower and down into the nest where three hatchlings stirred and rumble-purred in answer, and her forearm plates were fully smooth, every inch of armor surrendered, five weeks of it gone, and she cried. Campe almost never cried. It wasn’t grief; it was the opposite of grief; it was the release of holding the entire world up alone through the whole watch and finally, finally being allowed to stop standing guard.

“I kept them safe,” she sobbed, the words coming out through the release, her hands gripping my forearms. “The hatchlings. Her clutch. The cadets. The wall. All of it. I kept them safe, Dane, I kept everything you love safe while you were gone, I didn’t sleep, I held it, I kept them safe…”

“I know,” I said, burying my cock deep and letting go, spilling into her in long pulses, flooding her with the steady finish she needed, every drop pumped home while her smooth-armored body clenched around me, the green point blazing among the eight. “I know you did. I trusted you with all of it. You kept everything safe. Now let me hold the line for one night, and you rest. You’ve earned a night of not holding anything. Rest.”

And she let me. She let go of the whole watch, and the war-rumble subsided slowly to a purr, and she lay against my chest, worn and emptied and held, and Campe slept the whole night through, her plates smooth, her breathing deep, the commander sleeping through the night at last before she picked up one of the heaviest commands she had carried and led it into the Peaks.

Sometime in the deep of the night, Sera migrated up from the nest. I half-woke to the small sound of the honey-colored hatchling climbing the bedframe, and she crossed the tangle of us and settled on Campe’s bare chest, over the heart, and produced the rumble-purr at the exact frequency of Campe’s war-dragon lullaby. Campe, asleep, didn’t wake, but her arm came up and curved around the baby, and the two war-rumbles, the sleeping woman’s and the tiny dragon’s, harmonized in the dark.


Chapter 13: The Cold and the Deep Before the Fire

For six days before the march, we drilled, and I nearly killed myself practicing the thing that might kill me.

The combined unit was a thing the Aerie had never fielded: eight bonded dragon-kin fighting hybrid, the cadet wings, and a contingent of ocean-clan who could do things with water that no mountain-born enemy would expect. On the Training Terrace we worked the new combinations, the ocean-clan water-control braided into the Aerie’s fire and storm and war, and they were strange and beautiful and deadly: Thessaly’s people raising sheets of water for Sybara’s frost to freeze into instant walls, Nure’s contingent flooding ground that Vibria then turned to scalding steam, Anfa’s storm-charge running through ocean-clan water-channels to strike around corners. The deep and the surface learning to fight as one, the Accord’s promise made into tactics.

I ran the drills the way I ran everything, plainly, a beat ahead of the action, and the unit had reached a height the broke ranger of when the Mark first woke could barely have imagined commanding. I’d call a combination and watch it bloom across the Terrace: Brenna’s forge-line tanking the center while Anfa charged her scales from above and Brenna forged mid-motion, the storm-to-forge transfer they’d discovered, turning lightning into a hardened edge; Ayida’s root-walls braided with Sybara’s ice into the wood-and-frost barriers that neither burned nor shattered; Vibria’s fire turning Thessaly’s water-sheets to a wall of scalding steam that no charging dragon would fly through; Morana and Anfa flying the paired-sweep over all of it, the two storms that nothing had stood against.

The new combinations were the thing that thrilled me, the ones that had only become possible with the ocean-clan in the mix, because two civilizations’ worth of elements turned out to braid in ways no one in the living Aerie had had the chance to discover. Anfa’s storm-charge run through an ocean-clan water-channel struck around corners, the lightning following the water the way it followed Brenna’s scales, so that a soldier sheltering behind a rock from a storm-dragon found the storm coming at him sideways through a stream he hadn’t thought to watch. Ayida’s root-walls reinforced by ocean-clan water pressure became things that didn’t just block but pushed, a barrier that advanced. And Sybara, carrying, found the deepest joy of her tactical life in the new variables, calling combinations from the Terrace edge that married frost and water and root and fire into shapes the chalkboard had never held, the breeding-biology scholar revealed, again, as the most dangerous tactician on the mesa, the one who saw three moves into a thing while everyone else was still flying the first.

And the dual-mode of it still landed on me, because every one of these women on the Terrace, calling up fire-scale and war-plate and frost-crystal and storm-wing on her human frame, became at the morning shift-drills the apex predator the cadets crossed corridors to avoid, and here they were, some of the most dangerous beings on the continent, drilling like a wing of cadets and arguing about formation-spacing and laughing when Vibria’s steam-wall went up too close and singed Anfa’s eyebrows, and Anfa swearing she’d singe Vibria’s back, and Vibria offering her face cheerfully for the attempt, and Morana, watching the two of them bicker, almost smiling, learning by watching what it looked like when people who’d survive anything for each other also drove each other up the wall. The dragon was always real. So was the Terrace, so was the laughing, so was the eyebrow. That was the shape of my strange life now, apex predators and singed eyebrows in the same morning, and I did not tire of standing inside it.

The ocean-clan added a thing I hadn’t anticipated, which was the under-attack. Thessaly’s people, drilling, kept demonstrating that the deep ran under everything, even the dry places, that there was no mountain so high it didn’t have water somewhere in its bones, and that the ocean-clan could find that water and come up through it. Ivora, the stone-dragon, took to the ocean-clan immediately and for a reason no one had predicted: she could read the underground the way they could read the deep, the void-spaces and the water tables and the buried channels, and the two of them, the granite-cadet and the abyssal elders, spent a whole afternoon hunched over a relief-model of the Shattered Peaks that Brenna had forged from Tarvos’s intelligence, Ivora reading the rock and Thessaly reading the water, the two of them tracing together the hidden veins of spring and aquifer that ran up through the caldera, finding the ocean-clan a road through the mountain’s bones that the mountain’s defenders did not know existed. “There,” Ivora said, flat, putting a granite finger on the model where a thermal vent fed the lowest hatchery. “Water comes up there. Hot, mineral, from deep. You could come up there, inside the wall, under the hatcheries.” And Thessaly looked at the small earth-toned cadet who could read stone the way the ocean-clan read water and inclined her head, one reader of hidden things to another, and a plan that won battles took shape between two castes that had never met until that week.

At the Peaks, they said, there would be springs in the caldera, hot mineral water in the mining tunnels, the volcanic vents that fed the hatcheries; and wherever there was water, the ocean-clan could be, rising up inside a fortress that had built all its defenses against an attack from the sky. It was the kind of thing that won battles, an enemy looking up while the deep came up under their feet, and Campe, watching the drills, got the particular gleam in her forest-green eyes that meant she was already building the assault around it, the offensive she’d starved through the holding watch to mount taking on the shape of a thing that might actually work: the cadet wings drawing the enemy’s eyes up to the sky, the war-wing taking the relay, and the deep coming up silent through the stone to gut the fortress from below. I watched her build it across the six days, the commander finally allowed to command an attack instead of a wall, and the worn-thin exhaustion she’d come home with burned off her a little more each day she spent planning the thing she’d been born to do.

But the thing I drilled most, the thing that mattered most, was the center-point, and the center-point did not want to be drilled.

Sybara ran me through it, carrying and clinical and quietly terrified, pushing the projection’s range and duration because at the Peaks I’d have to hold the true resonance into Vael’s forced Mark long enough to break it, and three seconds against a brand-rune was nowhere near enough. So she set me targets and made me hold longer, push further, and every time I did, the cost climbed, the Mark guttering, the cold pit opening behind my sternum, and on the fourth day I pushed too hard.

I was holding a projection at a distant target, further and longer than I’d ever held one, the eight points and the center all pulled low to feed it, and I felt the bottom go out of me, and the gray closed in from the edges, and I blacked out.

It was only a few seconds. I came back on the Terrace stone with Anfa’s hands on me and Ayida’s life-magic warm against my chest and Sybara’s face above me white with a fear she kept out of her voice, and the Mark down to almost nothing, all eight points and the center guttering like a lamp about to go out, and the whole unit standing around me in a silence that said the thing none of them wanted to say: the cure could kill the one performing it, and they’d just watched it nearly do exactly that, in a drill, against a target that wasn’t even fighting back.

Vibria was the one who broke. She’d felt it through the bond the instant I went down, the same way she’d felt me nearly come off Anfa’s back months ago, and she came across the Terrace at a dead run and dropped beside me and put her hot hands on my face, and her glow-eyes were wide and wet and frightened in a way I rarely saw on her, because Vibria’s whole self was built on the world being a place where good things happened and her people came home. “Don’t you dare,” she said, fierce, her voice cracking. “Don’t you dare practice dying. I’ve watched you almost fall off Anfa and I’ve felt you go into the deep and I am not, I am not going to stand on this Terrace and watch you black out reaching for a thing that hasn’t even hit you back yet. Do it slower. Do it with us. Do it the way Sybara says or don’t do it at all, but don’t you dare practice dying in front of me.” And the fear in the fire-mother, usually so loud and bright against fear, was its own argument, and I took her hot hand and held it and told her I’d do it the way Sybara said, and meant it, because Vibria frightened was a thing the whole pack felt and a thing none of us could stand.

Morana, newly bonded, stood at the edge of it and watched me black out and come back, and I saw on her face a thing I understood: she was looking at the cost of the thing she’d been part of in the deep, the freeing, the center-point breaking a rune for three seconds, and she was doing the arithmetic with the cold precision of a woman who knew what commands cost, and the arithmetic was frightening her. “That is what it costs,” she said, low, when I could sit up. “To free one. For three seconds. And you are going to do it to a forged Mark, the worst there is, at the Peaks, held only by us.” Her storm-gray eyes found mine. “Then we had better be the strongest floor any Alpha ever stood on. I have been a weak floor under a bad cause. I know the difference. I will be a strong floor under a good one, or I will break trying.” It was, from Morana, a vow, the new bond pledging itself to the protocol, and I felt the eighth point pulse warm even guttering as it was.

“That settles a question I did not want to settle this way,” Sybara said, when I could sit up. Her voice was steady and her hands were not. “You cannot hold the projection at the duration freeing Vael will require on your own foundation alone. You blacked out against a passive target. A forged Mark will fight back, and the backlash will be worse than anything in a drill, and if you go in and simply throw your shoulder into it the way you did just now, you will die, and so will Vael, and Delphyne will win the war over your corpse.” She crouched in front of me, carrying, terrified, fierce. “So we do not do it that way. We do it with the protocol. Listen to me, because this is the thing I crossed the deep and became a subject of my own study to be able to tell you.”

She laid it out, the survival protocol, the thing she’d been building since the deep. The freeing would be done at full Harmonic, every bond present and at peak, the foundation at its absolute strongest, because the Harmonic wasn’t only celebration, it was armor. The eight bonds were the floor I’d stand on while the backlash hit; the deeper the foundation, the more I could survive. Ayida’s life-magic and the center-light harmonized, the thing we’d felt the night the clutch conceived, and Ayida would be at my back channeling it, tipping the balance. Anfa would be pinned to me physically, an anchor in the flesh. Each woman had a place in it, a plank in the floor, and Sybara had calculated all of it, the pacing and the order and the bond-anchoring, the mathematics of keeping a man alive through the most dangerous thing a true Alpha could do.

We drilled the holding after that. Brenna brought the bond-anchor rig onto the Terrace and clipped me to Anfa until the harness sat like a second ribcage between us, metal over leather, body to body, no slack in the places panic could use. Anfa learned the feel of my weight going wrong and corrected it before I dipped, a storm-dragon practicing the unglamorous art of keeping a man upright. Ayida stood behind me with her carrying warmth against my back and poured life-magic through her palms in measured pulses, not enough to drain her, enough to teach my Mark the shape of the help. Sybara timed it with a sandglass and hated the imprecision of sand and used it anyway. Vibria stood at my left and made me hold her heat without flinching while the center-point dimmed, because the empty-cold would try to make me recoil and the fire-mother would not let my body learn that habit. Campe stood at my right, wounded pride and all, a physical wall, her hand heavy on my shoulder in the commander’s grip that meant stay. Nure knelt before me, luminous hands around mine, teaching me the breath she’d taught us in the air-pockets, slow against pressure. Brenna stood behind the harness, one hand on the metal she’d built, feeling for strain. Morana stood where the new eighth point pulled, silent and pale and fierce, and when Sybara told me to lean, Morana said, “On me too,” with the rawness of a woman still learning she was load-bearing.

That was harder than the projection, in its own way. Reaching out was natural to me. Leaning back was not. Every instinct I’d built across a life of bad country and worse luck said that when the ground went out under you, you found your own feet. Sybara made me do the opposite. “Again,” she said, each time I tried to catch myself. “You are still attempting to be heroic in a structurally inefficient manner. Stop it. Let the floor be the floor.” So I did it again, and again, until my body began, reluctantly, to understand that falling backward into eight people was not the same as falling.

Morana was the one who made it work, finally, which surprised her more than anyone. On the last run, when the center-point dimmed and my knees wanted to lock and catch, the new silver-charcoal point flared hard, not loud, not dramatic, just present, the newest plank taking strain because the strain had reached her and she did not move away from it. I felt her through the bond, the old reflex to prove she was useful, and under it the newer thing, the better thing: not useful, necessary. She understood the difference in the same instant I did. Her storm-gray eyes went wide across the Terrace, and then steadied. “Again,” she said, before Sybara could. “I want to feel where it pulls. I can hold more if I know the angle.” Sybara looked at her with sudden sharp approval, and the protocol changed by one exact degree around Morana’s willingness to be part of the floor.

The ocean-clan watched the drill from the apron wall with the grave attention of people studying a surface custom that might save their lives by morning. Thessaly asked one question, through Nure, about whether the bond-anchor rig could take pressure from above as well as behind, and Brenna answered by stripping the harness halfway off me and changing the shoulder run on the spot, forge-knife between her teeth, because a good question from another professional was not an interruption. It was an improvement. By the next run the rig sat lower across Anfa’s chest and gave Morana a clean handhold at my left side, and Sybara recalculated without looking annoyed because the correction was right.

Then we made the whole thing move. Not far, not beautifully. Three steps under projected strain, Anfa at my back, Morana on the new angle, Ayida’s carrying warmth at my spine, Nure breathing pressure into my hands, Vibria forcing heat against the cold, Campe’s command-grip heavy on my shoulder, Brenna reading the metal, Sybara counting. On the third step the foundation held without any one of them taking too much. Eight points, one floor. The ocean-clan fighters saw it and understood enough to nod, and Thessaly said a word in the old dialect that Nure translated as “load-song,” which Sybara immediately wrote down and underlined twice.

“You do not do this alone,” Sybara said. “That is the entire protocol, reduced to one sentence. You have spent months learning to stand next to other people’s cages and wait, alone, the steady center. This is the one you do not do alone. We are the floor. You stand on us. You reach into Vael and we hold you to the world, all eight of us, and you do not black out because you are not running on your own foundation, you are running on ours, and ours is the strongest foundation any Alpha has had in the academy’s living era.” She put her hand flat on my guttering Mark, and the cold of her carrying-cooled skin was a comfort. “I am carrying your clutch and I built you a way to survive freeing a stranger, and both of those are the same act, Dane. They are both me refusing to lose you. Now rest the Mark and do not push it again before the Peaks. You will need every point of it at full when the time comes.”

I hated how right she was, which meant I obeyed. For the next two days I did not drill the projection. I drilled receiving. That sounds easier until you have to do it. Sybara made me stand in the rig while each of them took a portion of the backlash through body and bond, and the exercise was humiliating in the precise way a thing is humiliating when it exposes a virtue you’ve overused until it became a flaw. Vibria took the cold off me with heat. Campe took panic off me with command. Anfa took the physical falter off me with her body braced against mine. Morana took the new eighth pull and learned its angle until she could catch it before I felt it slip. Nure took my breath and slowed it. Brenna took the harness strain into her hands and adjusted it until the metal stopped complaining. Ayida took the life-drain and fed warmth back through the gold point. Sybara took the terror and turned it into counts. I stood there and learned, against every habit I owned, to let them.

By the final run, the protocol had become less a device than a choreography of trust. No one rushed to take more than her part. That was the key Sybara had been building toward and the thing I had not understood: the floor held because no plank tried to be the whole floor. Vibria did not try to command, Campe did not try to burn, Anfa did not try to calculate, Morana did not try to prove herself by taking all the strain and breaking under it. Each held the piece that was hers, and because each piece was held truly, the whole thing held. I felt the structure of the harem in my body then as engineering older than engineering, a living architecture built from choice.

And the long-range glass confirmed the rest of the stakes that day. Tarvos’s intelligence and Sybara’s readings agreed: the dark-scaled war-dragon, the command-relay, the thing that had nearly killed Campe months ago, was at the Peaks, at the fortress’s heart, the relay between the empty-cold Lord-signal and the manufactured army. Two objectives, one fortress. Break the relay and the army lost its tight coordination; free Vael and the whole war ended at its root. We’d have to do both, in the same battle, at the war’s root.

Campe took the news of the relay the way she took everything, by building it into the plan, but I watched her face when Sybara confirmed the dark-scaled dragon’s presence and her finger slowed on the relay mark and her forearm plates vibrated once, because the dark-scaled dragon was the thing that had opened her flank three scales deep months ago, the wound she carried as a clean red line, the thing that had nearly taken her from me at the southern camp. She didn’t speak of it. But she traced the relay’s position on the chart with one finger, slow, and her forearm plates vibrated once, the involuntary barometer, before she stilled them, and I understood that for Campe this assault was not only the offensive she’d starved through the absence to mount; it was a reckoning with the specific thing that had nearly killed her, the chance to face the dark-scaled dragon again and finish what it had started, this time with the whole unit at her back instead of alone. “I owe that dragon a wound,” she said, low, when the council had thinned, the only acknowledgment she’d give of the thing under the planning. “It opened me at the south. I’ve carried the scar since. This time it’s eight of us and an ocean-clan and a plan, and this time I open it.” And that was all she said about it, the commander folding her own reckoning into the tactics the way she folded everything she couldn’t afford to feel into the work, and I let her, because the work was how Campe carried the unbearable, and the dark-scaled dragon was, for her, very nearly unbearable.



The night before the march, the Aerie gathered, the way a place gathers before it sends its people into danger, and it was one of the warmest nights I can remember.

The cadet hall was full and loud, the fire-wing near the kitchen and the storm-wing quiet and the war-dragons near the exit and now, at a long table that hadn’t existed half a year ago, the hidden-city ocean-clan, the first contingent of their people to break bread in an academy hall in a century, baffled and game and slowly, gloriously, discovering the surface one custom at a time.

The discovery that mattered most was honey-cake. Thessaly, the stern abyssal elder, was prevailed upon by Vibria to try a piece, and the ocean-clan did not have sweetness, the deep didn’t make it, and the elder put the honey-cake in her mouth with the wary dignity of a woman doing a diplomatic duty, and then her stern face changed, the exact change I’d watched on Nure’s face months ago, the revelation of sweet, a whole category of sensation a person had lived a century without, and she went still and then reached, with enormous dignity, for a second piece, and a third, and Nure, watching her elder discover honey-cake, laughed her old abyssal laugh and said, “Yes. I know. It is the surface’s one redeeming feature. I told you the dry world had teeth, but I did not tell you it had honey-cake, because some things you must discover yourself.” The cultural exchange ran both ways all night, the ocean-clan teaching the cadets the patterns of their light and the cadets teaching the ocean-clan the impossible concept of dryness, and it was a small good thing, two worlds learning each other over cake, on the night before they went to war together.

And Morana sat at the harem table, newly and openly one of us.

She was newly bonded, and just through the worst of her first heat, and she sat among the pack with the wary wonder of a woman who could not quite believe she was allowed to be there. The harem teased her, gently, the way the pack teased its own: Vibria, who had no shame, compared heat-cycle notes at full volume until Morana went red and Anfa told Vibria to leave her flight-sister alone, and Vibria did not leave her flight-sister alone, and Morana, caught between mortification and the dawning realization that being teased was a thing that happened to people who belonged, almost laughed. Anfa sat beside her and shielded her from the worst of Vibria’s enthusiasm and let the rest of it land, because the rest of it was the pack folding a new person in, and Morana needed to feel it land, needed to feel herself become a person who got teased and protected and included, a person at the table instead of a tool in a cell. She caught my eye once across the table, and her storm-gray eyes had the faint silver spark in them, the moved-not-aroused spark, and she looked like a woman watching her own life happen to her and not yet believing it was hers, and I lifted my cup to her, and she lifted hers back, and the eighth point on my chest pulsed warm.

Brenna found me at the table’s end, late, when the hall had thinned, and she sat down across from me with two cups of black tea and pushed one over without a word, because Brenna’s affection was logistics and the logistics tonight was tea. She’d spent the week building gear for an assault she’d fly into herself, the deep-pressure rigs repurposed, the harnesses checked and rechecked, and she had the look of a woman who’d done everything she could to the metal and now had to trust it.

“I built your harness for tomorrow,” she said. “And Ayida’s, reinforced; she’s carrying and flying into a battle and I’m not having her anchor-points fail. And I built the thing Sybara asked for, the bond-anchor rig, the one that clips you and Anfa together so she can hold you physical while you do the freeing. It’s the strangest piece I’ve forged in this war. A harness for holding a man to the world while he reaches into another man’s soul.” She drank her tea. “I don’t understand the half of what you’re going to do tomorrow, the Mark and the true note and the backlash. That’s Sybara’s country. But I understand a thing she said, that you’re the load and we’re the floor, and a floor is a thing I do understand. I build floors. I build the thing that holds when everything’s pressing down.” She looked at me, slate-gray eyes steady, soot still on one cheekbone from the week’s work. “So I built you the best floor I could, out of metal and out of myself both. The metal’ll hold. I tested it. And I’ll hold. You don’t have to test that; you already know. Drink your tea. Sleep if you can. The floor’s built.” And she finished her tea and squeezed my shoulder once, hard, the forge-keeper’s whole embrace, and went back to the Forge to check the gear one more time, because checking the gear one more time was how Brenna prayed.

The hatchlings made the rounds of the gathering the way they made the rounds of everything, which was destructively and with great love. Kira had decided, in our absence, that the ocean-clan guests were the most interesting thing in the hall, and she spent the evening trying to set fire to things near them to see their reaction, which was uniformly one of alarm, because the ocean-clan had no fire and found a dog-sized dragon producing it on purpose to be a small ongoing miracle and also a hazard. Bellic followed Kira with a bucket, narrating her own life’s decline. Torren, meanwhile, had worked out that the ocean-clan guests carried grown-shell tokens and trinkets, and had begun a quiet diplomatic campaign of acquisition, presenting one of his own hoard-stones to an ocean-clan elder and accepting, in trade, a small luminous shell, the criminal expanding his vault into international commerce. And Sera would not leave Campe, as ever, riding the half-cape through the whole gathering, and when Morana sat at the harem table the honey-colored hatchling considered her at length from Campe’s shoulder and then, with the careful one’s deliberate generosity, climbed down and crossed to Morana and offered her a flower she’d stolen from Ayida’s hair, and Morana, who had no defense against being given things for no reason, took the flower from the baby dragon and went very still and had to look at the table for a moment, and Anfa, beside her, pretended not to notice, which was a kindness all by itself.

It was the thing I’d fought months for, that table. Not the power or the Mark or the winning of wars. The table, full of people who’d each come to it broken in her own way and been folded in, the fire-mother and the war-commander and the scholar and the storm that broke and the life-dragon who chose and the deep-one who’d been the last and the forge-keeper and the storm that finally let herself be chosen, all of them at one table on the night before the danger, teasing each other and discovering honey-cake and being, against every odd, a family. I looked at it and I held it in my chest the way you hold a thing you might lose, because the thing ahead of us was dangerous enough to make looking a duty. My mother had told me once that the best maps were made by people who imagined the terrain before they saw it, because imagination was more accurate than memory; I thought, looking at the table, that I was making a map of it in my chest, the whole warm impossible terrain of it, the night the family was whole and the war was still a day away.

Morana stayed at the table after the others began to drift, the flower from Sera set carefully beside her cup, the little rough storm-bird from Brenna in her pocket, Anfa’s shoulder against hers. She did not say much. She did not need to. Now and then her eyes moved around the room as if checking whether it was still real. Each time, someone answered without making a scene of it. Vibria stole food from her plate and Morana stole it back. Sybara corrected her pronunciation of an ocean-clan word and then praised the correction with devastating precision. Campe gave her a nod over the rim of a cup, commander to bonded unit. The table kept catching her as gently as a table could catch someone, one ordinary proof at a time, until finally Morana stopped checking and simply sat there, inside the noise, with the smallest smile on her mouth.



I went up to the Tower balcony before the night ended, the way I did when the count was of things instead of people, and the thread to Vael found me there, the way it had three months ago, the way it found me whenever I stood still in the dark and let it.

It came down the line from the northeast, from the broken mountain, and for a moment it came clear: not Delphyne, not the army, the person. Vael. And it was worse than three months ago, the exhaustion deeper, the violet broadcasting harder, a young man being run past the end of himself, a body and a will being played to death so an army could move as one. I felt the bottomless tiredness of him, the months of it, the forced Mark burning him alive from the inside, and under the tiredness, faint, almost gone, a thing that broke my heart: the person was still in there. Not much of him. But some. A young man who had not chosen any of this, dormant Mark woken by a corrupted ritual, harem forced on him through compulsion, made into the engine of a war he’d never wanted, and still, somewhere under the violet broadcast and the bottomless exhaustion, a self, waiting, the way Anfa’s self had waited behind her wall and Morana’s had waited behind her verdict, the way the selves I had been able to reach had waited, for someone to stand next to the cage and not give up.

“Hold on,” I said, to the thread, to the broken man a continent away who couldn’t hear me. “Tomorrow. I’m coming. I’m going to reach in and I’m going to hold the true note until the forged one breaks, and I’m going to give you back to yourself, and it’s going to hurt and it might kill us both but I’m coming, and the forged Mark doesn’t get the last word, and hold on.” The thread thinned, the violet pinning itself back to its constant killing note, and he was gone, walled behind the forged Mark, broadcasting at the army, dying a little more.

I stood with my hands on the rail a while. It was the thing that made the Peaks a rescue, the thing that made the danger worth it, the thing I’d hold in my chest when the backlash came: there was a someone in there, and I’d felt him, and I was going to free him or die trying, the way I’d have wanted someone to free me. Then I went back inside, where the warm room was, where the pack was, because a man going to do a dangerous thing should spend the night before it warm and not alone on a balcony talking to the dark.

Two of them came to the Tower that night, the two quiet deep-water ones, and it was a reprise and a thing entirely new at once.

Sybara and Nure. The scholar and the woman who had read the currents under the world, the two cold-bodied women, the pairing they’d first found months ago and that had grown months of depth since. Sybara wanted to document her own frost-clutch’s development, the breeding-biology scholar studying herself with the mortifying thoroughness she’d promised; and Nure, who’d watched two clutches grow in the pack and felt her own ocean-clutch want building since the deep, wanted to understand carrying, wanted the thing the carrying women had; and the two of them, the cold scholar and the cold-deep sovereign, came together on the night before war to take comfort and give it, two quiet women in a pack that included Vibria, finding the stillness they both needed in each other.

Sybara was changed by the carrying. Her cool skin was cooler now, the frost-clutch needing the cold, the frost-shimmer wider from carrying at her wrists and inner thighs, and she kept her glasses on and a stack of nothing this time, no shell-tablets, no resonance-register, because tonight even Sybara had decided not to take notes. Nure was changed by the deep, by finding her people; the overwhelmed newcomer of months ago was gone entirely, and her bioluminescence pulsed slow and controlled in the firelit dark.

There was a thing between these two that there wasn’t between any other pairing in the harem, and it was the reason the shape of the night had brought them to me together: they were the two quiet ones. In a pack that held Vibria’s noise and Campe’s command and Anfa’s storm, Sybara and Nure were the still water, the scholar and the deep-dweller, two minds that ran deep and slow and needed, on the eve of a war, the specific comfort of being quiet with someone who understood quiet. They’d found each other first on the Drowned Reach road, the frost-wyrm and the abyssal sea-dragon, both cold-bodied, both solitary by long habit, both happiest in a library or a dark deep place where the loud world couldn’t reach, and what they gave each other was a kind of cold companionship, two creatures of the deep cold finding warmth in the paradox of being cold together. Nure understood the deep Sybara had fallen in love with in the hidden city; Sybara understood the solitude Nure had carried a century; and the two of them, tonight, the carrying scholar and the woman who had found her people, came together with months of that understanding under it.

The two of them undressed each other, cold meeting cold, the contradiction that was their whole dynamic, the frost-wyrm and the abyssal sea-dragon warming each other by being cold together. Sybara’s robes fell away, the librarian-shock of the lush cold body underneath, and Nure traced the wider frost-shimmer at Sybara’s wrists with a webbed finger, fascinated the way she was fascinated by everything, and the frost bloomed where she touched, ice-flowers on cold skin, and Nure made a small wondering sound and did it again, discovering she could make a scholar’s skin grow flowers of ice, and Sybara, who narrated everything, narrated this too, “the frost-response to your touch is more pronounced than to ambient cold, which suggests, oh, do that again, which suggests a tactile component I had not, there, there,” and the narration dissolved the way it always dissolved, faster now, the carrying having taken the last of her armor.

I sat back and let them begin, because they began best together, two cold bodies finding warmth in the contradiction of each other. The reveal of Sybara out of her robes was its own event, even now, even on the night before war, the high-collared archivist falling away and the lush cold curves spilling out, the heavy D-cup and the massive round ass and the wide soft hips, the librarian-shock that never stopped being a shock, and the carrying had deepened it, the cold-pale skin colder and paler, the frost-shimmer blazing wider from carrying at her wrists and inner thighs and lower back. Nure rose out of nothing, pale and luminous, and the two of them came together, the frost-wyrm and the abyssal sea-dragon, cold mouth on cold skin, and Nure’s adapted mouth found Sybara the way it had months ago, the deep-sea sensitivity, the warm sensitive lips on the frost-cold skin, working slow up the inside of Sybara’s thigh, over the frost-shimmer, and where Nure’s bioluminescent slick met Sybara’s frost-shimmer, the cross-element marking bloomed, blue-green imprints glowing on Sybara’s pale cold thighs where Nure’s mouth had been, slow to fade, the two elements leaving their mark on each other. Sybara’s clinical narration started up out of pure habit and collapsed fast, because carrying had taken the last of her detachment, and three breaths in she’d gone from “the thermal interface between bioluminescent secretion and frost-shimmer appears to” to “oh, that, do that, oh, there,” and her glasses fogged, and frost-crystals bloomed on the headboard where her cold hand gripped it. Nure took her time, the patient mouth, the deep-sea mouth that could stay at a thing forever, working Sybara higher while Sybara’s composure shredded, the scholar reduced to single syllables under the patient attention of the deep.

I came to her then, and I took her the way she liked, her signature, but gentle, because she was carrying and the gentleness was part of it now, the care woven into the heat. She presented for me, bent over the bed-edge, her massive round ass lifted and offered, the frost-shimmer blazing across her lower back and inner thighs, and I ran my warm hands over the cold full curve of her, both palms, spreading her, and worked the warmed oil into her slow, two fingers easing in and out of her tight asshole until it loosened for me, the preparation that was erotic and not clinical, her anal-lane needing the patient setup, and she shivered and pushed her massive ass back into my hands and the frost bloomed where I touched her, ice-flowers on her cold skin steaming faintly in the warm firelit room. I slicked my cock and notched the head against her oiled hole and pressed in slow, careful, feeling the tight ring of her stretch and yield and take the crown, then fed her my cock inch by inch, letting her take me by degrees into the gripping cold-to-warm clutch of her ass until I was seated deep, and Nure slid beneath her, oral on Sybara from below, the dynamic the three of us had built over time, the warm mouth working her clit while I filled her ass from behind, and Sybara was caught between the warm sensitive mouth below and my cock buried in her behind, the two sensations she couldn’t reconcile, and her clinical vocabulary was gone entirely, fragments now, frost-crystals sheeting across the headboard and the bed-frame where her cold hands gripped, her crystallized hair manifesting, her dark blue-black strands going to translucent ice, the cold of her climbing toward the cold-snap that was hers.

“Breed it,” she begged, the frost-clutch register, “breed it cold, careful, careful, I’m carrying, be careful and breed it deep, oh, I can’t, I can’t think, just, there, breed it cold, make it strong, oh…” and I worked my cock into her gentle and deep, careful as she’d asked and as deep as she’d begged both, her tight ass gripping every slow stroke, and Nure’s mouth worked her through it, and she came with the frost-crystals exploding fine and slow across the headboard, a careful frost, careful even in climax, the carrying scholar protecting her clutch even as she came apart, the cold-snap of her rolling out in a slow fractal bloom instead of the sharp explosion of before, and her glasses fogged solid and her crystallized hair shattered at the tips and her whole cold body clamped down around my cock, and I buried deep and spilled into her, filling her ass with the slow careful finish she’d begged for, my cock pulsing through the long slow waves of her climax, gentle, careful, until she sagged thawing against the bed-edge, and she did not, did not, take a note.

Then I moved to Nure, and Sybara, glasses fogged, thawing on the bed-edge, watched, and even now, even wrecked and carrying, the scholar in her could not be fully silenced. “The bioluminescent response correlates with arousal-state in a pattern that,” she narrated, foggily, watching Nure draw me to her, “oh, never mind. Never mind. I am too undone to be precise. Note that. The scholar was too undone to be precise. It is a data point.” Nure laughed, the dry laugh, and pulled me down onto her, and reached down to fit the head of my cock to her slick entrance and guided me up into her, the natural slick of her making the long slide smooth and easy, my shaft sinking fully into the cool gripping heat of her, and she wrapped herself around me, cool and luminous, and began the slow tidal roll of her hips. She rode me facing me, her fin-membranes spreading wide in the firelit dark, translucent blue-green webbing framing us, her bioluminescence rolling off her in the controlled waves she’d mastered as she took her comfort on the night before war, her gill-slits fluttering, her small breasts pressed to my chest, her webbed hands flat over my Mark. She set the tide and I rose to meet it, each slow roll drawing my cock deep into her cool grip and back, the wet clutch of her dragging along every inch, the branching lines of her light racing across the place where our skin met, and beside us Sybara, thawing, watched the light play across the ceiling with the heavy-lidded warmth of a woman too undone to do anything but watch, occasionally reaching to trail her cold fingers down Nure’s spine, leaving frost-shimmer on the luminous skin where Nure left bioluminescent imprints on hers, the two cold elements marking each other.

“When we come back from the Peaks,” Nure said, her rhythm deepening, her ocean-clutch want voiced at last, “give me the deep. I want to carry it too. I watched two clutches grow and I felt my own want grow with them, and I want it, the ocean in me, a clutch of the deep, when the war is won and we are home. Fill me, Dane. Soon. After the Peaks. Promise me the deep.” And I promised her the deep, the way I’d promised Vibria the sky and Campe the after-the-war, and Nure rode me to her controlled climax, her cool pussy clenching down the length of my cock in slow oceanic pulses, the bioluminescent wave rolling out of her and filling the firelit room with blue-green light, and I drove deep and let go, spilling deep into her as the blue-green point blazed among the eight on my chest, emptying everything I had left into her while her body milked it from me.

The finish was quiet and cold and glowing, the opposite of the fire-bright chaos elsewhere in the pack: the two cold-and-deep women tangled around me, the frost-crystal on the headboard and the bioluminescent pulse off Nure’s skin overlapping, cold light and deep light, a hushed shimmering finish in the firelit dark, the frost and the abyss meeting on one bed. There was no noise in it, no fire-mother’s shout, no war-rumble rattling the windows; there was only the soft hiss of frost meeting the warm air and the slow pulse of Nure’s light and the two quiet women breathing slow against me, and after the loud bright chaos of the rest of the harem it was a luxury all by itself, the still water, the deep cold peace of the two quietest creatures in the pack, and I lay between them in the cold glow and let the quiet hold all three of us.



After, the three of us lay in the cold glow, the frost slowly thawing from the headboard, Nure’s light dimmed to a nightlight, Sybara’s crystallized hair gone back to dark blue-black, and Sybara said the thing that was, from her, the closest she came to a prayer.

“I have a hypothesis,” she said, glasses fogged, lying with her cold cheek on my chest, her carrying-cool body curled against the warmth. “I have run the protocol forty times. I have calculated the foundation’s strength, the backlash threshold, the harmonization with Ayida’s life-magic, the order of the anchoring. And the hypothesis, the thing I have decided is true because I have made it true with mathematics, is this: we come back from this. All of us. You free the broken man and you survive it because the foundation holds, and the war ends, and we come home, and the clutches grow, and Nure carries the deep, and Vibria fills the sky, and we all come back.” She lifted her fogged glasses and looked at me, cobalt eyes serious behind them. “I require the data set to be complete, Dane. Eight bonds, two clutches, three hatchlings, a returned ocean-clan. The data set is the most beautiful one I can imagine assembling and it is not finished and I refuse to let it be cut short. We come back. All of us. I have decided. I have a hypothesis and I am going to prove it with the survival of every single one of us, and that is the most that a person who thinks in mathematics can say about love, and I am saying it.” She put her cold hand over my Mark, the eight points and the center. “Come back from freeing him. Prove my hypothesis. Do not make me revise the data set downward. I could not bear to revise it downward.”

“I’ll prove your hypothesis,” I said.

“Say it like a thing you tested,” Nure murmured, half-asleep, the old line, and I laughed.

“I’ll prove your hypothesis,” I said. “Tested. Rated for the depth. We all come back.”

“I have one more thing to say and then I will sleep,” Nure said, into the cold glow, her bioluminescence down to a nightlight, “because it is the night before war and the things should be said. When I came up out of the deep months ago I thought I was the last of my kind, and I chose the Alpha because he was the only safe touch I had found in a century, and I made a life on the surface because I believed there was no deep left to go home to. And now there is a deep to go home to, a whole clan, and I have chosen the surface again anyway, and I am carrying a want for an ocean-clutch, and I am lying in a bed between a frost-scholar and a man from the dry world about to fight a war I would have died never knowing existed.” She tilted her glowing head. “What I am saying is that I was wrong about everything. Everything I decided in the long dark to survive the long dark was wrong. I was not the last. I did not have to be alone. The surface was not only teeth. And I am glad I was wrong, more glad than I have words for in either of my languages, and I wanted to say it, on the night before war, in case there is not another night, that being wrong about the whole shape of my life was a mercy I did not know I needed, and all of you are the reason.” And Sybara, half-asleep, carrying, said, “That is profoundly unclinical and I am going to remember it forever,” and Nure laughed the dry laugh, and the three of us settled into the cold glow.

I held the two of them and let the night hold all of us.


Chapter 14: The Shattered Peaks

We launched at dawn on the assault day, for the place I’d been hearing about for months and was finally seeing, and the academy’s assault force flew with us.

Eight bonded dragon-kin, the cadet wings under Rissara, the ocean-clan contingent that would come up through the mountain’s own water, and behind us, holding the mesa, Bellic and Ivora and Talise and a defensive wing and three hatchlings who’d shrieked themselves hoarse at being left and were now, Bellic assured me by courier-bat, “tomorrow’s problem.” The formation that lifted off the Flight Apron into the gray morning was the largest the Aerie had fielded in living memory, and at the heart of it flew the strangest reinforcement in its history, a wedge of ocean-clan led by Thessaly who’d peeled off to take the long deep route up through the mountain springs, and the war-wing under Campe, and the carrying women, Sybara to overwatch and Ayida to heal, both flying into the Shattered Peaks because the freeing needed them.

And Morana flew vanguard, openly, for the Aerie, at the fortress she’d once served.

I watched her take her place on Anfa’s wing, charcoal beside silver, the two storms in the paired-sweep, and I understood it through the eighth point pulsing hard on my chest: she was flying to attack the place she’d defected to, the Shattered Peaks where she’d been Delphyne’s tool, her redemption made geographic, the storm who’d been pointed at the academy now pointed at the fortress that had pointed her. Her storm-gray eyes were steady. Her living scars crackled silver. The eighth point on my chest pulsed warm, and she flew toward her old cage to help me break someone else’s, and it was proof enough that a person was not what they’d been made.

We flew the northeast route hard, the whole formation, and I spent the flight doing the thing my mother had taught me before she taught me letters, reading the country we’d fight over before we reached it. The land rose toward the Peaks in three steps, the logic of the terrain itself, mountain ranges in descending altitude, volcanic, black basalt and red soil and the sparse heat-adapted growth of a place the fire of the world came close to the surface, and I read the approaches with the old ranger’s eye: where a wing could climb unseen, where the wind would fight a flier, where the ground would do half the defending for whoever held it. That eye had been useless in the abyss and priceless over a mountain, and I fed Campe what I saw as the Shattered Peaks came up, the holes a soldier wouldn’t worry about and a ranger would. She took the reads as cleanly as she’d taken them over the chart in the Forge a crossing ago, the two of us building the assault in the air from the same partnership we’d used by lamplight, commander and ranger, same language, higher stakes.

The Shattered Peaks came up over the northeastern horizon at midmorning, and they were exactly the thing months of secondhand dread had built: a caldera fortress, an old volcano’s broken crown, the rim of it walled and warded, three approaches up the shattered slopes each guarded by ward-pillars and manufactured soldiers, the repurposed mining tunnels of the parthenogenesis hatcheries breathing volcanic steam from the caldera’s flanks, the steam carrying the wrong smell, mineral and sulfur and something under it that wasn’t either, the smell of a place where life was being made wrong. And at the center, in the broken cone’s heart, the inner sanctum where the violet broadcast came from, where Vael was, where the dark-scaled command-relay dragon coiled at the war’s root. The empty-cold thing was under it all; I felt it the moment we cleared the horizon, the center-point on my chest answering a deep sleeping wrongness beneath the mountain, the source Rán had warned me not to go to, not frost-cold, not the cold of the deep, the cold of an absence, a thing that was the lack of warmth rather than the presence of cold. It pulled at the center-point with the same sympathy as the violet Mark, one impossible note answering another, and I marked it and put it aside with an effort, because today was for the man in the cage and not the thing under the floor, and a man who chases the deepest thing first dies before he reaches the thing in front of him.

Campe took the assault the way she’d been starving since we left to take it.

“Relay first,” she said, through the bond-echo, the war-commander in her element at last. “Everything else is screening. We break the dark-scaled dragon, the army loses its tight coordination, and then the Alpha does his work. Wings to your marks. Ocean-clan, hold for my signal; come up when the relay’s engaged and they’re all looking at the sky. Rissara, screen the approaches; keep the manufactured wings off the carrying women and off the Alpha’s line to the sanctum. Anfa, Morana, vanguard, open the way. Brenna, you’re with me on the relay; we owe that dragon a wound, you and I.” Her forest-green resolve carried through the bond like a current. “On my mark. For the broken man. For the academy. For the line that finally goes forward instead of holding. Mark.”

And the assault hit the Shattered Peaks, and the war came home to its source.

The first thing the fortress did was answer with the army, and the army was worse than the reports.

The manufactured wings came up off the three approaches in numbers I hadn’t let myself picture, the improving hatcheries’ work, bigger than the early batches, better fire, better formation-keeping, and for the first minutes they held a coordination that the old manufactured soldiers had never managed, all of them moving as one body, the dark-scaled relay’s spine running through every one of them. Rissara’s cadet wings hit the screening line and the screening line did not break the way I’d hoped; it bent and held and bent and held, the manufactured soldiers fighting with the tight wrong unity that the relay gave them, and for a stretch the assault hung in the balance over the shattered slopes, the academy’s wings against an army of the made, and I learned in those minutes what the war would have cost if we’d waited for Delphyne to bring this to the mesa instead of bringing it to her.

The unit carried it. The hybrid combat, months of growing into exactly this, was the thing the manufactured army had no answer for, because the manufactured army could only do what it had been made to do, and the unit kept doing things that nothing had been made for.

Vibria came down the enemy’s right in her fire-drake form and turned a knot of them to panic with a strafing burn, fast and reckless, the hottest flame in either sky, and when a wing of manufactured fire-types peeled off to chase her, she flew from instinct, not instruction: angry at the air, tight and reckless and impossible to predict, looping back through her own heat-wash and coming out where the manufactured fliers couldn’t follow because they flew like they’d been told how and she flew like she’d invented it. She led the whole chasing wing into a box-canyon off the western approach and lit the air behind them so they couldn’t turn, and burned through them, and came out the far side alone and laughing in the sub-bass dragon-rumble, the fire-mother who’d waited a whole expedition to have a sky to burn in. The manufactured fliers were better than they’d ever been. They were not Vibria. Nothing made in a tunnel was ever going to be Vibria.

Sybara, carrying, from her overwatch perch on a high crag, called the formation-seams to me through the bond-echo and to Campe through me, the tactician reading the manufactured army’s joints the way she read a sentence. She’d been furious about the overwatch post, the carrying scholar kept out of the melee, and she’d taken the fury and turned it into one of the most precise battle-readings I’d flown off: there, the eastern wing’s lagging by a half-beat, the relay’s attention is committed forward, hit the eastern seam now, before it corrects. And Rissara’s cadets hit the eastern seam in the half-beat Sybara had measured, and the screening line that had bent and held and bent and held finally tore, because a scholar on a crag had found the one place and the one moment it could be torn, and called it, and trusted the cadets to be there when she said now. She could not fight in the line. So she made the whole line fight better, the breeding-biology scholar carrying a frost-clutch and running a battle from a rock with her glasses fogging in the cold mountain air, and I thought again that one of the most dangerous people in our whole arsenal was the woman who never threw a punch.

Brenna tanked a chokepoint on the lower approach, fifty feet of forge-dragon planted where the soldiers had to funnel, taking their fire on her chest-plates and not moving, a wall the army broke against, and where the manufactured fire splashed off her plates she let it heat her scales instead of grounding it, banking the borrowed heat the way she banked a forge, so that the longer the army threw fire at her the hotter and more dangerous she became, until she was glowing amber-to-molten and the soldiers who funneled past her took the heat back doubled. The army’s own attack was making the wall hotter. Nothing in a hatchery had been taught to account for an enemy that fed on what you threw at it.

And Ayida flew last-line behind it all, carrying, her life-magic reaching down into the wounded as they fell back, a cadet with a torn wing knitting under her hands mid-flight, the gentlest dragon in the academy keeping the assault’s casualties from becoming its dead. She did more than heal. Where she flew, the shattered slopes answered her, scrub and lichen and the hardy mountain growth surging up out of the volcanic rock at her passing, and twice she dropped root-walls across a gap a manufactured wing was about to exploit, growing a barrier out of barren stone in seconds, the founding-line’s life-magic turning even the dead mountain into a thing that fought for us. Carrying our clutch, flying into the killing heart of Delphyne’s fortress, she was the gentlest and the most decisive piece on the board, and the manufactured army, made of death, had no answer at all for a dragon made of life.

It cost us. I won’t pretend it didn’t. Two of Rissara’s cadets went down on the slopes and were dragged clear by their wing-mates; a war-dragon took a wound that would scar; the screening fight was real and the manufactured army was no longer the weak thing it had been months ago. And for a stretch longer than any of us wanted, the fortress started to learn us back.

That was the worst part of the first assault, the moment when the enemy stopped being only numerous and became adaptive. The dark-scaled relay felt Sybara finding seams. I do not know how else to say it. A half-breath after Rissara tore the eastern line, the manufactured army changed its timing, the lag disappearing, the whole sky tightening around the breach as if an invisible hand had closed. The cadets who had just won space suddenly found themselves inside a pocket that was not there a second earlier, manufactured wings above and below and a ward-pillar on the slope flaring violet to box them in. I felt Rissara’s alarm cut through the bond-echo even though she was not bonded to me, carried by Anfa’s sight and Campe’s command channel, and I saw the cadet wing fold inward, compressing under pressure no training-yard had ever quite made real.

Campe answered before panic could become motion. “Down and left,” she snapped, and the cadets obeyed. The instant didn’t have to make sense; Rissara had drilled obedience to a clear command until it lived in their bones. The whole trapped wing dropped into a maneuver that looked like surrender, giving up altitude, giving up the clean line, and the manufactured soldiers followed because the relay read the fall as collapse. It wasn’t collapse. It was a hook. Vibria came screaming across the pocket’s mouth, fire pouring after her in a bright killing sheet, and the cadets who had dropped through the trap rolled under her flame and came up on the other side of it while the manufactured soldiers flew into the heat they thought they had driven them toward. Three of Rissara’s cadets came out smoking. One storm-cadet’s left wing membrane was torn nearly to the spar, flapping ragged in the mountain wind; a fire-drake junior had burns across one shoulder from friendly heat taken too close because the alternative had been a manufactured claw through the spine; a war-cadet kept flying with one foreleg tucked against her chest at the wrong angle and did not make a sound. Ayida reached the torn wing in the air, gold life-magic knitting enough membrane to keep the cadet from falling, and Sybara, voice shaking with fury at the cost of the maneuver and pride in its success, marked the ward-pillar that had made the pocket and sent Morana through it like an arrow. Morana hit the pillar in human-hybrid, storm-scarred and silver-lit, and broke the focusing crystal with the butt of her spear instead of wasting a full strike on stone. The pocket failed. The cadet wing escaped. But the price stayed in the air behind them, smoke and blood and the sickening flutter of a wing that had almost not held.

That was how the assault went after the first clean push: answer and counter-answer, every clever thing bought, every gain paid for. Brenna’s lower chokepoint held until the hatchery doors under her opened and a rush of half-armed manufactured soldiers came out beneath her belly, too close for a wing-strike, trying to get under the wall instead of through it. She solved that by dropping her full forge-dragon weight, crushing the approach into black basalt and forcing them out either side, but one caught her rear leg with a hooked brand-blade and left a cut that smoked against her molten scales. Anfa and Morana broke a rescue attempt over the relay, only for a second manufactured knot to wheel toward Sybara’s crag, having learned that the woman who looked least like a front-line threat was making the front line possible. Campe saw it. I felt her want to turn, the commander’s reflex to protect the vulnerable piece, and felt her refuse the turn because the relay would use that heartbeat to gut her. “Rissara,” she said, and the cadet commander sent a reserve wing into the gap without hesitation. They arrived ragged and too young and exactly on time, seven cadets between the manufactured knot and the carrying scholar, and they held the approach long enough for Sybara to freeze the slope under the attackers’ talons and send them skidding into Vibria’s flame. One cadet fell. Ayida caught him in root and light before the mountain took him. He lived. Not because the battle was gentle. Because every person on our side had decided, again and again, that living was the thing worth spending skill on.

But the line went forward. The academy’s line went forward instead of holding, and it went forward because eight bonded dragon-kin and an ocean-clan contingent risen from the deep fought as a single thing the enemy could not match, and because the cadet wings paid for every yard in courage and blood and did not stop paying. Campe drove it toward the heart of the fortress, toward the relay, the way she’d been starving through the whole watch to drive a line, and by the time we reached the caldera rim, the assault was no longer clean and shining. It was smoke-streaked and wounded and held together by discipline, love, and the refusal to give the mountain back one inch we’d bought.



The relay fight was the hardest fighting I had seen from Campe in this war, because the dark-scaled dragon was the thing that had nearly killed her months ago, and it had not gotten weaker.

It uncoiled from the sanctum’s heart as we came over the rim, forty feet of deep black-green metallic scale, the command-relay, the thing that took the empty-cold Lord-signal and broadcast it down into the manufactured army to make them move as one. It didn’t fight like a soldier. It fought like a thing that was listening to something we couldn’t hear, anticipating, its coordination with the manufactured wings around it tighter and faster than anything rune-bound should be, the whole army moving as the dragon moved, a single body with the dark-scaled relay as its spine.

Campe hit it head-on, sixty feet of war-dragon against forty, and the impact shook the caldera, a sound like two mountains colliding, and the two armored dragons grappled at the fortress’s heart while the manufactured army wheeled around them. It was the dual-mode of my whole strange life made enormous and made deadly: this was the woman who’d walked on eggshells across a gallery so a honey-colored baby could keep sleeping on her shoulder, the woman who’d cried in my arms the night before because she’d held the world up alone since I left, the woman who pressed my hand to her own belly and couldn’t say the want out loud, and here she was, sixty feet of dark overlapping war-plate, roaring at the broken sky, grappling the thing that had nearly killed her, the most feared combat caste in the academy doing the thing the caste was for. The tenderness was true. The war-form was true. And the gap between the woman holding a baby and the war-dragon shaking the caldera felt wide enough to hold the whole war at the heart of the Shattered Peaks.

The dark-scaled dragon used the same borrowed coordination that had nearly killed her before, listening to a signal we couldn’t hear, anticipating her strikes a half-beat before she made them, reading her armor for the seams, and for a moment it had her. A raking blow down her flank found the old scar three scales deep, the wound it had given her months ago, opening the healed line, and I felt her grunt of pain through the bond and saw the blood in the air, dark against the gray sky. For one cold second I thought the mountain was going to take from her what it had nearly taken before, that I was going to watch the woman I’d held last night die at the heart of the place she’d starved through the whole watch to assault. The dark-scaled dragon pressed the wound with the mechanical mercilessness of a thing run by the empty-cold, no rage in it and no mercy, only the signal and the order, and it bore Campe back toward the caldera’s edge and the long drop beyond.

But Campe didn’t face it with the desperate, limited support she’d had before. This time she had the whole unit, and the unit had months of growing into exactly this, and the moment the dark-scaled dragon opened her flank, the unit closed around it.

Brenna came in on the relay’s flank, fifty feet of steel-gray forge-dragon, the thing she did best, the wall arriving where the wall was needed, and she took a blow meant for Campe’s opened flank, a raking strike that would have broken a lesser dragon and simply did not break her, the forge-caste endurance, the body built to take the heat and the hammer and not yield. She pinned the relay’s wing under her own enormous weight as if it were iron on her anvil, immovable, buying the seconds the next strike needed. And the next strike was the unit doing the impossible combination that hadn’t existed half a year ago. Anfa dove from above, silver-white and screaming down out of the gray sky, and laid her storm-charge across Brenna’s forge-scales, the transfer they’d discovered, the storm-to-forge at altitude, and Brenna’s scales went from amber to molten in an instant, the borrowed lightning converting to heat at better than one to one, Brenna gaining more fire than the charge had carried. And Brenna, glowing white-hot now, drove the molten edge of herself into the seam of the relay’s armor, forge-heat where the dark-scaled dragon’s overlapping plates met, the one place armor is weak, melting the joint the way she’d melt a weld, and the relay screamed, the hollow-horn resonance-broadcast scream that was not a natural dragon-call, the sound of the Lord-signal itself in pain, and across the whole battlefield the manufactured soldiers shuddered as one, feeling their spine wounded through the link that bound them.

And then the ocean-clan came up.

It started as a sound under the battle, a deep knocking through the mountain’s bones that no sky-fighter knew how to hear. Ivora would have heard it. Nure heard it through the bond, and her blue-green point flared with savage recognition. The caldera floor shivered. The hot mineral pools around the hatchery vents, ignored by every defender because they had always been scenery, bulged upward as if something vast had drawn breath beneath them. Then the springs erupted.

They came up out of the caldera’s own water, the way Thessaly had promised, the deep under everything, through vents and fissures and old mining channels, through the thermal springs that fed the hatcheries and the hidden aquifer Ivora and Thessaly had traced on Brenna’s relief-model. Water did not merely rise. It attacked. One spring blew straight through a hatchery grate and took three manufactured soldiers off their feet in a column of boiling mineral white. Another split the basalt behind the relay’s rear guard and became a horizontal sheet, a blade of scalding water that cut the rescue formation in half without killing the people inside it, knocking them senseless and breaking their formation at the joints. A third came up under the ward-pillar Morana had cracked and turned the fractured crystal into shrapnel that sprayed harmlessly outward because Thessaly bent the water around our line as if she were wrapping a hand around a candle.

The ocean-clan rose inside the eruption. Thessaly first, broad-shouldered and stern and utterly at home in water no one else had known was a road, her bioluminescence invisible in the daylight and still somehow commanding, and behind her the dozen, fighters who had not seen the surface a week ago and were now coming up through a mountain to fulfill a promise four hundred years old. They did not roar. They did not waste movement. They came out of the springs with grown-shell blades and pressure-walls and the terrible patience of the deep, and the fortress, built to defend against wings and fire and storm, had no answer for water rising from under its own heart.

Nure joined them from above, and for one impossible moment the abyssal sovereign and the returned clan fought as a single current. She dove through the steam, vast and dark and luminous where the mineral water caught her, and took the biggest spring in her own control, guiding it the way she had guided us through the trench. The water curled around Campe and Brenna without touching them, slammed into the relay’s legs from beneath, and hardened into pressure, a fist made of the mountain’s own hidden spring. The dark-scaled dragon staggered for the first time. Campe felt it and drove forward, wounded flank and all. Brenna’s molten edge bit deeper. Anfa and Morana cut off the sky above it. Thessaly’s wedge hammered it from below. The relay, the spine of Delphyne’s army, found itself attacked by every element it had been built to coordinate against except the one it had never imagined, the deep hidden inside the dry.

And the whole time, Anfa and Morana flew the cordon, the two storms keeping the manufactured wings off the relay-killers, because a thing being pulled down by four dragons is vulnerable to rescue, and the army was wheeling to rescue its spine. The paired-sweep held them off. Charcoal and silver, the formation they’d flown as cadets in a storm-clan aerie a lifetime and a betrayal ago, turned now against the fortress Morana had once served, and they were a wall of moving storm that the manufactured wings could not get through. Morana fought at the heart of the place that had made her a weapon and she fought to free its prisoners, and every soldier she turned back she turned back without killing where she could, pinning and breaking-off rather than ending, the woman who’d been a tool refusing to make tools of the made. I watched her through the engagement and I thought that whatever else the war cost, this was a kind of victory all its own, the storm Delphyne had pointed at us now flying her old colors backward, vanguard for the academy at the gates of the cage she’d escaped.

And between Campe’s war-grapple and Brenna’s molten edge and Anfa and Morana’s storm-cordon and the ocean-clan’s flood-from-below, the dark-scaled command-relay, the thing that had nearly ended Campe twice, was pulled down at last.

And the instant it went down, the manufactured army lost its spine.

I felt it through the whole engagement, the tightness going out of them, the single body becoming a hundred separate confused pieces, the relay’s broadcast cut, the manufactured wings suddenly moving like the early batches, lagging, each one waiting for an order that wasn’t coming, the coordination Delphyne had built collapsing the moment the relay between the Lord-signal and the army was severed.

Which was my opening.



I did the largest projection of my life from the back of Anfa, and it nearly ended me, and the floor held.

The manufactured army was wavering, leaderless, the relay down, and below me on the shattered slopes were dozens of them, brand-runed, will-less, a wall of compelled soldiers between the assault and the sanctum, and I had the eight bonds at my back and Ayida flying close with her life-magic and Sybara’s protocol in my head, and I reached for the center-point and I threw everything I had at the whole wavering army at once.

It went out of me like the ocean itself, the true note aimed at dozens, the wall-remover, the freeing resonance, sweeping across the confused ranks like a wave breaking over a beach, and the brand-runes flickered and died across them in a sweep. Dozens of manufactured soldiers stopped. All at once. The dark lines on their scales guttered, and for three seconds, four, a whole wavering army was a crowd of frightened people staring at their own claws, lost and bewildered and entirely their own. And I will carry the sound of it the rest of my life, the same way I carry the first soldier’s scream from before the crossing, except this was dozens at once: a great ragged chorus of the same wail, the sound of dozens of people being shown the inside of their cages all in the same instant, grief and terror and a thing that might have been hope all tangled together in a noise no army should ever make, because an army is supposed to be a thing of order and this was the sound of order coming apart into dozens of separate frightened selves. Some of them broke and fled into the mountains screaming, running from the fortress and the war and the thing that had made them, free and not knowing what freedom was, and some of them simply stood where they were, wings drooping, staring at their own hands, set down, unmade, no longer an army and not yet anything else, and the assault’s path to the sanctum opened through a crowd of the newly bewildered, and I understood that I had just done in four seconds to dozens what would take Ayida months to heal in each of them, and that the freeing was the easy part and the healing was the whole rest of it, and that this was what victory actually looked like when your enemy made her army out of stolen people.

And it nearly killed me. The cost of one soldier had nearly put me off Anfa’s back months ago. The cost of dozens at once took me to the very edge of the gray, all eight points and the center guttering to almost nothing, the cold pit yawning behind my sternum, and I felt myself go loose in the harness.

But the floor held.

Anfa felt me start to go and didn’t let me, the bond-anchor rig Brenna had built clipping us together, her body steadying under me, I’ve got you, don’t let go, I’ve got you. And Ayida flew in close, and her life-magic poured warm into the guttering Mark, the gold point and the center-light harmonizing the way they had the night we made the clutch, lending me her life to climb back on. And through the bond-echo, all eight of them, every plank in the floor, held me to the world: Vibria’s heat and Campe’s command and Sybara’s cold focus and Anfa’s anchor and Ayida’s life and Nure’s deep calm and Brenna’s steady iron and Morana’s storm, eight bonds taking the cost and spreading it across all of them so it didn’t break me alone. The protocol worked. I did not run on my own foundation. I ran on ours, and ours did not break, and I came back from the gray with the army wavering and the path open and the Mark crawling back toward strength, held to the world by eight women who refused to let go.

“That’s the protocol,” Sybara’s voice came through the bond-echo from her overwatch, fierce and shaking. “That’s the floor. You did not black out because we did not let you. Now go. The path is open. Go free him, and we hold you the whole way.”

And Morana led me through the breach. She fought through the fortress she’d once served, her paired-sweep with Anfa carving the way, and twice a knot of manufactured soldiers reformed across our path, and twice she pinned one instead of killing it and shouted for me, and twice I found just enough center-point left to flicker its rune, and she said the thing into the three seconds, you can choose differently, I did, the rune is lying, paying forward to a stranger the thing that had been paid to her in the deep, and we drove through the wavering army toward the heart of the broken mountain, toward the violet broadcast, toward the cage.



Delphyne met us at the sanctum’s threshold, and she’d lost, and she knew it, and she made me a gift of the truth before she fled.

She stood in the broken stone arch of the inner sanctum, ancient and regal and cornered, her silver-violet court braid immaculate even now, her two silent retainers flanking her, the violet cheek-scales stark on her pale face. Behind her, through the arch, I could see it: the inner sanctum, the source of the broadcast, and the thing I’d crossed the deep and a continent to reach. But she stood in the way, and the assault closed around her, Campe’s war-wing and Ayida’s life-magic and the ocean-clan flood, and Delphyne the ancient drakaina, who’d built her two centuries of grievance into a war, looked at the collapse of everything she’d made and reached for the deepest weapon she had.

“You think you’ve won,” she said, the court-trained sibilance unbroken even in defeat. “You think you’ll free my weapon and my army falls and your little war ends. You understand nothing, Alpha. You understand less than nothing.” Her cold violet eyes burned. “You think I made him. You think I forged that boy’s Mark out of my own cleverness.” She laughed, and the laugh was the most frightening thing about her. “I found it. The forging was here when I came, sleeping under this mountain, older than your academy, older than the Accord, older than me. I dug, looking for a weapon against your doctrine, and I found a thing that knew how to forge a Mark, and I learned from it, and I used what I learned on a dormant carrier, and that is all I ever did. I am not the architect of your nightmare. I am a scavenger who found an older one and put it to use.” She lifted her chin. “And it is still down there, under us, where I dug it up, and it is awake now, and it does not need me anymore, and you have come to take its weapon back. Do you think it will let you? Do you think a thing that forged Marks long before your academy cares about your little true resonance?”

And she reached down, into the mountain, into the empty-cold thing beneath the floor, and she turned it on me.

I felt it come up. The empty-cold, not frost-cold, not the cold of the deep, the cold of an absence, a thing that was the lack of warmth rather than the presence of cold, and it came up out of the mountain through Delphyne and broke over me like the abyss-pressure, a forged resonance older and deeper than Vael’s, the source, the original, the first corrupted Mark, and for a moment it pressed on me the way the deep had pressed on my chest, deciding whether to let me keep my shape.

But it broke against the floor.

Eight bonds and the center-light, the strongest foundation any academy Alpha had stood on in four hundred years, the true resonance at full Harmonic against a sleeping source’s reach through a cornered woman, and the empty-cold could not get a hold, because there was nothing in me for it to forge; my bonds were chosen, my Mark was born, my floor was eight women who’d come to me each her own crooked way and chosen me, and a forged thing cannot overwrite a true one when the true one stands on a foundation that deep. The empty-cold pressed and found no seam and recoiled, and Delphyne, who’d reached too deep into a thing that no longer needed her, staggered, gravely weakened, the source taking from her what it had lent, and her ancient face went gray.

“This isn’t over,” she said, the regal mask cracking at last. “It was never about me. You’ve only met the surface of it. The thing under the mountain made the first Mark, and it is awake, and it will make more, and your true resonance is the only thing it fears, which means it will come for you, Alpha, the way it came for me, except that I went to it and you will not have a choice.” And she fled again, broken-backed and diminished, her two silent retainers carrying her off into the mountains, a scavenger of an older power who’d reached into it one time too many, and I let her go, because the assault couldn’t spare the chase and because the man in the cage couldn’t wait, and because she’d given me, in her last spite, the shape of the war that was still coming.

Then I went through the arch, into the inner sanctum, and I saw Vael.



He was a victim, and the sight of him broke something in me, and I will set it down exactly so the record holds what the corruption does.

He was young, barely past twenty, and he was being eaten alive. Pale past pale, sharp-featured, underfed to the bone, and across his sternum the violet Mark pulsed in its irregular five-point pattern, erratic, jittering, broadcasting steady at full strength into an army that was already coming apart, and the broadcasting was killing him, you could see it killing him, the forged Mark running his body past every limit, burning him from the inside the way Rán had said, a Mark run against its nature compelling instead of amplifying and consuming its carrier to do it. He was barely conscious, slumped in the sanctum’s heart, his mouth moving in the repetitive non-speech of a system under duress, the same words over and over, too quiet and too broken to be words at all.

And around him, in perfect formation, stood six women.

Six dragon-kin, brand-runed, blank-eyed, parthenogenesis-made and forced-bonded, the manufactured harem the corrupted ritual had bound to him through compulsion. They stood in silence. They did not move. Their eyes were the flat fixed eyes of the run-an-order, their scale-patches branded with the dark compulsion-runes, six women made into obedience-objects, a counterfeit of everything my own bonds were, a harem that was the opposite of a harem, bound by force, will-less, voiceless, the thing the Purists called the Breeder doctrine and the thing the Breeder doctrine was the exact opposite of.

He never looked at my women. That is the thing I want held in the record. Vael did not approach, did not reach for, did not so much as turn toward Ayida or Anfa or any of the bonded partners who’d flown into the sanctum at my back. He couldn’t. There was barely a self left in him to do anything but broadcast and suffer. This was not a rival who’d come to take what was mine. This was a young man being burned to death to power an army, surrounded by six women who’d been made and bound and silenced, and the sight of it was a horror to be undone, not a threat to be matched.

I could have killed him. The protocol allowed for it, and some part of the council had quietly expected exactly that: kill the carrier, the broadcast stops, the army falls, the war ends, clean and certain and final. One strike. The forged Mark dies with its host and Delphyne’s weapon is gone forever.

I didn’t.

I’d crossed the deep to learn how to free him, not how to kill him, and the broke ranger who’d stood next to cages for months of his life was not going to fly into the worst place on the continent and put down a victim because it was easier than saving him. I’d freed Anfa from her wall and Morana from her verdict and Nure from her century of being the last, and not one of them had I freed by killing. I’d freed them by standing in the fire and holding the door open longer than the cage could push it shut. And I was going to do it one more time, for a stranger, for the hardest one, for a young man being eaten alive by the worst corruption there was.

And I want it in the record that it was not an easy choice, that I felt the pull of the easy one. Killing him would have been clean. It would have ended the war in a stroke, stopped the broadcast, saved every cadet who might still die in the fighting, spared me the backlash that Rán had told me might tear my own Mark off its foundation. There was an argument for it, a good one, a commander’s argument, the kind Campe would have had to weigh if it were her call. One life against the certainty of ending the war. And I stood in the sanctum with the dying man in front of me and I weighed it, honestly, for the length of two breaths, the way you have to weigh a thing if your refusing it is going to mean anything. Then I set it down, because everything the Mark had made me face led to the refusal of exactly that arithmetic: the refusal to spend a person to buy a result, the insistence that freely chosen bonds stood at the center of everything worth defending, the knowledge that the truest use of power was giving a stolen will room to return. If I killed Vael to win the war, I’d win it as the thing Delphyne was, a person who spent the unwilling to get a result. If I freed him, I’d win it as the thing the academy was supposed to be and never quite managed, the thing the Tidal Accord had buried a corruption and founded an academy to protect. The war was worth winning. But it was not worth winning as Delphyne. So I chose the harder thing, the thing that might kill me, because the choosing was the point, because a victory bought with a murdered victim was the enemy’s kind of victory, and I had not crossed the western deep and climbed Delphyne’s broken mountain to win the enemy’s way.

“Anchor me,” I said, to the eight of them, and they took their places, the protocol, the floor. Anfa clipped to me by Brenna’s rig, pinned to my side in the flesh, the physical anchor. Ayida behind me, carrying, her hands on my back, her life-magic ready, the gold point and the center-light already beginning to harmonize. Sybara’s voice in the bond-echo, the protocol, the pacing, slow, hold it, we have you. Vibria’s heat and Campe’s command and Nure’s deep and Morana’s storm and Brenna’s iron, all of them, every plank, bracing. “Hold the floor,” I said. “Whatever the backlash does, hold the floor. I’m going in.”

And I reached into the dying man’s forged Mark with the true resonance, and I began to sing him free.



It was the most dangerous thing the Mark had asked of me yet, and the hardest to set into words, because it happened in a place words don’t reach.

I found the violet broadcast with the center-point and I poured the true note into it, the original frequency the forged Mark was a counterfeit of, the real song under the false one, and I held it there, and the forged Mark fought.

It fought the way Rán had said it would, a parasite fighting to keep its host, and the fight came back up the connection into my own Mark like the whole ocean pressing on my chest at once, worse than the abyss, worse than the largest projection, the forged thing tearing at my own bonds to defend itself, trying to find a seam in me to forge, trying to make me let go. The empty-cold source pressed up from under the mountain to help it, the original lending strength to its counterfeit, and the two of them, the forged Mark and the sleeping source, came up the connection at me at once, and I felt my own Mark start to tear off its foundation, felt the gray go past gray into black, felt the cost climb past anything the protocol had modeled.

And the floor held.

Eight women held me to the world while I sang a stranger free. I had spent months with the Mark learning to be the steady center, the one who stood next to the cage alone, the one who held everyone else up, and Sybara’s whole protocol, the thing she’d gone into the abyss and become a subject of her own study to build, came down to one sentence I’d resisted my whole life: this is the one you do not do alone. And I didn’t. I leaned on all of them, the way she’d made me promise to, and the leaning was the thing that kept me alive.

Anfa pinned to my side by Brenna’s rig, her storm grounding me, her body the physical anchor that wouldn’t let mine go loose, her voice in my ear, low and relentless, the thing she’d needed someone to say to her once, don’t let go, I’ve got you, stay, stay, I’m not going anywhere, stay. Ayida behind me, carrying, her hands flat on my back and her life-magic pouring up my spine, warm and gold and endless, the gold point and the center-light fully harmonized now, the thing we’d felt the night we made the clutch, the life-resonance and the true resonance the same kind of thing far back before anyone wrote anything down, and her life tipped the balance, lent me enough of itself to hold the note one second longer when I had no second left in me, and then one more, and then one more, the founding-line’s magic feeding the true resonance the way it had fed every growing thing she’d ever touched. Sybara’s voice in the bond-echo, holding the pacing, keeping me from throwing my whole shoulder in at once and burning out the way I always wanted to, slower, spread the cost, lean on all of us, you are not alone in this, hold, hold, you have more floor than you think. And the rest of them, every plank, bracing under me: Vibria’s heat steadying the part of me that wanted to flinch from the empty-cold; Campe’s command, wounded and bleeding from the relay-fight and bracing anyway, the war-mother’s iron under my feet; Nure’s deep calm, the sovereign who’d taught me what it was to be the fragile one held by something vast; Brenna’s steady forge-iron, the floor she’d promised to build out of metal and out of herself both; and Morana’s storm, the newest plank, silver-charcoal, the woman who two days ago couldn’t believe she got to be wanted now holding a man to the world while he freed a stranger, paying it forward at the deepest level there was.

Eight bonds, taking the backlash and spreading it across all of them so that what would have torn one man apart was carried by nine. The empty-cold pressed up from under the mountain and found no seam. The forged Mark tore at me and found nothing forged to grip. And I held the true note into Vael’s forged Mark, against the parasite and the source both, on a foundation deeper than any academy Alpha had stood on since the Accord’s age, and I held it, and held it, and held it, longer than three seconds, longer than thirty, longer than the forged Mark could keep fighting, the true song sung louder and held longer than the counterfeit could answer, until…

The counterfeit broke.

I felt it go, the violet shattering, the false frequency collapsing under the true one held too long for it to keep, and the forged Mark on Vael’s chest came apart, the violet draining out of it, the irregular five points guttering and going dark, and underneath, where the corruption had been, a faint true Mark remained, dormant, real, the Mark he’d been born with before Delphyne’s ritual forged it into a weapon. He had been a real carrier all along, a true Alpha whose dormant Mark the corruption had hijacked, and with the forgery broken what was left was only the dim true thing, sleeping, his own.

And the six women woke.



That is the image I will carry out of this war, the one that was worth the whole descent and the backlash that nearly killed me and the whole long road here.

The moment the forged Mark broke, the compulsion that bound the six women broke with it. The brand-runes on their scale-patches guttered and died, the dark lines fading the way the violet had faded from Vael’s chest, and the flat fixed eyes cleared, all six at once, and six women who had been made and bound and silenced, six obedience-objects standing voiceless in perfect formation, became themselves at last.

Their wills woke. You could watch it happen, and I will carry the watching of it the rest of my life. It came into them like dawn coming up over a ridge, slow and then all at once: the blankness leaving the eyes, personhood lighting faces that had been masks, the slack obedience of the formation breaking as six separate bodies became six separate people at last. One of them gasped, the first sound any of them had made since the compulsion broke, a real sound, a person’s startled breath, and then another, and then the formation that had stood in perfect silence dissolved as they each woke to themselves and found themselves standing in a stone sanctum at the heart of a broken mountain with no memory of choosing to be there. They looked around. They looked at their own hands, turning them over with the same bewilderment the manufactured soldiers had shown in the three seconds I could give them, except this time the three seconds did not run out, this time the runes did not reignite, this time the looking-at-their-own-hands went on and did not end, because they were free, all the way free, their own. They looked at each other, six women who had stood shoulder to shoulder in forced silence for however long the corruption had held them and had not been allowed to truly see each other as people, and now they saw each other, and the seeing broke them, and they began to weep, all six, wills alive at last, the manufactured obedience replaced by selves that could finally choose, crying with the force of a feeling too large to enter the body until the cage finally opened.

The first minutes after freedom were not clean. Freedom never is, not when it arrives into a body trained by force to obey. One of the six snapped back into formation by reflex, heels together, shoulders squared, eyes wide with horror at her own movement, and Morana crossed the sanctum faster than thought and put herself in front of her without touching. “No order,” she said, low and absolute, the storm who knew exactly what a command-voice could do to a person who had been made to answer one. “There is no order. You do not have to stand. Sit if you want. Run if you want. Breathe first.” The woman folded to her knees and sobbed into her own hands, and Morana stayed near but not over her, a shield that did not become a cage.

Another clawed at the dead rune on her shoulder until she drew blood, trying to scrape off a thing that was already gone. Ayida moved to her with the gentleness of a garden closing around a wounded root and took both her wrists in flower-warm hands. “It’s dead,” she said, and her life-magic flowed over the scratches, green-gold and soft. “Feel it. Not asleep. Dead. It cannot come back through you.” The woman stared at the healed skin as if the skin belonged to someone else, then pressed her forehead to Ayida’s shoulder and shook. Ayida let her, carrying our clutch in the heart of the enemy’s sanctum and still somehow making a lap out of war.

Campe did the kindest thing a commander could do in that room: she made everyone who was not needed step back. “Perimeter,” she snapped, to the war-wing crowding the arch. “Eyes out. Weapons away from the freed.” The word mattered. Freed. Not assets. Not prisoners. Not Vael’s harem. Freed. Brenna put her forge-dragon bulk between the sanctum and the battle still dying outside it. Nure drew a thin sheet of spring-water up from the cracked floor and set it in six floating globes, one for each woman, water offered without command, and Sybara, voice scraped raw from holding the protocol, began saying the practical things that kept panic from becoming another cage: names when they had them, injuries first, choices next, no one touched without permission, no one moved unless she chose to move.

Vael was not stable either. The moment the violet stopped burning him, his body seemed to realize how much of itself had been spent. He folded sideways, all bones and spent breath, and one of the freed women caught him before his head struck stone. No bond ordered her. No rune dragged her hand. She saw another freed victim falling and chose to keep him from hitting the floor. The difference was small enough to fit in a single hand under a stranger’s shoulder. It was large enough to show what the whole war had been for.

I had nothing left in the Mark to give them, no projection, no center-light, the foundation spent down to almost nothing holding the note that freed them. But they didn’t need the Mark anymore. That was the whole point of it, the thing that made it the opposite of everything Delphyne built. I hadn’t put anything into them. I’d taken the order out, and what was left, what flooded back into the space the order had occupied, was simply themselves, who had been there the whole time, buried under the compulsion the way Anfa’s self had been buried behind her wall and Morana’s behind her verdict, waiting, alive, real, for someone to take the cage away and not put a new one in its place.

It was the exact opposite of everything Delphyne had built. She’d taken six women’s wills out and put orders in; I’d taken the order out and the will woke; and the contrast held the war, the doctrine, the difference between the forged Mark and the true one. Hers compelled. Mine un-compelled. Six women stood weeping and free in the heart of the broken mountain, their own at last, and the moral of the war no longer needed an argument around it: the bond that mattered was the one freely chosen, and an Alpha at his deepest could return a stolen will to the person it belonged to.

They were their own now, the six. Not mine; I want that held in the record too. They were not a prize, not an acquisition, not a harem won; they were six freed people, and what they did next was theirs to choose, the first thing they’d chosen in their manufactured lives. Some of them fled, into the mountains, into a world they’d never been allowed to want, and I let them go, because freedom that you can’t run from isn’t freedom. And one of them, quiet and dark-haired, the nearest to Vael in the formation, did not flee. Her name, when she found enough voice to give it later, was Kaia. In that first free moment she looked at the young man slumped and broken in the sanctum’s heart, the carrier who’d been as forced and as victimized as she had, and she went to him, by her own choice, freely, the first free choice of her life, and she knelt by him and put her newly-her-own hand on his shoulder, and stayed. Not bound. Choosing. The difference was everything, and I felt the shape of it as a thing for a peace we had not earned yet, real bonds where forged ones had been.

And Vael, freed, the violet drained, the dim true Mark all that was left, surfaced enough to see.

He looked at me. The young man who’d been a weapon, hollowed out by a year of being run to death, looked up from the floor of his cage at the rival Alpha who’d come into the heart of the broken mountain and, instead of killing the weapon, had nearly died freeing the man. His sharp pale face was wet. His mouth, which had been moving in the broken non-speech of a system under duress for a year, worked, and found, with enormous effort, real words, the first he’d spoken as himself in longer than he could likely remember.

“You…” he managed, the voice a ruin, barely there. “You didn’t… kill me.”

“No,” I said. I was shaking, the Mark down to almost nothing, held upright by Anfa’s body and Ayida’s hands and eight bonds that hadn’t let go. “I came to free you. Not to kill you. You’re not what they made you. You never were.” I crouched by him, the freed man and Kaia, and I put my nearly-spent hand on his shoulder the way I’d put my hand on every cage I’d ever stood next to. “You’re free now. The Mark’s yours again, your own, dormant, real. The army’s broken. Delphyne’s run. And you’re going to recover, and it’s going to take a long time, and you’re not going to do it alone, because I don’t leave people in cages, and you’re out of yours.” His ruined eyes filled, the year of it breaking over him. “Rest now. We’ve got you. The thing they did to you is over.”

And the second Alpha, freed instead of defeated, a man instead of a weapon, put his face in his hands and wept, and Kaia held him, by her own free will.

I let Anfa carry me up out of the broken mountain into the light, the freed man and the freed women and the whole exhausted triumphant unit around me, and I did not look back.


Chapter 15: The True Resonance

The Shattered Peaks fell to us, and there was no parade.

I had half-expected clean triumph and was glad not to get it. A war ends and you think there’ll be a moment of banners and cheering and a line drawn under the whole thing. What we got instead was a humanitarian aftermath, a broken mountain full of people who didn’t know who they were, and the cleaning-up of a horror, which is what victory actually looks like when the enemy’s weapon was made of living people.

There were dozens of them. The freed manufactured soldiers, the ones the center-point had broken loose across the slopes and the ones who’d been freed when Vael’s Mark broke and the relay died, and Vael’s own six, and all of them woke into the same terrible bewilderment: brand-runes guttered out, wills alive at last, no memory of choosing any of it, no names, no past but the cage, standing in the wreck of the fortress they’d been made to defend, weeping, lost, free and not knowing what to do with it. The ocean-clan tended them, and Ayida directed the academy healers through the worst of it, and the whole exhausted unit moved among them as people cleaning up after a long cruelty, and it was slow and sad and necessary, and it was the right shape for the end of this particular war.

The first work was giving them room to be people badly. Some screamed when no order came, because silence had become its own terror; some sat with their hands pressed over the dead rune-scars as if the marks might wake if they stopped holding them down; some tried to stand in formation again because formation was the only shape their bodies remembered, and Campe, wounded and exhausted and still the commander, walked through the courtyard and broke the lines gently, one hand on a shoulder, a quiet order in the opposite direction: sit, breathe, drink, nobody owns your feet. Brenna took apart the remaining restraints with pliers and a forge-dragon’s flat fury, each snapped buckle a small execution. Nure and the ocean-clan brought water in grown-shell basins and sang low light-songs for the ones who could not bear words yet. Vibria, who was terrible at being quiet and knew it, sat with three newly freed fire-types and let them watch her make a harmless flame over her palm, bright and alive and under her own control, until one of them made a tiny ember and burst into tears because it had been the first fire she’d made for herself.

Ayida moved through them carrying, soothing the brand-rune scars with her life-magic, the dark lines fading under her hands, and I watched her work and saw her go still over one of them, a freed soldier’s scarred scale-patch, her gold-amber eyes sharpening.

“The runes trace back,” she said, when I came to her. “I can feel it through the life-magic, follow it like a sick root back to the rot. The compulsion in these scars didn’t come from Delphyne. It came up through her, from under the mountain. There’s a thing down there, Dane, an old cold thing, and the corruption in all of these poor made people flows from it like water from a spring. Delphyne was a channel. The source is below.” Her hand pressed flat to the freed soldier’s faded scar. “I could feel it the whole battle, under everything, the empty-cold. It’s what Rán warned you of. It’s awake. And it’s not done.” She lifted her eyes to mine. “But not today. Today we heal what we can reach. The thing under the mountain is for another fight. Today there are forty frightened people who just got their wills back and they need tending more than the cold thing needs facing.”

Vael recovered slowly, in the days the unit held the fortress, and the recovery was a hard thing to watch, the way watching a starved man eat is a hard thing to watch, too much too fast for a body that had forgotten how. He was hollowed out, a year of being run to death as a forced weapon, and the violet was gone but the damage was deep, and he slept most of the days and woke confused and grateful and broken, the dim true Mark on his chest his own again and barely lit. Kaia stayed, by her own will, tending him, and I watched the two of them, the freed carrier and the freed woman who’d chosen him after the compulsion broke, and I understood I was looking at the whole difference between forged and chosen bonds made into two people: a bond that was forged was a horror, and the same two people, freed, could choose each other for real, and the choosing was everything. What the world did with two Alphas, one chosen and one freed, was a question no one had strength to answer yet. The larger question could wait while Vael learned his own hands again and Kaia chose, hour by hour, to stay beside him.

He asked me once why I had not taken his Mark. He did not mean the words the way Delphyne would have meant them; he meant it like a man staring at his own hands and discovering they were still attached. I told him the Mark was his, dormant and hurt and real, and that the whole point of freeing him was that nothing on his chest belonged to me. He cried at that, silently, because ownership had been the only language the last year had taught him, and hearing its opposite hurt before it healed.

And under all of it, glimpsed and not entered, was the deeper thing.

Beneath the caldera, below the sanctum, below the hatcheries, there was a way down into the old rock, a pre-Accord ruin, and from it came the empty-cold, the source, the thing Delphyne had dug up and learned from and reached into one time too many. The center-point on my chest pulled toward it whenever I stood still, the way the abyssal signal had once pulled me west, a deep cold wrongness answering my warm one, the same instrument, older and asleep. I went to the head of the way down, once, and stood there, and felt it turn over below me, and did not descend, because Rán had told me not to and because the freeing had nearly killed me and because the thing down there was not for this war. Sybara sealed the way for study, warded it, mapped it, took her readings, and we left the cold thing where it slept, glimpsed, marked, waiting, a buried source beneath a war I’d thought I was ending and had only opened.

Tarvos did not vanish into the cracks of the victory either. Campe had him transferred back to the Aerie under war-wing guard before the garrison settled in, still bound, still furious, and now quieter than he had been before he watched Vael freed instead of killed. Aurelion put him in the old holding cells under her own seal, a live witness with too much knowledge of Delphyne’s court and the thing under the mountain to be wasted. He would be questioned again when the freed had slept, when the wounded had stopped bleeding, when we had strength for the next layer of the war. For now he was contained, watched, and no longer able to pretend the side he’d chosen was anything but a cage.

After the triage, the freed soldiers, and the sealed source under the mountain, the mesa sent us word of home, because home did not stop being home just because we were winning a war. The hatchlings, left behind, had in our absence caused three fires, flooded a cistern by means Bellic could not reconstruct and refused to speculate about, and lost her second-best hammer to Torren’s vault, possibly forever. Talise’s chronicle of the war had reached the academy ahead of us in a form so inaccurate that, by her telling, I had personally wrestled Delphyne and the freeing of Vael had involved a duel of light atop the highest peak, and the cadets believed all of it and would for years. And the ocean-clan guests, surfacing into the strange dry world to fight a war they’d waited a century to join, had concluded, after careful deliberation, that the surface had exactly one thing worth the trouble, and that thing was honey-cake, and they intended to take the recipe back down into the deep, where it would no doubt become, in time, a legend.

We flew home.



We came back to the Aerie at dusk, the freed people tended and the fortress held by a garrison and the war’s surface won, and that night, as it had after every battle that mattered, all eight of them came to the Tower.

Unplanned. Simply arrived. Vibria first, always first, barefoot, in one of my shirts already scorched at the hem. Campe from the nest below, her flank-wound from the relay closed to a fresh red line under Ayida’s hands, the silver-edged half-cape off, the braid loosening. Sybara from the archive, carrying, glasses on, cold and precise and warm underneath. Anfa from the Peak, silver hair pale in the lamplight, scars crackling soft. Nure from the courtyard basin, wet, glowing, the bridge between two worlds come home to one of them. Brenna from the Forge, soot on her cheekbone, the gear stowed, the war’s metal-work done. Ayida from the Garden, carrying, barefoot, the life-clutch a warmth at her abdomen and flowers in her hair she hadn’t picked, the gold point on my chest blazing strong and close.

And Morana, the eighth, hesitated at the door.

She stood at the threshold of the Tower bedroom where Brenna had once stood, where the newest always stood, looking in at the vine-covered bedposts and the wildflowers on the floor and the bioluminescent traces on the walls and the fig tree in the corner, five feet tall now with a fig on its lowest branch, and the warmth and the belonging and the wholeness of a thing she’d decided, for two years, she didn’t get to have. The verdict surfaced again at the door of the thing she’d been chosen into. There isn’t room. I’ll be the crack in the whole thing.

Anfa took one of her hands. Vibria took the other. The storm-sister and the welcomer, the two who’d worked her from the deep and the surface both, and they didn’t say anything grand, they just pulled, gentle and certain, the way you pull a person across the last inch of a distance they’ve already crossed in every way but the body.

And Ayida crossed the room to her, carrying, glowing, and took Morana’s hand from Vibria, and pressed it flat against her own clutch-warm abdomen, against the life growing there.

“Feel that,” Ayida said, low and warm. “That’s what we’re building. A clutch, and another coming, and three babies asleep downstairs who set things on fire, and a whole pack built from broken people and going to fill the sky. You’re part of it now. Not the crack in it. Part of it. The eighth point. We built room for you the day you put a feather back in your pocket and didn’t throw it off a cliff.” She held Morana’s hand to the warmth. “You’re part of what we’re building now. Come build it.”

Morana’s living scars ignited, silver, the moved-not-aroused spark flooding into the arousal, and her storm-gray eyes filled, and she let the two storm-sisters and the life-dragon draw her in across the last inch, into the warm room, into the pack, the eighth, home at last and beginning, finally, to believe it.

Eight women. All eight at last.



They undressed each other in the lamplight, the familiar pairings and the new one folded in, and the room filled with the elements of them.

Vibria stripped Anfa’s flight-leathers and kissed her, fire and storm, the heat-shimmer and the static interleaving. Campe and Sybara came together, the commander and the carrying scholar, warm against cool. Nure drew Brenna into the deep-water stillness the two of them shared, the forge-keeper and the sovereign, fire-warm hands and cool luminous skin. And Morana stood in the middle of it, drawn in but not yet sure how to be in it, until Ayida took her and showed her, gentle, the way Ayida showed everyone everything, and the eighth woman was undressed and held and part of it, and her fuller heavier body and her charcoal crop and her living silver scars took their place among the others, distinct, hers, belonging.

I want to set it down in full, because it was the thing the season had been building toward, and because every one of them deserves her place in the record.

The build began with four of them at my feet, and the contrast of them was a thing I felt in my spine.

Campe knelt first, authority surrendering before anyone else, the commander who’d led the assault that won the war going to her knees in my quarters with no ceremony and no hesitation. She freed her massive bust from the binding and freed my cock and wrapped her heavy tits around it, paizuri, her signature, the heavy soft flesh engulfing my shaft to the base so only the head pushed up out of her cleavage, warm, yielding, and she looked up the length of my body with the forest-green eyes that had broken the dark-scaled dragon’s line that very week. The woman who’d commanded the war was on her knees worshipping my cock with her bust, her private surrender at its widest, and it still undid me. Her war-rumble started low in her chest, transmitting through her tits where they wrapped me, a subsonic hum I felt in my own bones.

Sybara knelt beside her, carrying, and put her cold mouth to the head of my cock alongside Campe’s warm valley, tonguing the crown each time it emerged, and the temperature shock of it, the frost-cold tongue and the war-warm bust on the same nerve-endings, made my vision blur. Where Sybara’s cold mouth touched Campe’s warm skin the frost-crystals bloomed in tiny ice-flowers and melted from the war-dragon’s heat and bloomed again, a cycle of frost and thaw visible in the lamplight on olive skin, the contrast that always sparked when war-warm met frost-cold. She kept her glasses on. They fogged.

And Nure knelt on Campe’s other side and joined them, her adapted deep-sea mouth, the most sensitive thing she had, the oral that was her whole lane, and she took my cockhead between her warm sensitive lips alongside the commander and the scholar, a third temperature and a third texture, ocean-warm and impossibly sensitive, her gill-slits fluttering and her bioluminescence pulsing slow as she worked me. Three mouths, three temperatures, three of the most dangerous beings I knew taking turns on my cock at my feet in the lamplight.

Brenna’s forge-warm hand found the base of my cock where the three mouths were, hotter than any of them, the controlled forge-caste heat radiating through her fingers, and she stroked my shaft in a rhythm that complemented the three mouths, the tempering touch, building me without rushing me, the way she built everything, slow and certain and toward a purpose, and the steel-gray scales on her forearms glowed amber in the dim. Four of them now, four temperatures at once, war-warm and frost-cold and ocean-deep and forge-hot, cycling across my nerves with every heartbeat, four wildly different bodies gathered at my feet, each giving me the thing that was hers: Campe’s worship, the commander on her knees; Sybara’s cold precision turning to fog; Nure’s deep-sea reverence; Brenna’s tempering patience. I gripped the bedpost and the vine put out a leaf under my hand and I made myself watch all of it, the four of them, because watching was half of what I’d learned to give, and they each wanted to be watched doing this, four of the most dangerous beings on the continent kneeling at the Alpha’s feet by their own free choice, and I gave them the watching, my eyes moving from one to the next, and where my gaze landed each woman’s element answered: Campe’s plates smoothed further, Sybara’s frost bloomed, Nure’s light pulsed, Brenna’s scales brightened, four arousal-barometers responding to nothing but being seen.

And behind the kneeling four, Vibria and the two storms tangled, the fire-mother and the two storm-sisters, Vibria’s bronze body pressed between Anfa’s silver and Morana’s charcoal, her heat-shimmer meeting their static, the embers of her breath and the silver crackle of their scars interleaving in the air, the three of them kissing and touching and waiting their turns with no patience at all, and Ayida beside me, carrying, her hand flat on my Mark, both her gold point and the golden-white center flaring under her palm, watching it all with her gold-amber eyes and her clutch warm between us, the still center the whole night would organize around.

The eight of them arranged around me in the lamplight, and I gripped the bedpost, and the vine put out a leaf under my hand, and the room filled with the heat and the frost and the deep-glow and the forge-light and the storm-static and the prism-bloom, every element the dragon-kin embodied gathered on one bed, and the night began.

Then I moved through them, the way the Harmonic moved, each in her turn, each her signature, each her lane.

Vibria first, because she was always first, the fire-mother. She climbed onto me with no patience at all, a bright echo of the ritual pool and the woman who had started this whole impossible life, except that everything was different now and nothing was, and she reached down and notched my cock against her dripping pussy and sank down the whole length in one greedy stroke, her bronze thighs gripping, her scalding inner walls clamping around my shaft, her fire unshackled, and I held her scalding hips bare-handed, the resistance payoff she’d waited months for and gotten on this very bed and would not tire of making me prove. She put both her hot palms flat on my chest, on the Mark, over the amber point that was hers, and rode me at full speed, her compact tight ass slamming down against my thighs, her perky bronze tits bouncing, the fire-scale cuirass blooming bronze across her torso, flame-light moving inside it like stained glass over a forge, and her heat-shimmer rose and filled the room and the vine on the bedpost smoked and nobody moved to put it out because down here in the warm tangle of eight there was nothing her fire could hurt. “Breed me next, Alpha,” she said, glow-eyes blazing literal-amber, riding me hard, loud, pure Vibria, “after the war, my turn’s coming, I’m collecting, a whole sky full of them, but tonight just breed me, fill me up, let the whole pack hear it,” and her ember-breath curled toward the ceiling and the other seven watched the fire-mother ride and a couple of them laughed, fond, because Vibria being loud was Vibria being Vibria, and she came with the embers floating and the cuirass pulsing lantern-bright and her glow-eyes blazing, the fire-mother still the fire-drake, and I held all of her heat through the whole peak of it with my bare hands and didn’t burn, and she felt the not-pulling-back and it sent her higher, as it always did.

Campe next, the war-mother, the commander who’d led the assault that broke the surface war that very week. She lay back, her flank-wound closed to a fresh red line under Ayida’s hands, and the heavy spill of her freed bust fell to either side, the dark pink nipples hard, the wide mature hips, and I took her from the paizuri to the missionary, notching my cock against her slick heat and sinking it all the way home in one slow push, buried in the tight grip of her, and her breath broke from the parade-ground register into something with no rank in it. Her war-rumble started, low, and built, and rolled through the bed and the floor and down into the nest where, for one night, Sera was free among her clutch-mates, the careful one let be a baby instead of a comfort. I moved in her slow and deep, her strong thighs wrapping me, her plates smoothing to bare olive skin from wrist to elbow, the barometer of her surrender, and she pulled me deeper, and she said my first name, “Dane,” the load-bearing one she rationed across long stretches of time, said tonight full and sure and unafraid. And then she made the gesture, the seed: she took my hand from her hip and pressed it flat to her own abdomen, not pregnant, the war-dragon who’d barely let herself believe she could be a mother, the want she’d been too afraid to name while the surface war ran, and that part was won now, and she held my hand to her belly and held my gaze and said it at last, the want, out loud, low, only for me: “When this is over. This part is over now. Dane. I want it. I’m done being afraid to want it.” And I covered her hand with mine over her own belly and held her gaze and said, “Then we’ll fill the sky with yours too,” and her war-rumble surged, and she came with her plates fully smooth and her war-rumble at full volume and the Tower windows rattling in their frames, the commander who’d won the surface war lowering the command-mask in my hands and asking, at last, unafraid, for the future she’d thought she didn’t get.

Sybara, the carrying scholar. She shed her robes herself, the librarian-shock of the lush cold curves spilling out, the heavy D-cup and the massive round ass and the wide soft hips, the frost-shimmer blazing wide at her wrists and inner thighs in the cold-deepened carrying pattern, and she bent over the bed-edge, her signature, presenting, and looked back at me through her glasses with her composure already cracking. I took her in the careful rhythm she liked, slow and deliberate, the warmed oil and the patient preparation, my fingers working her tight asshole open first, gentle because she was carrying the frost-clutch and the gentleness was woven into the heat now, and I slicked my cock and pressed the head against her oiled hole and fed it into her slow, the tight ring stretching and yielding around my shaft until I was buried deep in the gripping cold-to-warm clutch of her ass, and the frost-crystals bloomed fine and slow across the headboard where her cold hands gripped, ice-flowers on the dark wood. Nure slid beneath her, the deep-water mouth on her clit from below, the dynamic the three of us had built over time, and Sybara was caught between the warm sensitive mouth and my cock working slow in her behind, and her clinical voice collapsed in three breaths now that the carrying had taken the last of her detachment, “the resonance-state appears to correlate with, oh, careful, careful, breed it cold, breed it deep, be gentle and breed it, I can’t, I can’t think,” the frost-clutch register, the scholar protecting her clutch even as she came apart, her glasses fogging solid, her crystallized hair shattering at the tips, the cold-snap of her rolling out in a slow careful fractal bloom across the headboard, and she came careful and cold and undone, and did not, even now, even here, surrounded by the pack, reach for a pen, another of the vanishingly rare times in our life together that she didn’t, and Vibria, watching, said “she didn’t take a note, mark the calendar,” and even Sybara, fogged and wrecked, huffed a laugh.

Anfa, the storm pinned. On her back, the lean hard warrior body, the firm high C-cup and the sculpted muscle, presenting her wrists, crossing them above her head, the apex storm-dragon who’d thrown every rider until me asking with her body to be held still. I took both her wrists in my single hand and pinned them above her head, her signature, and the tension went out of her all at once, the burden of command lifted, the strongest one finally not having to be the one who decided. And Morana, beside her, cradled her flight-sister’s other wrist, not pinning, holding, the storm-sister keeping the storm steady, the two of them having found in the deep that this was how they fit, one pinned and one holding, and Morana whispered the words Ayida had once given Anfa and Morana had carried into the deep, sister to sister, “let go, I’ve got you, let go,” and Anfa let go. I drove my cock into her hard the way her lane needed, burying deep on every stroke, holding her wrists, holding her eyes, and the static built off her in arcs, her silver hair lifting, her scars going crackle to blaze, and she wrapped her legs around me and took it, my cock pounding her open, the rough pace that broke the storm, nothing to decide, nothing to command, only the held wrists and her sister’s hand and the deep hard stroke driving her up, and she broke, her lightning-scars blazing silver-white from spine to rib and discharging all at once, the flash, the silver-white filling the room, and the sky above the Tower answered, a clear-night thunderclap that rolled across the mesa, the storm broken open as light, the apex predator undone and grateful and held from both sides.

Then Morana, the storm chosen, the eighth, the new one, and the whole pack made it hers.

I drew her up facing me, into my lap, held, eye-contact, and I did not pin her, because pinning was Anfa’s and Morana needed the reverse, the being-seen, the being-chosen, the opposite of being taken like a tool from behind. I took her fuller heavier body into my lap, her soft natural weight against me, so different from her flight-sister’s lean-cut frame, and I took her face in my free hand and made her look at me, and I told her, the way her lane needed, slow and relentless and gentle: “You’re chosen. You’re wanted. Not for the war you helped win, not for the wing you fly, not for anything you can do. For you. For the woman who put a feather back in her pocket. Keep your eyes on me, Morana. You’re allowed to want this. You’re allowed to be wanted this much.”

She reached down and guided my cock to her soaked entrance and lowered herself onto it, facing me, held, taking my shaft deep into her clenching heat by slow inches until she was seated full in my lap, and we both shuddered, and her storm-gray eyes tried to slide away from the seeing out of old reflex, making it about the act so it wouldn’t have to be about her, and I caught her chin and held her there. What made it the Harmonic, what made it hers and not anything like what she had known before, was that the whole pack joined the telling.

Anfa whispered it against her flight-sister’s neck, her arms coming around Morana from behind, holding her up the way she had in the deep, you’re wanted, I chose you, the whole pack chose you, believe it. Vibria said it loud and certain and bright, the welcomer, you’re ours now, you idiot, you’ve been ours since the road, believe it already. Campe said it in the low command-register that had moved armies, you are wanted here, that is an order and also a fact. Even Sybara, fogged and carrying, said it precise and warm, the data is unambiguous, you are chosen, I have measured it. Brenna said it short and true, you belong, I built you a place in the floor. Nure said it in the deep-voice, you are not alone, I know what that is, you are not alone anymore. Ayida said it like a blessing, her hand finding Morana’s, you’re part of what we’re building, every time, forever.

Eight voices, the whole pack, naming the newest theirs, telling her she belonged, all of it landing on the verdict she’d built her whole self on, the verdict that said she didn’t get to have a single thing, and the verdict could not hold against eight voices and my eyes on hers and the slow held truth of being wanted for nothing.

Morana broke open the way she’d broken in the deep, except deeper, because this time the whole pack was telling her, this time there was no doubting it was real. “You chose me,” she sobbed, riding me slow and held, her eyes finally not sliding away, her scars blazing brighter the more she let herself believe it. “All of you. You actually…I’m allowed…breed me, choose me, I want to be chosen this much, I’m allowed to want it this much, oh, oh…”

“You’re allowed,” eight voices said it with me, and the storm she’d held for two years broke.

Morana came under all our voices at once, gushing hard, her signature release soaking both of us while two years and a war and a life spent being a tool left her body in shuddering waves, and her dead-lightning scars discharged silver across her at once, every scar alive, the storm awake and chosen and home, blazing silver from her wrists to her spine, and she sobbed the relief-sob, not grief, the opposite of grief, the relief of finally, finally being allowed to have the thing, and her eyes never left mine because I held her face through the release and Anfa held her body and the pack held her in their voices. The eighth point on my chest blazed silver-charcoal among the constellation, full and bright and home, the storm chosen, and I drove deep and spent into her breaking heat, pumping while her gushing body wrung me dry, the pack naming her theirs the entire way down.

Nure, the deep. She climbed onto me and sank down onto my cock and rode me facing me, my shaft buried in her cool gripping heat, her fin-membranes spreading wide in the lamplight, a being of light, her bioluminescence rolling in the controlled waves she’d mastered, the abyssal woman who had brought her people back into the world. “When the war’s truly done,” she said, her rhythm deepening, her ocean-clutch want voiced again, “give me the deep, I want to carry it too, a clutch of the abyss, fill me, Dane, promise me the deep,” and I promised her the deep, and she came with the bioluminescent wave rolling out of her and filling the room with blue-green light, the last of her kind no longer, the bridge between two worlds glowing in the heart of one of them.

Brenna, the forge. She came to me with the same economy she brought to everything, the stocky powerful body, the forge-built shoulders and the heavy strong arms, all of it warm to the touch, the forge-heat banked under her skin, and she sank down onto my cock on the bed and gripped my shaft with the sustained forge-caste strength that could hold a tempo for hours, the deep even forge-warmth of her clenching tight around me, and she edged me, her signature, the thing no one else in the harem did, riding my cock to the brink and holding, reading my rhythm through pressure and heat, easing the moment I tensed and building again, tempering me in three cycles of heat-and-cool until she had drawn out the edge, and the whole pack felt it through the bond-echo, the simultaneous held-breath of eight partners feeling me held at the edge, a collective gasp running around the bed as Brenna’s tempering reached every one of them through the Mark. And then, on the third cycle, when she’d drawn it all the way out, she released, her quench-hiss, the sharp metal-on-water sound, her forge-scales igniting from amber to molten up her forearms, bright enough to light the room and throw shadows on the vine-covered walls, the steel-gray point blazing on my chest, and she held my gaze through it, silent, the forge-keeper, slate-gray eyes never closing, the only one of them who came with her eyes open and her voice quiet, the surrender made of stillness instead of noise. “Breed me, Alpha,” she said, quiet, certain, like the final rivet driven home. “I chose this. I built this. I built the floor you stood on and I built the gear that brought you home and I built a place in all of it for myself. Fill me up.” I gave her the answer with the steel-gray point flaring molten among the eight, the forge-keeper who said her love in the things she made finally saying it in words, quiet and certain, the surest thing in the room.

And then Ayida, the center, carrying, and the room went still for her the way it always went still for her.

The witness-circle formed without a word, the seven of them drawing back, each in her own space, scale-patches glowing soft, the fire and the frost and the storm and the deep and the forge all going still and quiet for the center, because over time they had learned what Ayida was to the pack: the still point, the emotional center, the one whose slow required room. And Ayida crossed the flower-covered floor to me, carrying, glowing, the life-clutch a warm light at her abdomen, and climbed onto me, slow, eye-contact, one position, one rhythm, her signature, unchanged since the Garden sanctum where she’d first whispered “please breed me, I choose this” in an earlier season. She reached down between us and guided the head of my cock to her slick warm entrance, the Garden-warmth of her, and sank onto my shaft by inches, her breath catching at each one as she took me deeper, until she had taken all of me and we were as deep as we could be, and both of us shuddered. Her prism-bloom spread across her whole body, throat to shoulders to breasts to belly to thighs, the iridescent color washing over her warm-brown skin in waves, lit from within, brighter from the carrying that had deepened everything, and the life-clutch warm between us, our clutch, the thing we’d made on purpose in a blooming Garden because we wanted it, and she held my gaze, gold eyes, not amber, gold, and began to ride me slow, every second at its full depth, drawing all the way up and sinking all the way down, unhurried, eternal, the seven others holding their breath in the circle around us.

And the thing happened, the resonance that had tipped the freeing and was load-bearing for everything: the gold point and the golden-white center harmonized. They woke together under the slow deep rhythm of her, the life-resonance and the true resonance, the same kind of thing far back before anyone wrote anything down, and the light pulsed between my chest and her blooming skin in the same slow rhythm as my body in hers, gold-white and prism, in time, and the flowers in the room didn’t just bloom, they grew toward the light, the vines reaching down, the fig tree putting out a leaf and a second fig in real time, the whole room leaning in toward the two of us and the clutch between us as toward a small new sun.

“Breed me, Dane,” she whispered, her gold eyes holding mine, the life-clutch warm, the flowers cascading, her voice a prayer in a language only we spoke. “I choose this. I choose you. Every time. We’re filling the sky. Stay slow and stay with me and let it all be.”

She came in her quiet signature: breath held, the silent shudder, my name whispered into the space between our faces, the gold point and the center-light flaring together so bright the witness-circle closed their eyes against it, every flower in the room opening at once.

And then I moved through all eight, the way the Harmonic demanded, brief and intimate, each point flaring as I reconnected, the bond-echo amplifying each woman’s gasp through all eight bodies at once. Vibria, on her side, fire-hot, one stroke, the amber point blazing and the ember-breath curling. Campe, her strong thighs opening, the green point flaring and the war-rumble rolling. Sybara, gentle and careful, the blue point and the cold-blue clutch-light pulsing together. Anfa, wrists crossed above her head and trusting without anyone holding them now, the silver point igniting and the scars flashing. Morana, face-to-face one more time, her eyes on mine, the silver-charcoal point blazing full, you’re chosen, and her scars sparking silver. Nure, her fin-membranes spreading, the blue-green point pulsing and the bioluminescence rolling. Brenna, her forge-grip and her quench-hiss, the steel-gray point flaring molten. And Ayida last, the center, the gold point and the golden-white heart, the life-clutch warm, her name on my lips.

Each entry buried my cock deep and flared its point. Each woman gasped at the reconnection, and the bond-echo carried every gasp through all eight at once, a feedback loop building with each, until by the time I returned to the center the resonance was a wall of sensation, eight women’s arousal layered through the Mark and feeding back into me, and I finished, the orgasm broadcasting through all eight bond-points at once, my cock pulsing and flooding cum deep where I was buried while the bond carried the sensation to every one of them, eight bodies arching, eight pussies clenching in sympathetic contraction, every woman feeling my cock spill and throb through the Mark as though I were buried in each of them at the same moment, eight elements firing, and the room became a storm of every force the dragon-kin embodied.

And the True Resonance came.



At the absolute peak, all eight of them manifested, and it was not alarming now, the way it had been the first time, months ago. It was mastered. It was theirs.

Eight sets of wings flickered behind eight pairs of shoulders. Vibria’s fire-membrane, translucent bronze. Campe’s armored vanes. Sybara’s ice-crystal planes. Anfa’s storm-sails. Nure’s deep-ocean fin-wings. Brenna’s forge-steel winglets. Ayida’s prismatic gossamer. And Morana’s, the eighth, charcoal-edged storm-sails, silver-veined, her own, distinct from Anfa’s silver-white, the two storms’ wings spread side by side and unmistakably two. Eight sets of wings in one room, eight elements, eight scale-signatures spread beyond their patches, eight pairs of eyes gone full dragon.

And two of them carried clutches that pulsed with their own light. Ayida’s life-clutch, gold, warm, a small sun at her abdomen, the rarest future in the world glowing through her blooming skin. And Sybara’s frost-clutch, cold-blue, precise, a chip of the deep’s own ice, glowing cool at her cooler belly. Two clutches lighting two carrying women in the middle of the constellation, the next generation already pulsing with light.

But the new thing, the thing that made it the True Resonance and not just another Harmonic, was the center-point.

It didn’t just glow. It rang.

The golden-white center of my constellation, the thing that had once been empty, then dark, then faintly glowing, and finally woken at 1.0, rang like a struck bell: a clear sustained note, projecting outward, the true resonance, the frequency of freedom itself, the wall-remover, the un-compeller, broadcasting out across the whole Aerie, across the mesa, across the miles, and everyone it touched who had ever been in a cage felt it.

I felt it reach them through the bond-echo and through the night. The freed manufactured soldiers, resting in the infirmaries and the cadet halls, dozens of them, woke or stirred or sighed in their sleep as a wave of peace moved through them, you are your own, you are free, the order is gone, the will is yours. I felt, distant and indistinct, the easing of dozens of people who had spent their whole made lives in a cage and were learning, slow and frightened, that the cage was gone, and the center-point’s ringing reached down into whatever fitful sleep they’d found and told them, under the words, in the frequency that was the opposite of the one that had made them, that they were free, that no order was coming, that the hands turning over in the dark were their own hands and always would be now. Some of them, Ayida would tell me later, woke fully and wept, and the healers who sat with them through the nights said the weeping after the ringing was different from the weeping before, that it was the weeping of people who had finally, all the way, believed they were free.

Vael’s six freed women felt it. Vael himself, recovering, hollowed, the dim true Mark on his chest, felt it most of all, the true resonance reaching the carrier whose forgery I’d broken, calling to the dim true thing the corruption had hijacked, and a mile from the Tower a freed Alpha rested easy for the first time in a year because the center-point of mine sang that freeing resonance across the dark, and Kaia felt it too and held him through the easing, the two of them, the freed carrier and the woman who’d chosen him after the compulsion broke, resting in the ringing of a thing that was the opposite of everything that had bound them.

There it was. The center-point’s purpose, the thing Sybara had two hundred pages of failing to name and would now have to name a new way. The forged Mark compelled; the center-point un-compelled; the forged Mark took wills; the center-point gave them back; and at full Harmonic, on the deepest foundation any academy Alpha had stood on in four hundred years, it didn’t just free the one carrier I reached into, it sang freedom out across everyone in range who had ever been bound. The true note itself, broadcast from the chest of a man held to the world by eight women who’d each chosen him freely.

And I understood, in the ringing, the shape of everything since the Mark woke, the way you understand a landscape all at once when you finally crest the ridge you’ve been climbing toward. The Purists had said for two centuries that the Breeder doctrine was a kind of compulsion, that an Alpha taking a harem was a man taking wills, and the academy’s answer had always been a denial, it amplifies, it does not compel, the women choose. And here, in the ringing of the center-point, was the proof made into sound: the Alpha’s Mark, at its deepest, carried freedom as its truest frequency. The forged Mark was the corruption of it, the lie about it, the counterfeit that did the opposite of the original and called itself the same. And the original, the true resonance, the thing my chest rang with on the deepest academy-era foundation ever measured, did the one thing the forgery could never do: it un-made cages. It had un-made Anfa’s wall and Morana’s verdict and Nure’s century of solitude and the six women’s brand-runes and Vael’s forged corruption, and now it sang out across the dark and un-made the cages of everyone in range at once. Power, in its cleanest shape, meant returning a person to herself. And the women in my bed had not been taken; they had been freed, each of them, into wanting, and they had chosen, from that freedom, to want me, and the ringing on my chest was the sound of that truth made loud enough for a mesa to hear.

In the deep archive, the cracked resonance-glass did not give a number. Sybara would tell me at dawn that it couldn’t, that there was no number for it, that the reading was a new kind entirely, off the old scale, a thing the four-hundred-year-old instrument had no academy-era architecture to measure because no living scholar had ever recorded this version of it.

“I don’t have a unit for this,” she said, glasses fogged, carrying, awed, lying tangled in the eight of us as the wings faded and the elements settled. “Four hundred years that glass has measured resonance on a scale of zero to one, and tonight it went off the scale, off the top of it, into a thing that isn’t a higher number, it’s a different kind of reading. I’ll have to invent a unit. I’ll have to invent a whole new column.” She put her cold hand on my ringing chest, over the golden-white center. “You sang freedom across the whole Aerie. Every freed soul in range felt peace because of this. I documented it. I will document it for years and may never get to the bottom of it.” Her cobalt eyes, behind the fogged glasses, were wet. “I don’t have a unit for what you are, Dane. I’ll have to invent one. It may take the rest of my life and it will be the best work I can imagine doing.”



Eight tangled on the bed, and two of them carrying, and three hatchlings asleep in the nest below.

Nobody had space. Nobody wanted space. Vibria diagonal, always, one foot somewhere near my face. Campe the outer shield, her flank healing, her plates smooth. Sybara on her stomach, glasses on, carrying, not taking notes. Anfa curled small against the headboard. Nure between Vibria and Ayida, dimmed to a nightlight. Brenna at the bed’s edge, forge-caste, half-guarding even now until Campe pulled her down. Ayida on my chest, carrying, glowing, the life-clutch warm against me.

And Morana, the newest, the eighth, between Anfa and Vibria, the storm-sister on one side and the welcomer on the other, asleep. Asleep without a wall up. I watched her a while, the charcoal crop and the silver scars at their lowest contented glow, a woman who had spent two years certain she didn’t get to have a single thing, asleep in the middle of a warm pile of people, taken care of, chosen, home, finally believing it enough to sleep without bracing for a blow. The silver feather was on the nightstand. She no longer needed it to believe she belonged.

Sometime in the deep of the night, Sera migrated up from the nest, the way she did, and climbed the bedframe and crossed the tangle of us and settled, after some deliberation, on Campe’s bare chest, over the heart, and made the rumble-purr at the exact frequency of Campe’s war-dragon lullaby, and Campe’s arm came up and curved around the baby without waking.

I was last awake, the way I usually was. The Mark on my chest glowed steady, eight points and a ringing center settling slowly from its bell-note to its rest, golden-white and even. Eight women slept around me, two of them carrying the future, and three hatchlings dreamed sparks below, and a mile away a freed man and the freed women rested easy in an infirmary because of the thing on my chest, and the war’s surface was won, and the found family the Mark had built was complete at eight and asleep in one bed with no room and no want of room.

I touched the center-point once, the warm golden-white thing I finally understood, and I thought about all of it, the broke ranger six weeks behind on rent who’d boarded a dragon’s back because curiosity won and the math was bad, and the man he’d become, the one who flew into Delphyne’s broken mountain to free a stranger instead of killing him, held to the world by eight women who’d chosen him. I wasn’t the strongest Alpha on record anymore, or I was, but that wasn’t the thing about me anymore. The thing about me was that I freed people. I un-made cages. The center-point sang the freeing resonance, and that was what I was for, and I’d take it over strength any day of any day of my life.

I slept.



Epilogue

At dawn in the twelfth week after Ayida’s clutch began, Ayida laid the first life-clutch in generations in the Ember Garden, and the whole world that mattered to me was there to see it.

It happened in the sanctum where the clutch had begun, the stone pavilion grown into a cathedral of living things, and it was nothing like a battle and nothing like the Harmonic; it was one of the quietest and most important mornings of my life. The full harem gathered, the eight of them, and the hatchlings, and Bellic, and the ocean-clan guests who’d never seen a life-clutch and the elders among them who wept to see one, the life-line they’d believed dead. Campe held the receiving space the way she’d held the nest for Vibria’s clutch months ago, her hands sure. Sybara monitored, carrying her own frost-clutch, the scholar and the subject both. Vibria held Ayida’s hand. Anfa and Morana guarded the Garden’s gate, two storms at the door of new life. And I held Ayida, and our clutch came.

It was a thing of life-magic, true to everything Ayida did, and it was unlike Vibria’s fire-clutch in every way. Where Vibria’s laying had been heat and effort and the fierce fire-drake grunting through it, Ayida’s was slow and green and quiet, the Garden itself participating, the vines of the sanctum reaching down toward her, the flowers turning their faces to her, the whole cathedral of living things leaning in as it had when we made the clutch, as toward a small new sun. She knelt in the green with the morning gold coming through the gap in the rock, and the harem around her, and she breathed slow, and the clutch came.

The eggs came alive in the most literal sense: living things, unlike the hard bronze of fire-eggs, soft-skinned and warm and faintly iridescent, catching the morning light the way Ayida’s own skin caught it, oil-on-water color shifting across the curve of them, and as each one emerged, flowers bloomed on the eggshell surface in real time, tiny white and gold blossoms opening across the shells, the life-dragon’s clutch growing its own garden as it came into the world. The ocean-clan elders made a low keening harmony, the old song for the life-line, and tears ran glowing down ancient faces, because they had believed this gone, had grieved the life-line a hundred years in the dark, and here it was, flowering, in the gold morning, carried forward. Three of them. Three living, flowering eggs, warm and iridescent and alive, the first life-clutch in generations, the bloodline that founded the academy carried forward at last, conceived on purpose in a blooming Garden by two people who chose it, not for the program, not for the doctrine, for us, for the wanting of it.

The hatchlings understood none of the history and all of the importance. Kira stopped trying to chew a vine and went still. Torren sat beside the nest with grave proprietary attention, already adding three impossible new treasures to whatever map he kept in his small tactical head. Sera pressed against Campe’s boot and made the careful little rumble-purr she used for things that needed guarding.

Campe received each egg as it came, her sure hands cradling them into the soft nest she’d built, the war-mother who’d held the receiving space for Vibria’s clutch months ago holding it again, and I watched her hold the first flowering egg against her breastplate with the same careful ferocity she’d given a wailing Sera. The want moved across her face, the thing she was terrified to name while the Peaks still stood, when this is over, and that part was over, and she looked at me across the blooming Garden over the flowering eggs and I nodded, and she nodded back, the whole conversation held without a word, as the best of ours always were.

Ayida wept the good crying, the grief-release crying that was healing and not sadness, except there was no grief left in it now, only the wonder, and she held the three flowering eggs against her and looked at me with gold-amber eyes and said, “We made these. On purpose. Because we wanted them.” And I held her and the clutch in the blooming Garden, and the ocean-clan elders sang an old song for the life-line restored, and it was one of the best mornings of the life the Mark had given me.

Vibria announced, again, loudly, to the entire Garden, that she was next, and that Delphyne’s army was broken so the promise was due, and that she expected a whole sky full of them and would be collecting starting immediately. Sybara noted, precisely, that her own frost-clutch was developing on schedule and would require the cold-room she had already requisitioned, the plans for which she produced from somewhere, fully drawn. Nure said she wanted the deep in her next, and Campe said nothing but pressed her own hand to her own abdomen where I’d held it, when this is over, and the Peaks were over, and she didn’t say it but I heard it. The sky was going to be very full of dragons. I found I could not wait.

But the darker thing waited until the morning after the laying.

Sybara found it in the deep archive, the morning after the laying, with the shell-tablet Rán had given her and the readings she’d taken at the Peaks. She sent for me, and I went down the lantern-lit stair to the cracked glass, and she had the look she got when a thing had turned in the dark and shown her a face she didn’t want to see.

“The center-point’s new resonance,” she said. “The ringing, the thing I have no unit for. I matched it against the Accord records. And it matches a thing in them, an old thing, the thing Rán warned you of and would not name because the founders did not dare write it.” She turned the shell-tablet so I could see the worn coral-script. “The empty-cold signal beneath the Shattered Peaks. The source. Delphyne told you she found it, that the forging was sleeping under the mountain when she came. She was telling the truth, and it is worse than she knew.” Her cobalt eyes came up to mine. “It is not a weapon. It is not a thing Delphyne built or even a thing the ancients built. It is a presence. Old. Sleeping. And it has a Mark of its own.” She let it land. “The first corrupted Mark. The source all the others were forged from. The original your center-point is the answer to. It is down there, under the mountain, awake now, and it made the first forgery long before your academy, and every forged Mark since, Vael’s included, was copied from it.” She set the tablet down. “And Delphyne did not flee away from it. She fled toward it. She reached into it one time too many and it took her strength and she is going back to it, because it no longer needs her and she has nowhere else to go, and the thing under the mountain is the war we have not fought yet. This war was the surface. That is the floor under the floor.”

I touched the center-point. It pulsed, northeast, toward the broken mountain, toward the sleeping cold thing that had made the first cage.

“The war isn’t over,” I said.

“No,” Sybara said, quiet, carrying, certain. “It found its source.”

I went up to the Tower balcony at dawn because the center-point would not let me sleep. Eight points glowed on my chest around the golden-white heart. Behind me, the women slept in a house that had no room left and no want of room, one clutch carried and one flowering in the Garden, three hatchlings dreaming sparks below. A mile away, Vael was awake too; I felt the dim true Mark on his chest like a candle seen through fog.

I heard the step behind me and didn’t reach for a knife, because I knew it, the way I knew all of them now, even the newest of all.

Vael came out onto the balcony. He was still hollow, still healing, still a young man learning to be a person again, but he was upright, and the dim true Mark on his chest glowed faint and his own, and Kaia had stayed, and he came and stood beside me at the rail and looked northeast where I was looking, toward the broken mountain, and his ruined voice, stronger than it had been at the Peaks, found the first clear sentence I’d heard him say.

“She didn’t make me,” Vael said. “Delphyne. Everyone thinks she made me, forged my Mark out of her own cleverness. She didn’t. She woke something that made me. Something under the mountain. It’s still down there.” He turned his hollow young face toward me, and there was a thing in it that wasn’t fear exactly, something older, something that had touched the source and come back. “It’s still down there, and it knows me, because it made the thing that was forged onto me. And it knows you now too, because you broke its work. It felt you do it. It felt the true resonance break a forged Mark, and it knows you’re the one thing it’s ever been afraid of.” He looked back northeast. “It’s still down there. And it’s awake. And it’s not done.”

“I know,” I said. “I felt it.”

The sun came up over the Flooded Crater, gold on the black water, the way it had the first dawn I ever woke on this mesa, a broke ranger who’d come for curiosity and the bad math of an unpaid rent and stayed for everything. Two Alphas stood at the rail, one chosen and one freed, both of us looking northeast.

The center-point on my chest pulsed once, toward the mountain, the true note reaching out across the miles toward the thing that made the first chain.

And far away, under the stone, something pulsed back.


Thank you for reading!
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