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Summary

This translation project is the realisation of the translation of the fantasy novel Hearts
Forged in Dragon Fire by Erica Hollis. The project focuses on the aspect of gender neutrality.
The appropriate methods for achieving faithfulness in translation of gender-neutral lexical
items for Ukrainian readers are presented in the paper. Thus, the translation project consists
of an introduction, two chapters, conclusions, a list of references, and an appendix.

The first section of the project is the author’s translation of the aforementioned material
from English into Ukrainian. The priority task was to preserve both the aesthetic and
informative function of the source text in translation.

The second section of the project is presented in the form of an analysis, explanation,
and justification of the feasibility of the translation decisions made in the first chapter of the
paper regarding the rendering of the gender-neutral units of the source text by means of the
Ukrainian language.

The translation project will be useful for the Ukrainian audience interested in fantasy
literature and the representation of the LGBTQ+ community in fiction.

Key words: gender, gender-neutral language, non-binary, grammatical category of
gender, singular pronoun they, inclusivity.

[Tepexmaganpkuii MPOEKT € pealtizamicro nepeknany ¢enrtesi-pomany Epiku Xomuric
«Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire». IIpoekT NpHCBSYECHHI aHANi3y acleKTy TeHACPHO-
HEHTpasibHOI MOBM TEKCTy opuriHaimy. Hamami po3rmsmaroTbCst AOUUIBHI METOIH, IO
3aCTOCOBYIOTBCSL 33Ul JIOCATHEHHS HAHOUIbII aJeKBATHOIO NeEpeKiaay TIeHAEpHO-
HEHTpaJIbHUX JIEKCHYHHUX OJMHHIB IS YKpPailHCHKMX uWTadiB. Biarak, mepexiananbKuit
IIPOEKT CKIIAJAETHCS 31 BCTYITY, IBOX PO3/1JIiB, BUCHOBKIB, CIIUCKY BUKOPHCTAaHUX JXKEpe Ta
JO0JaTKYy.

[lepmmii po3aisl MPOEKTY € aBTOPCHKUM IE€PEKJIaZOM BHIIEBKa3aHOI'O Marepialy 3
aHTJINCHKOI YKpaiHCbKOIO MOBOIO. [IpiopuTeTHMM 3aBAaHHSIM NpU 31IHCHEHHI JaHOTO
nepekiany 0yno 30epexeHHs SIK eCTeTUYHOI, TaK 1 iHpOopMaTUBHOI (PYHKIIT OPUTIHATBHOTO
XYHA0KHBOTO TEKCTY.

Jlpyruii po3dil  MPOEKTy TMpeiacTaBleHU y Qopmi aHamily, TMOSICHEHHsA Ta
OOIpYHTYBaHHSI IOLIBHOCTI MPUHHATUX MPOTATOM BUKOHAHHS IIEPIIOTO pO3ALTY i€l poOoTH
NepeKIalallbKuX pillleHb, 110 CTOCYIOTHCS BIATBOPEHHS T'€HIAEPHO-HEUTPAIbHUX OIMHUIL
opuriHaily 3acobamu yKpaiHChKOi MOBH.

[epexnananpkuii MpoeKT Oyae KOPUCHUM Til YKpaiHCBKINH ayIuTOpii, sSIKa LIKaBUTHCS
JiTepaTyporo y xkaHpi ¢enrtesl Ta xoue nmodauntu pernpesenraiiro JITBTKA+ cniapHOTH Y
XYA0XKHIX TBOpPax.

Kniouosi cnosea: zendep, cenoepno-neumpanbHa mMoed, HeOIHapHICMb, 2pamMamuiHa
Kamezopis pooy, 3aUMeHHUK 8OHU 8 OOHUHI, IHKIIO3UBHICb.
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Introduction

Translation is a complex activity that requires not only solid knowledge of at least two
languages, namely the source and target ones, but also a deep understanding of culture and
society as well as the ability to adapt foreign or new concepts for the target audience. Such set
of skills required for performing adequate translation makes the profession an interesting but
challenging one.

Our research is based on the Erica Hollis’s fantasy novel Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire.
The distinguishing aspect of this literary text lies in the presence of non-binary characters and
gender-neutral language. The relevance of this research is due to underrepresentation of
studies on the topic of gender-neutral language in relation to the non-binary individuals, as
well as the optimal strategies of conveying gender neutrality by means of a heavily gendered
language such as Ukrainian. The inclusion of non-binary characters in the story is an aspect
that presents a particular interest for our research and a great challenge for a translator since
the concept of non-binary gender and/or gender neutrality in a language are not so widely
discussed in Ukraine. These are the reasons for us to explore this matter on a deeper level.
Taking into account the fact that Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire has non-binary protagonists
taking active participation in the plot of the story, we consider it a perfect material for
researching. Thus, this project is devoted to the translation of the first five chapters of the
novel.

In the research literature, the problem of the gender in philology has been studied by P.
Eckert, J. Holmes, M. Bucholtz, K. Hall, R. Lakoff, O.l. Horoshko, T.l. Hundorova, N.V.
Zborovska, and others.

The aim of this translator’s project is to analyse Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire, in
particular the aspect of its gender-neutral language, and translate the fragment of the book into
Ukrainian paying special attention to the ways of conveying non-binary individual’s
expressions, compensating the lack of gender-neutral lexical units in Ukrainian, and reducing
the degree of androcentrism in the Ukrainian language as much as possible in order to adapt
the source material for the target audience in a faithful way.

Pursuant to the aim, the following tasks of the project were established:

- to characterise the source text in the context of the current literary process;

- to analyse the concept of non-binary gender and the category of gender in linguistics;

- to explore the attributes of the gender-neutral language;

- to present the overview of gender-neutral lexical units present in the text and applied
translation techniques.

The object of the research is the gender-neutral language.

The subject of the research is gender-neutral lexical units and means of their
expression in the target language.

The body of the research is the text of the translation commentary (10 pages) and our
own translation into Ukrainian (49 pages). The total volume of the research is 67 pages.

The approbation of the research took place at the conference New Trends in
Translation Studies, Philology and Linguodidactics in the Context of Globalization Processes
(Borys Grinchenko Kyiv Metropolitan University, November 7, 2024).



Chapter 1. Translation of Erica Hollis’s book Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire

Chapter One

The forest air smells of dew and moss and melted snow as |
take in a slow, silent breath.

The end of winter in Nivstede is beautiful, a time of new
beginnings and sunlight coming back into the world, but I can’t stand
here and enjoy the scenery. I’ve gotten plenty of chances to do that
anyway, spending the last week in the back of a wagon.

Each step I take is calculated, and I move only after I’ve
examined the ground for any twigs that could snap beneath my boots
and give me away.

Through the barrier of trees, two voices slink toward me like
snakes slithering through the grass. They seem to come from all sides
at once, dragging up and down my spine.

“Humans...humans nearby...approaching...”

“Find a place. Cover. We will keep watch.”

“We must fly—"

“We stay.”

My heart gives a leap. The words, raspy and rough to my ears,
would sound like animalistic growls to my companions. | was already
quite sure of what I heard on the path, but now there’s no doubt in my
mind.

Dragons.

Our horses looked about ready to die of fright when we first
heard them, refused to move, and left us stranded on the dirt path with
no one around for miles and miles. | got out of the cart and headed
into the trees before anyone could even ask me to go take a look.

Po3ain 1

S po6uro MOBIILHUHM 1 TUXHMH BAMX — JIICOBE MOBITPS IMaXHE POCOIO,
MOXOM 1 TaJTUM CHITOM.

Kinenp 3umu B HiBcreni npekpacuuid. Lle mopa, cnoBHeHa HOBUX
MOYMHAHB 1 COHSYHOTO CBITJIA, SIKE 3HOBY HAIIOBHIOE CBIT, aJIe sI HE MOXKY
JO3BOJIUTU cOO1 CTOSTH TYT 1 HACOJOKyBaTuUCs KpaeBuaoMm. 51 Bixke
BCTHUTJIA BJIOCTAJIb TOPO3TISAATH MOTO, TPOBIBIIM OCTAHHINA THKICHb Ha
3a/IHI} YacTHHI BO3Y.

S perenbHO POPAXOBYIO KOXKEH KPOK 1 MOYMHAI0 PYyXaTUCh JIUIIIC
MICJIS TOTO, SIK PETEbHO OTJISIHY 3€MJTIO 1 IEPECBIAUYCh, 110 HA Hiil HEMae
TUIOK, SIKI MOXYTh 371aMaTHCS MiJl YepeBUKAMH 1 BHJIATH MEHE CBOIM
XPYCKOTOM.

Kpi3p rycri 3apocTti nepeB 10 MeHe, HiIOM 3Mii, II0 KOB3alOTh Y
TpPaBi, HAOIMKAIOTHCS JIBA TOJIOCH. 31a€ThCSI, HIOM BOHU JJOJIMHAIOTH 3 YCiX
OOKIB OJTHOYACHO, TPOHU3YIOUH KOXKEH CAHTUMETpP MOTO TiJa.

— JIronu... JIrogu 61m3bko. .. HabmmkaroTses. ..

— 3Haiiim cxoBOK. 3axoBaiics. bynemo HamoroTosi.

— Hawm tpeba neritu. ..

— Mu 3anumaemMocs.

Ceplie BUCKaKye y MeHe 3 'pyjieii. IXxHa MoBa, Taka XpHIIKa Ta pizka
JUISL MEHE, MOIM CYITyTHUKaM 3/71aiacs O 3BUYaifHUM 3BIpUHUM TapyaHHsIM.
S Bke 3HaJA, IO came ToYyJia Ha I0po3i, ajie Terep KOJAHUX CYMHIBIB HE
3aTUIITIIIOCS.

Jlpaxonu.

Briepmie 3auyBmm iX, Hami KOHI MEPeSIKAINCH 1O CMepTi i
BIZIMOBIISLITUCS WTH Aaiti. MU 3acTpsTiid Ha TPYHTOBIH 0p0o3i, a Ha Oarato
KIJIOMETpiB HABKOJIO — Hi aymii. S Bumi3ma 3 Bo3a i monpsMyBaia 10 JAepeB,
Mepll HDK XTOCh 13 MOiX CYNYyTHHKIB BCTUI MONPOCUTH MEHE IiTH
PO3BiaTH 0OCTAHOBKY.



After all, this is what they’ve hired me for; this is why they’re
escorting me to the city of Morwassen’s Pass. Now they can see that
they’re getting their money’s worth.

| walk alone through the woods, having left the others at the
wagon with a promise that I’d be back within an hour. Scyler was
against this, saying they’d much rather stick close to me with a sword
in hand, but Danil and Maryse persuaded them to let me go alone.

If I showed up with a bodyguard, the dragons may think it’s an
ambush and lash out. Kind of funny, given that they’re usually at least
twice my size and far more deadly than any blade.

| stop and hold my breath, closing my eyes and listening as
closely as | can to the sounds of the forest surrounding me.

In the distance, to my left, the leaves rustle, a soft and
continuous sound. A tail dragging across the ground, perhaps?

The noise vanishes almost the instant my eyes open, but | peer
into the woods in the direction it was coming from. Taking care to
keep my breaths slow and quiet, | stare ahead, squinting, searching
for something that doesn’t belong.

After nearly a full two minutes, I find it.

A strange shape, nestled between the trees, statue-like and a
deep shade of green, nearly blending right in.

I blink once, twice, to make sure my brain isn’t simply seeing
What it wants to see, and that’s when I spot the unmistakable glint of
a reptilian, dark yellow eye.

The shape tenses and the raspy voice creeps in from
everywhere again. “Seen, we are seen...human sees!”

I raise my hands above my head and bow my head, slowly
lowering myself to my knees. A pebble right under my knee digs into
my skin through my trousers, but I wince and force myself to ignore
it.

3pemToro, came IS [bOTO BOHU MEHE W HaWHSIU 1 caMe TOMY
CYIIPOBODKYIOTh MeHe 10 micta MopBaccen-Ilacc. Tenep y Hux 3’ ssBuiacs
MO>KJTUBICTh IEPEKOHATHUCS, 1110 BOHU HE IIATATh MEHI 3a1ypHO.

51 mpoGuparocst Kpi3b JIic HAOAMHI, 3aJTUIIUBIIN 1HIIUX 011 BO3a 1
MOOOIIABIIN, 1110 TOBepHYcs 3a roguny. Ckaitnep Oyiau npoTH i ckasanu,
o OyJie Kpaiie, K0 BOHU CYIPOBOKYBATUMYTh MEHE 3 MEUEM Y PYIII,
ane /lenin i Mapica BMOBMIJIH iX BIJIIYCTUTH MEHE CaMy.

S0 4 3’4BIIOCS 3 BAPTOBUM, JIPAKOHU MOXYTh COPUMHATHU L€ SIK
3aciKy 1 HakuHyTUCs Ha MeHe. Lle Oyro 6 1oBoJi KyMeaHO, BpPaXOBYIOUH,
0 SK NPaBWJIO BOHU SK MIHIMyM BIBi4i OifbImi 3a MeHe i Habararto
CMEPTOHOCHIII 32 OYyAb-SIKU KIHMHOK.

S 3ynuHSFOCS 1 3aTaMOBYIO MOAMX, 3aIUTIONIYIO OYi 1 MPUCITYXaKoCs
710 3BYKIB JIiCYy HABKOJIO MEHE.

Bnanwni, miBopyd BiJ MEHE, IICICCTHTh JUCTSA. 3BYK THXUHU 1
JIOBOJII TpUBauid. Moske, 11 XBICT BOJIOYUTHCS IO 3eMJIi?

Sk TUTBKH s PO3IUTIONIYIO OYi IIyM Maibke opaly 3HUKae. Ta o
MPOJOBXKYIO BIUBISATHCS B JIC Yy HampsIMKy, 3 SKOrO BiH JIOJIMHAB.
Hamararounch  guxaTtd  TOBUIBHO 1 THXO, JIUBIIOCS — BIIEpEN,
MPUMPYKUBIIHUCH, ITyKalOYM LI0Ch, YOro TaM Hemae. Maibke depe3 ABi
XBHJIMHM 51 3HAXOJIKY HOTO.

JluBHa (irypa mpuMocTuiIach 3a 1epeBamu. BoHa cxoxa Ha cTaTyro
TEMHO-3€JIEHOTO BIATIHKY, SKa Maibke 3JIMBA€ThCS 3 HABKOJUIIHIM
Cepe/IOBUILEM.

S xuinaro ouH pas, APyrui, o0 nepekoHaTHCs, 10 Miil MO30K He
mpocto 0a4uTh Te, M0 Xoue OAuuTH, 1 TOMI S MOMidal0 OJHCK TEMHO-
YKOBTOT'O OKa PENTHUIIii, IKHI HE MOKHA CIUTYTaTH Hi 3 YUM.

@dirypa HampyXYyeThbCs, 1 XPUIKHA TOJOC 3HOBY 3aKpala€ThCs
3BITyCLTb.

— IMomiTunm, Hac moMiTHiIH. .. JIroguHa 0aunTh Hac!

S migHIMaK pyKU 1 CXWISAIO TOJIOBY, MOBLIBHO ONMYCKAIOYHCh Ha
komiHa. [IpsMO B KONIHO MEHiI uepe3 INTAaHU BIUBAETHCS KAMIHUYHUK.
CxkpuBuacs Bij 00110, aJie 3pelITor0 3MYIIYI0 ce0e He 3BaKaTh Ha HbOTO.



The most important thing to do before approaching a dragon is
to establish yourself as a total non-threat. | remain on my knees and
bring my hands down slowly, before placing them folded on my lap.
No sudden moves. Nothing that could give off the slightest hint of
reaching for a weapon or rushing to attack.

I want to look up to see how the dragon responds, but my eyes
remain steadfastly fixed on the ground. I listen, a slow, familiar chill
creeping its way through my body.

Footsteps so heavy, it feels like the earth ought to be shaking,
make their way toward me, and ragged, shallow breathing grows
louder. The air catches in my lungs and my heart instinctively knows
to beat quieter. They’re closer now, of that I’m certain.

Finally, that raspy voice comes from everywhere once again,
“Human may look at us.”

I do as I’'m told, and turn my gaze upward.

As far as dragons go, this one isn’t very big. If they remain
standing on all four legs, I’ll probably be taller than they are. This
strikes me as odd.

They’re too big to be a miniature species, but too small to be
anything else. Their scales are a dark, swampy green, a tail twitches
anxiously behind them, and four confused eyes stare me down. |
search their gaze carefully for any hint of anger, readying myself to
make a run for it if | have to. Their teeth are numerous, sharp as a
rusty saw, and just as jagged.

My voice is low and steady. “Are you well met?”

All four of those yellow eyes widen, and their next words are a
disbelieving whisper. “Dragontongue...”

“Yes,” I say gently. “Are you well met?”

HaiiBaxknusitie, 1110 MOoTpiOHO 3pOOUTH MEPI Hi’K HAOTHKATHUCS 10
JpaKkoHa, — 1€ CIPaBUTH BPaKEHHS ICTOTH, KA HE CTAHOBUTH I HHOTO
KOJIHOT 3arpo3u. Sl 3anuinarocs CTOSTH Ha KOJIIHAX 1 MOBUIBHO OITyCKaro
PYKH BHH3, IEepII HiXK OOXONUTH HUMH KojiHa. HifKMX pI3KHUX pYXiB.
Hivoro, 1110 Mor10 6 cipuifHATHCS SIK HATSK Ha T€, 110 5 TATHYCS 32 30pO€0
a00 30uparocs HaMacTy.

XO04eThCs MAHATH 04i, 00 M00aYNTH peaKIliio IpaKkoHa, aje Mii
MIOTJISA]] 3aIMIIAETHCS HETIOPYIIHO MPHUKYTUM 110 3eMili. S mpuciyxarocs:
MOBUIHHUM 3HAMOMUI XOJIOOK MPOOIrae mo MOEMY Tily.

Jlo MeHe HaOJIMKAIOTHCS TaKi BaXKKI KPOKH, IO 3/1a€ThCS, HION BiJl
HUX 3JPUTA€ThCS BCS 3€MIIA, a IEPEPUBHCTE, MOBEPXHEBE IMXaHHS
rydHimiae. MeHi MepexoIuIroe MOauX, a Cceple IHCTUHKTHBHO MOYHHAE
ourtucs tuxime. 3apa3 BoHH Omkye. S B IbOMY BIIEBHEHA.

HapermTi Tol XpUIKHIA TOJI0C 3HOBY JTYHAE 3B1IYCLIb.

— JIronrHa MoOKe TOJUBUTHCS HA HAC.

51 polutto, SIK MEH1 KaXKyTh, 1 CIIPSIMOBYIO TOTJISIIT BIOPY.

Sk Ha OpakoHa, 1ed He AyXe BETUKUU. SIKIo BiH CTOATUME Ha
YOTUPHOX JIallax, TO 5, MaO0yTh, Oy/ly BUIIOIO 32 HHOTO. JIMBHO.

Bin 3ananro Benukui, mo0 OyTH MiHIaTIOpHMM BHJIOM, alie
3aHAITO MayIHii, 06 BBAXKATHCA YHUMOCH iHIIMM. VOro maycka TeMHOTO,
OO0JIOTSIHO-3€JIEHOTO KOJBbOPY, XBICT TPHUBOXHO CMHKAEThCA M03ady, a
YOTHPH PO3TYOJICH] OKa AUBIISITHCS HA MEHE 3TOPH BHH3. S| yBa)KHO BUBUYAIO
Horo MmorJsi, NIyKa4d HaHMEHIINH HaTSAK Ha 3JICTh, 1 TOTYIOCh BTIKATH,
SIKITO JTOBEACTHCS. Y WOTO Mallll BUAHIETHCS HE3TIYeHHA KUIbKICTh 3y0iB,
TOCTPUX, 5K 3yOlll ip»KaBoi NI, 1 TAKUX CaMO 3a3yOpeHHUX.

Miii ronoc 3By4HMTh THXO 1 PIBHO.

— Bac no6pe 3yctpinu?

JIBi Tapy KOBTHX Odel PO3IIMPIOIOThCA. Moro HacTymHi cioBa
MIPO3BYYAIH HEOBIPIMBUM LIETIOTOM.

— JIpakOHOMOBHIIS.

— Tak, — M’six0 mpoMoBJIsio 1. — Bac 1o6pe 3ycTpinu?



“We are...” They trail off, blinking slowly. “We are tired. We
have flown for days. We stop only to sleep. We wish to rest.
Loud...loud, and too many people. We wish to be where it isn’t so
loud.”

I nod once, deliberately, and consider my next words carefully.
“So you and your companion aren’t from here?”” Their muscles tense,
and | hastily add, “I heard two voices.”

They shift uneasily on their legs, and their tail wraps around
them the way a child would hide themselves in their mother’s long
skirt. “We are...” They hesitate. “We are flying with our nestmate.
We come from the far end of the woods.”

Dragons usually separate from their siblings after about a
decade, when they’re old enough to be away from their parents. My
heart seizes as | realize why this dragon is smaller than | expected.
They’re not an adult yet.

“If you don’t mind my asking, is your mother with you?”

“Gone.” Their eyes shift to the forest floor, and their tail wraps
tighter around themselves. “Food is little this season. Mother’s share
was given up, given to us. We ate what was there, and Mother starved
for us.”

Tears prick at my eyes, but | blink them away. Slowly, | bring
myself up to my feet, and remove one of my gloves. Their eyes follow
me curiously, widening when I reach out a hand. I don’t touch them,
not yet; | simply stand there, hand extended, and wait.

After a moment that feels like a day, they move their head
upward and nod, granting me permission to reach the rest of the way.

Their scales are rough and warm under my palm, like a stone
that’s been left in the sun for hours. Slowly, gently, I let my hand trail
down from the top of their head to the side of their jaw. Their front
fangs are at least as big as a grown man’s fist.

— Mu... — JlpakoH 3aMOBKa€, MOBLIBLHO KJIIMAaw4d ounma. — Mu
BUCHa)XEHI. MM JeTinM Kinbka AHIB. 3yMUHAEMOCS TUIBKH AJISL TOTO, 11100
nocnatu. Mu xoyemo Bignouutu. ["amip... Takuii ramip. 3abaraTo JiroIeH.
Mu xouemo OyTH Tam, Jie HE TaK TOJIOCHO.

Sl HeKBaIJIMBO KWBAK 1 pETEIbHO OOMIPKOBYIO CBOi HACTYITHI
CJIOBa.

— Omke, BM 1 Baml CymyTHHK He MicieBi? — Horo M’ssu
HaTPY>KYIOThCS, 1 8 MOCIIIIHO 10/1a10: — S1 movyna aBa rojocu.

Bin HecnokiitHO IepeMUHAETHCS Ha J1anax i 00BUBae cede XBOCTOM,
MPSIMO SIK TUTHHA, 1110 XOBAETHCA 32 JOBIOIO CITITHUIICIO MaTEPI.

— Mu... — Bin Baraetbca. — Mu J€TUMO 3 JAPaKOHOM, 3 SKHUM
3pocTany pazoM. MU NpUIIETN 3 JabHBOTO KPAKo JCY.

3a3BuyYail JIpaKOHM JUCTAHIUIOIOTHCA BIJ CBOIX CYPOJKCHIIIB
NpHUOIM3HO y NIECATh POKIB, KOJH CTalOTh JOCTAaTHBO IOPOCIHUMH, abu
KHUTH OKPEMO BiJl 0aThKiB. MO€ cepiie CTHCKAEThCS, KON S PO3YMiI0, HOMY
I JIpaKkoH BUSBUBCS MEHIINM, HIXK 5 OUiKyBayia. BiH 1ie myke MOJIOIUH.

— SIK1110 BM HE TIPOTH, S 3aMMTAI0: Ballla Mama 3 BaMu?

— Hemae. — Moro oui omyckaroThCst Ha JIICOBHI KHINM, a XBIiCT
MillHillle 0GrOpTaeThes HABKOJO TydyOa. — ki IbOro ce30Hy Mano. Matu
BIJIMOBHJIACS BiJ] CBOET YacTKH 1 BiAjgana ii Ham. Mu inu te, mo Oyrno, a
Mama rojojyBajia 3apajau Hac.

Cnpo3u 3aBOJIOKIM MeHI oul, ane s 3Mmopryio ix. [loBuibHO
TiHIMarOCA Ha HOTH i 3HIMalo OJHY 3 pyKaBHUoK. Moro odi 3 mikaBicTio
CTEXaTh 32 MHOIO, PO3IIMPIOIOYNCH, KOJIU S TPOCTsTato pyky. [Toku mo He
TOPKAIOCS /10 HbOTO, JIMIIE CTOIO 3 MIPOCTATHYTOIO PYKOIO 1 YeKaro.

UYepes MUTh, SIKa 3/1a€ThCSI BIYHICTIO, BIH 3aKUAYE TOJIOBY Hazasn 1
KHBae, Jar0Yd MEH1 JO3BiI TOPKHYTHUCS cede.

[Tix moero pomonero #oro smycka. [llopcTka 1 Temna, Haue KaMiHb,
SKHH KiJbKa TOAMH MpoJiekaB Ha coHIll. [IoBiIbHO i 00epexHO, TPOBOIKY
PYKOIO Biff BEpXHBOI YACTHHH TOJOBH A0 WIOKW. Moro mepemmi ikma
3aBOUTBIIKY 3 KYyJIaK JIOPOCIOro YOJIOBIKA.



They could rip my arm off with no effort whatsoever. But |
don’t pull away, and despite my caution, my fear is subsiding. I've
been working with dragons since | was eleven; since | was the only
one for miles around who could speak with them, | had no choice but
to become a prodigy. My five years of experience have given me a
good sense for when they’re getting hostile and when it’s safe to hang
around.

“I'm sorry,” I finally say. “I know how awful you must feel.
I’ve lost my mother, too.”

They let out a sigh, and | feel steam flushing up against me.
“We wish to see her. But instead, we must keep moving. Search for
someplace safe. Someplace with more food.”

“I take it you’re older?”

A nod, another sigh. “Our nestmate does not understand. He
believes we will see her when we reach our new home. We won'’t.
We cannot make him see.”

“I’m so sorry.” I lower my hand and look them in the eye—
well, two of them, in any case. Trying to look into multiple sets of
eyes at once makes me dizzy, so I pick one and stick to it. “May I ask
where you’re going?”

“We do not know. We will keep moving until we find
someplace that makes us safe.”

“Someplace with more food?”

A short, soft snarl escapes them, and | take a half step back
before I realize they’re not angry at me. “Home had food. It is being
taken away. That is what happened to Mother. Her hoard was stolen
from her.”

“Stolen? Humans?”

Bin Moke BimipBaTH MEH1 pyKy 0€3 JKOAHUX 3yCHib. AJie s HE
BUPHBAIOCA, 1, TOTIPH 00EPEKHICTh, Mill CTpax MOBOJI BIIyXae. S mparroio
3 JpakOHaMH 3 OJIMHAJILATH POKIB, OCKUIBKHU 51 OyJia € IMHOIO JIFOIMHOIO Ha
6araTto KiJJIoOMETpiB HaBKOJIO, SIKa MOXKE 3 HUMH PO3MOBIATH. TOX y MeHe
He O0yJ10 1HIIOTO BHOOPY, OKPIM SIK B3ATH Ha ce€0€ pOJIb FOHOTO TAJIAHTY. 3a
II’SITh POKIB POOOTH S HABUMJIACS BiAYyBAaTH, KOJM BOHH CTAlOTh BOPOXKE
HaJIAIITOBAaHUMH, a KOJIM HOPSI/ 3 HUMU Oe3IeUHO.

— MeHni mkoga, — HapemTi Kaxy f. — Sl 3Har0, AK JKaXJMBO BU
nouyBaeTecs. Sl TeX BTpaTHIIa MaMy.

Bin 3iTXae, 1 s BiTuyBaro, sIK MEHE OrOpTae mapa.

— Mu xouemo 3 Hew MOOAYUTHCA. AJie HATOMICTh MYCHUMO
pyxarucs nam. Hlykaru 6e3neune micue. Tam, ge OinpIre 1xi.

— S Tak po3ymito, BU CTapIIHii?

KuBOK, 3a SIKUM CITiIy€ 11e OJHE 3ITXaHHS.

— Ham poauu He po3ymie. BiH BipuTh B Te, 110 MU 110O6AYUMO i,
KOJIA AICTaHEMOCS] HOBOTO JIoMy. Aute MH ii He mobaynmo. Mu HE MOKEMO
3MYCHUTH HOTr0 NOJUBUTHUCS MPaB/i B Oui.

— MeHi nyxe mkoza. — S onmyckaro pyKy 1 JUBJIIOCS HOMY B 04i, YU
NpUHAliMHI B O/1HY Mapy o4eld. Bix cripobu 3a3upHyTH 01pa3y B KiJIbKa Y
MEHE TIOYMHAE MAaMOPOYUTHCS B TOJIOBI, TOX 5 OOMpar0 OJHY Hapy 1 He
BIJIBOJ)KY BiJl HUX TOTJISATY.

— Yu MOXYy 5 NOLIIKABUTHUCS, Kyl BU NpAMyeTe?

— Mu He 3HaeMo. Mu OyzaeMo JeTiTH, TOKU He 3HaiiieMo Oe3nedHe
MicCLIE.

— Micue, ge OiapiIe TKi?

Kopotke, Tuxe rapuaHHs BUpHBAaeTbcd 3 Moro mami, 1 s poOsro
MiBKPOKY Ha3aJl, MepIll HK YCBITOMIIIOIO, 1110 BIH HE CEPIUTHCS HA MEHE.

— Bnoma Oymna ixa. Ii 3abuparoth. Came 11€ ¥ cTajsocs 3 Mamor. Y
Hel BKpaJu ckapo.

— Bxpamu? JTroqu?



It does happen from time to time, especially if a dragon takes
the gold and gems they need from a mine.

That dragons eat the same things humans have made currency
has been a point of contention between the species for millennia.
Humans and dragons alike have died for gold in centuries past, and
I’'m sure both will continue to do so. That’s where Dragontongues
come in and help mediate things. It’s dangerous but vital work;
negotiating shaky peace agreements, defusing years-long feuds,
sometimes even helping dragons relocate someplace with more
resources and fewer humans around. When it works, it saves
countless lives. When it fails, the Dragontongue usually gets burned
alive or torn to shreds.

The only injuries I’ve sustained thus far have been superficial
and easily healed. | don’t know whether this is a mark of my skill, or
my luck, or of Nana’s daily prayers finding an audience.

I’m told that several centuries ago, there were thousands like
me. Now, I’m the only one I know. It’s given me a fairly steady
stream of work from small towns all over the coast of Nivstede, but
it’s never taken me this far inland before.

The baby dragon shakes their head. “Stolen by Ker’kachin.”

| frown. The word is Draken, or at least it sounds like it ought
to be, but it’s not a word I recognize, and I don’t instinctively
understand it the way I ought to. “Ker’kachin?”

“Dragon—a massive dragon, bigger than Mother. No honor or
pity in him. Does not act as a dragon should. He sleeps in a human
dwelling and hurts them, he takes from all around him. He takes and
takes from us until there isn’t enough for all.”

Take TpamisieTbcsi 4Yac BiJl dYacy, OCOOJMBO SIKIIO JIPAKOH
BUI00YBa€E 3 MIAXTH MOTPiIOHE WOMY JJISi KUTTS 30JI0TO Ta JOPOTOIIHHI
KaMeHi.

JpaxoHu igsTh T€, 10 JIIOAU 3pOOUIIN CBOEIO BATIOTOIO, — caMe 11e
W CTaJI0 MPUYMHOK KOH(GIIIKTIB MK JBOMAa BHJIAaMH, SIKI TPHBAIOTh BXKE
TUCSYOMITTS. | Moau, 1 OpakoHM BMHUpPAIH 3a 30J0TO CTONITTSAMH, 1 5
BIIEBHEHA, 1110 1 Ti, ¥ 1HIII MPOAOBKYBATUMYTh 32 HOTO BMHUpaTH. OCh TYT
1 3’4BISIOTBCS JAPAKOHOMOBILI, $Ki JONOMAarailoTh BpPEryJIbOBYBATH
koH(pmikTtu. lle HeOe3meuyHa, aje JKUTTEBO BaKIUMBa pPoOOTa: BECTH
MEPErOBOPU TIPO XHUTKI MHUPHI YTOAHM, BTUXOMHUPIOBATH OaraTopivuHy
BOpOXHEUY, 1HO/II HaBITh JOMOMAaraTH IpaKoHaM MEepeceIuTucs TyIu, 1€
OipIIe pecypciB 1 MeHIIe Jojei. YCHmIHO BHKOHaHa poboTa MOXe
BPATYBAaTH HE3NTYCHHY KUIBKICTh )KUTTIB. SIKIIO 3K IPAKOHOMOBEIb 3a3HA€
HEBJa4i, TO 3a3BHYAll 3ropae )UBIEM a00 3aKiHUYE KUTTS PO3iqPaHUM Ha
IIMATKH.

Yci TpaBMH, SKi S OTPUMYBaJIA J0 ILOTO Yacy, OyJu HETJTUOOKUMU
1 mBUIKO 3aroiaucs. He 3Haro, 4u 11e 3acBiIYCHHS MO€ET MAaHCTEPHOCTI, YU
yJadi, 9 MOJECHHUX MOJUTOB 06a0yci, sIK1 IOXOATh IO BUIIMX CHJI.

Kazanu, 1o kijibka CTOJITh TOMY TakKHX, SIK 1, Oynu Tucsdi. Tenep
s 3HAI JIMINE OJHY JIIOJUHY 3 TakUM JapoM — cebe. Mosi 3110HICTh
3a0e3neuynsna MeHe JOBOJII CTabUTbHUM MOTOKOM POOOTH y MalleHbKHX
MicTedykax o BchoMy Yy30epexoxto HiBctena, ame Tak aaneko Briu0
KOHTUHEHTY S 111e HIKOJIM He 3aiKIKaa.

Monoauii JpakoH XUTa€ TOJIOBOKO.

— Kep’kaunH Bkpas.

A xwmyprocs. Lle cioBo 3 npakeHChKOi MOBH, a00 MpHHaANMHI
3BYYUTh TakK, aje sl HOro He BMi3HAIO 1 HE PO3YMil0 HOro 3HAYEHHS
IHCTUHKTHBHO, SIK 3a3BHYail.

— Kep’kaunn?

— Jpakon. Benmnuesnuit npakoH, Oinpmmii 3a matip. Hi gecri, Hi
Kalllo B HROTO Hemae. He MoOBOAUTHCS, K HANEXKHUTh ApakoHy. CHuUTh y
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My stomach twists. “I thought dragons had no use for names.”

“Normally do not. Names are for those who have earned them
through great glory...or those who need them so others know to stay
away. Ker’kachin is what was given to him, to mark him.”

“What does it mean? Is it a Draken word?”

They tilt their head thoughtfully. “Mother says it is the old
tongue...the tongue of our ancestors, before magic was a scarcity,
before humans and dragons lived in the same world. Most do not use
the old tongue anymore, most do not even remember it, but some
words remain. Ker’kachin means thief.”

I nod slowly. “I understand. Thank you for talking with me.
The reason I came to find you was... Well, I’'m with some friends
down the path, and our horses sensed you. They’re a bit frightened,
so | came ahead to see what was happening.”

“Was there trouble caused by us?”

“Oh, no—the horses aren’t moving, but no one’s hurt or
anything.”

“We will move ahead so you and your kin may keep moving.”

“Thank you.” I smile and bow my head slightly. “It’s been a
pleasure meeting you. | hope you and your nestmate get someplace
safe soon.”

They bow their head in return, before rearing themselves up to
their full height, their wings extended. They turn to glance behind
them and call out, “We leave now.”

JIOJICBKINA Ooceni 1 KpUBAWTH JIIOJIed, 3a0upae cobi Bce. Bin 3abupae i1
3abupae y Hac, a MOTIM DKi CTae 3amalio, abu BCi MOTJIM MPOTOTyBaTHUCH.

Y MeHe BcepeiMHi BCe aX MepeBEepHYIOCS.

— S nymana, o y ApaKoHiB HEMA€ iMEH.

— 3a3Buyail HeMae. IMeHa € y THX, XTO 3aClyXUB iX BEJIUKOIO
CJIaBOIO... 200 JIJIS TUX, KOMY IMOTPiOHO iX JaTh, mo0 1€ 3HaIH, 1m0 Tpeda
TpPUMAaTHCS Bi HUX skomora jaaii. Moro mpossamm Kep’kaunsoM, mo6
BUJIUTUTH.

— 1o BoHO o3Hayae? Lle npakeHchke cI0BO?

BiH 3a1yMJIMBO CXWJIMB TOJIOBY.

— Maru kaxe, 110 1€ MpajJaBHs MOBA... MOBA HAIIUX MPEJIKiB, IIe
70 THX YaciB, KOJIM Maris CTajia piIKiCTIO, A0 TOTO, SIK JIFOAW 1 APAKOHH
KWIA B ONHOMY CBITi. BinblIicTh ApakoHIB Oifbllle HE BUKOPHUCTOBYE
MpaJaBHIO MOBY, HaBITh HE Mam’sTae ii, aje AesAKi CIOBa 3aJUIIMIHCA.
Kep’kaunn o3Hauvae “xkpamiii”.

S NOBUIIBHO KUBAIO.

— 3po3ymino. JIskyro, 1m0 moroBopuiu 3i MHOO. [Ipuunna, yepes
Ky S miAiimmia 1o Bac... S 3 ToBapHIillaMu ixajia Mo J0po3i, 1 Halll KOHI
BiIUyiM Bac. BoHW TpoxXu HamsKaHi, TOX S MPHUHIILIA MOAUBUTUCA, IO
B1/10yBa€ThCA.

— Mu cripU4HUHUIN BaM HEMTPHUEMHOCTI?

— O, ui. Hi B sxomy pa3zi. Koni cTosTh Ha MicIll, ajge HIXTO HE
MOCTPAXK/AaB 1 HIYOTO MOTaHOTO HE CTAJIOCS.

— Mu pymmmo Bnepen, o0 BY 1 Ballll TOBAPUIIIL MOTJIN IXaTH Jai.

— Hsxyro. — S mocMixarocs 1 37eTKa CXUJISIIO TOJIOBY. — byno myxe
MPUEMHO 3 BamMH mo3HariomuTHcs. CroaiBarocs, BU 1 Ball pOAUY CKOPO
ONMHUTECS B OE3MEYHOMY MICIII.

Bin cxuisie ronoBy y BIAIOB1/Ib, a MOTIM BUIPOCTYETHCS Ha MIOBEH
3pICT, PO3MPABIAIOYM Kpuiia. BiH orysgaeTsess Ha MOJOAMIOTO APAKOHA 1

BUT'YKYE:
— Mu 3apa3 setumo.
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In the near distance, from behind a large, moss-covered rock,
comes a second swampy green dragon, this one even smaller than the
first.

This one is so young, their tail hasn’t grown all its spikes yet,
and their wings are shaky and uncertain as they furl them out, copying
their sibling.

They move closer, each of their four eyes shifting from me to
their sibling and back again, regarding me with a mix of curiosity and
nervousness. | bow my head to them, which they return in a quick
dash of a nod.

They stumble over to us—they’re so uneven on their feet, they
must’ve hatched less than two years ago, still only a baby. My heart
aches at the thought of them living in this world without a mama. At
least they have a sibling, like | have Nana.

Just before they take off, the dragon I’ve been speaking to looks
to me and says, “Humans are headed inland, yes?”

“Yes, we are. We’re...actually going toward the dragon you
told us about. I’'m going to go talk to him and see if [ can’t get him to
behave himself.”

A snort escapes them, and I realize it’s the dragon version of a
derisive chuckle. “Pride and bravery kill more than weapons.”

“I know,” I admit. “But I’'m going to try anyway.”

The situation in Morwassen’s Pass is unlike anything else I’ve
heard.

When Scyler, Danil, and Maryse first showed up on my
doorstep, looking to hire me, I couldn’t believe what they told me.

Rather than the usual draconic lifestyle of taking what he needs
by any means necessary and keeping to himself whenever possible, a
dragon has settled right there in the city. This already made people
uneasy, and they were right to be concerned; he’s taken to demanding
a tithe of gold and other valuables in exchange for not turning the city
into a pile of ash.

Henopnanik, 3-3a BelnMKoi BKPUTOT MOXOM CKeJi, 3 SIBISIETHCA
JOPYTUH JpakoH O0JIOTSHO-3€JIEHOT0 KOJIbOPY, LII€ MEHILIUHI 3a IEPILIOro.

Bin Takuii Momoauii, o Ha HOro XBOCTI 1€ HE BCTUTJIM BUPOCTH
BCI 1IN, @ KpUJIa TPEMTSATH 1 HEBIIEBHEHO PO3MPABIIAIOTHCS, HACTIIYIOUN
CBOro poawda. BiH migxomuTh OJMK4Ye, MOCTIMHO KUJAIOYW HAa MEHE
MIOTJISA]], B IKOMY YHTAETHCS CYMIII LIKABOCTI TA XBUJIFOBAHHS.

S cxwmisito mepes; HUM TOJIOBY, Ha IO BiH BIANOBIA€ IIBHIKUM
KHBKOM.

Bin HeneBHOO X0/1010 HAOIMKAETHCS IO HAC — TaK HETBEPJIO CTOITh
Ha Jarax, HiOW BHITyITMBCSI MEHIIIE IBOX POKIB TOMY. 30BCIM MaJCHBKHA.
VY MeHe CTHCKaeThCs ceplie BiJl TyMKH, 110 BiH HBE y IIbOMY CBITI 0e3
Mamu. [IpuHaiiMHI y HBOTO € CTpaIHUi poaud, sIK Y MeHe 6adycsl.

[lepen Tum, sIK 37ETITH, JPAKOH, 3 AKUM sl PO3MOBIISIIA, IOJUBUBCS
Ha MCHE 1 3aITUTaB:

— JIronu npsiMyIOTh yriau® KOHTHHEHTY, Tak?

— Tak. Mu... HacmpaBni igeMo 10 JApakoHa, IMPO SKOTO BHU
po3noBiganu. S Xo4y MOrOBOPUTH 3 HUM 1 CIPOOYBaTH MEPEKOHATH HOTO
MOBOAMTHUCS Kpallie.

Bin nupxae, 1 s po3yMmito, 110 L€ JpaKOHSYa BEpCis IIIy3JIMBOTO
XUXOTIHHS.

— TopaicTs 1 BigBara BOWIN Oinblile JIroIeH, HixK 30pos.

— 3Haro, — BU3HAIO 5. — AJie BCE OJTHO CIPOOYIO.

Curyanist B Mopaccen-Ilacci He cxoka HI Ha 1110, 3 YAM MeEHi
JIOBOJIAJIOCS] CTUKATHUCS.

Komu Ckaiinep, enin i Mapica Bhepiie 3’SBUIMCS Ha MOEMY
Mopo3i, 0axaroyu HAMHATH MEHE, S He MOTJIa TIOBIPUTH B TE, 1110 BOHU MEHI1
PO3MOBLIH.

3aMiCTh 3BHYAMHOTO JIPAKOHSYOTO CIOCOOY JKHUTTS — OpaTH, 0
oMy moTpiOHO, OyAb-IKHMH CIIOCOOaMH 1 32 MOKJIMBOCTI TPUMATHUCS
SIKOMOTa JIaJT1 BiJl JIIOJIeH, 1€l IpaKOH 00paB OCEIUTUCS TIPSIMO TYT, Y MICTI.
Ie Bke 3aHENOKOINO J0JIeH, 1 He 6e3 MiJCTaB: JIPaKOH MOYaB BHUMaratu
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They found this out from their old Dragontongue, and when |
asked what happened to him, I swear you could feel the air going out
of the room. Finally, after exchanging an uneasy glance with Danil,
Scyler said, “Dead. I guess he said something to offend him
somehow.

After hearing that, Nana tried to persuade me not to go. But |
already knew by then that | was going to take the job, and I think she
did, too. The city’s been held hostage for months now, and the king
essentially told them it wasn’t his problem.

Sending me in to negotiate is their last-ditch effort to end this
peacefully. If T fail, they’ll have no choice but to attack, which will
inevitably start a fight that could wipe the entire city off the map.

I’ve been trying not to think about that too much.

The baby dragon’s yellow eyes look me up and down. “We
wish you bountiful luck, human,” they finally say.

“Lotte,” I say, offering a small smile. “I’m called Lotte.”

“Bountiful luck...Lotte.” They say my name with an edge of
hesitancy, like taking a bite of an unfamiliar food.

“Thank you. I’ll need it.”

With that, both dragons turn away from me, and | watch as they
take a running start across the forest floor. | hug my arms and bounce
on my feet, enjoying the way the ground rumbles beneath me.

Finally, the first dragon lifts off—then the second—and I’'m left
watching from the world beneath them as they flap their beautiful
wings and send out small but powerful gusts of wind, causing the tree
branches to ruffle and a few curled locks of my hair to fall out of its
bun.

IJIATUTU oMY JECATHHY 30JI0TOM Ta IHITUMH KOIITOBHOCTSIMHU B OOMIH Ha
OOIITHKY HE MEePETBOPUTH MICTO Ha KYITy MOTETY.

Bonu ni3Hanucs npo 1e BiJ CBOrO KOJUIIHBOTO APAKOHOMOBIIA.
Komm s 3amurana, mo 3 HUM CTajocs, HpHCATAIOCsA, Oyno (i3uvHO
BIIUYTHO, K aTtMocdepa B MPUMIIMICHHI B Ty > CEKYHAY 3MiHUJIACH.
3pemror0, OOMIHABIIUCH TPUBOKHUM morisaoMm 3 [lenimom, Ckaiinep
CKazaJu:

— Bin momep. MaOyTb, JISMHYB IIOCH TaKe, 10 00pa3uiIo IpaKoHa.

[TouyBmwm 1e, 6a0ycst Hamaranacs BMOBUTH MEHE BIIMOBHTHUCH BiJl
nmpono3uiii. Aje Ha TOH yac s BXKe 3Haja, MO0 Bi3bMYycs 3a 10 podoTy, i,
rajiato, BOHa TeK. MICTSIH BK€ KUIbKa MICSIIB TPUMAIOTh B 3apYYHHKAX, a
KOpOJIb, TIO CYTi, CKa3aB iM, 110 1€ HOTO HE 00XOANTH.

[Tocnatu MeHe Ha TEperoBOpHM — I€ IiXHA OCTaHHS crpoda
BPETYJIIOBATH BCE MUPHHM IIIIAXOM. SIKIIO s 3a3HAI0 HEBAAdi, y HAX HE
Oyze iHImoro BUOOpPY, OKpIM K aTaKkyBaTH, III0 HEMUHYy4YE MPHU3BEIE 10
OWUTBH, sIKa 3ITPE MICTO 3 JIUIIS 3EMITi.

S Hamaranacs 6arato mpo 1e He JTyMaTu.

2KoBTi 04l Maj€HBKOTO JpPaKOHa TUBJIATHCS Ha MEHE 3TrOPH JIOHU3Y.

— baxaro T001 BenuKkoi yaayi, TI0IMHO, — HAPEIITI KaXKe BiH.

— JloTTa, — Kaxy s, 37IerKa mocMmixarouuck. — Mene 3ByTh JloTTa.

— Benukoi ynadi 106i... Jlorta. — BiH BUMOBISi€ MO€ IM’S 3 TIHHIO
HEBIIEBHEHOCTI, HION KYIITYIOUH HE3HAWOMY 1XKY.

— Jlsakyro. Bona MeH1 3Ha100UThCS.

[Toromy oOumBa JpakoOHHW BIABEPTAIOTHCSA BII MeHE, 1
CIIOCTEpIraro 3a TUM, SIK BOHM HaOUParOTh IBUKICTh Ha JICOBIN raJsBUHI.
S obxomor0 cede pykamu 1 HiACTPUOYIO, HACONOIKYIOUHCh T'YPKOTOM
3eMII1 1T HOTaMH.

Hapemwi nepuuii gpakoH 37iTae, a 3a HUM — Apyruil. S 3HU3Y
criocTepiraro, SK BOHHM MaxXawTh CBOIMH MPEKPACHUMH KpHJIaMHU 1
3/11MalOTh HEBEJUKI, ajie TOTYKHI IMOPUBH BITPY, BiJ YOO T'UIKH J€peB
BOpYIIATHCA, a KiJIbKa TAaCM MOTO BOJIOCCSI BUMAIAl0Th 3 MydKa.
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I grin. No matter how many times you watch it, there’s nothing
quite like a dragon in flight.

| stand there until they disappear above the trees, and pray that
they’ll find a permanent home soon. Someplace where gold is plenty,
and they can eat well.

And I pray that I can get the dragon in Morwassen’s Pass—
Ker’kachin—to listen to me.

Chapter Two

The sky is painted with dull shades of grayish blue and orange
when we finally stop for the day, arriving at a tiny inn along the side
of the road.

It’s not much to look at; only three rooms for rent, with a couple
gaps in the tiled roof and the overwhelming smell of boiled spinach
coming from the kitchen. I wrinkle my nose and try not to gag as |
walk past it, following the others up the stairs.

My companions consist of Scyler Prins and Danil Komatin, two
members of Morwassen’s Pass townsguard sent to collect me, and
Maryse, a girl a year older than me, who is, so far as | can tell, a
completely average citizen who is also here for some reason.

I like Scyler and Danil a lot. They’re both nineteen, and much
different from the stern and self-important guards posted around my
hometown, Rosburnt.

Scyler is handsome, with intelligent eyes, perfectly clear warm
brown skin, and glossy black hair, and they have an authoritative air
about them that I can’t help but envy. They’re nice, but when they
speak, people listen. | wish I had that sort of pull.

Looking at the two of them, you’d expect the broad-shouldered
and strong-jawed Danil to be the sterner of the pair, but once a boyish
smile appears on his fair, freckled face and you hear his snorting
laugh, it’s impossible to find him even slightly commanding.

S mocMmixarocsi. Y CcBiTi 0arato MWBOBIDKHHMX pedeil, aje HeMae
HIYOTO HACTUTHKHU JIUBOBMIKHOTO, SIK IPAKOH Y MOJIBOTI.

51 cTOrO TaMm, IMMOKW BOHU HE 3HUKAIOTh HAJl JICPEBAMH, 1 MOJIFOCS 32
Te, 100 BOHYM CKOPO 3HAWIIUIH MOCTiHUH aiM. Jleck TaMm, e 6araTo 3051074,
SIKHM BOHH 3MOXYTh JI00p€ MOKUBHTHUCA.

[ momtocst, o6 apakon y Mopsaccen-Ilacci, Kep’kauun, Bucinyxas
MEHE.

Po3aia 2

Hebo 3abapBneHe ThbMSHMMHU BiATIHKaMHU CipyBaTO-OJIAKUTHOTO 1
MIOMapaH4YeBoOro, KOJIM MU HApEIITi 3yIUHAEMOCS Ha HIWIIT, M1 IXaBIId 0
KPUXITHOTO TIOCTOSUIOTO JBOPY HA y30i4di.

TyT HEeMae Ha 110 AUBUTHUCSA: JIMILIE TPH KIMHATH, KUIbKa JIIPOK y
YepenuyHOMYy Jaxy Ta CMOpiJ BapeHOTO INIHHATY, IO JOHOCHTHCS 3
KyxHi. Sl Mopily Hic 1 Hamararocs CTpuUMartu OJIOBOTHI MO3WBU, KOIU
MIPOXO/IKY TIOB3 HET 1 CITII0OM 32 1HITMMH MiIHIMAIOCh CXOJIaMH.

Moi cynytauku — Ckaiinep Ilpunc 1 lenin Komatus, 1Boe wieHiB
Micpkoi Baptu MopBaccen-Ilacca, SKHX MMOcCiagyd 3a MHOIO, a TaKOX
Mapica — AiBUMHa Ha pPIK cTaplia 3a MEHE 1, HACKUIbKH S MOXY CYIHTH,
[UTKOM TIepeciuHa MEIIKaHKa, SKa TeX YOMYCh TYT OMUHHIIACS.

Meni ayxe mnomobatothesi Ckaitnep i Jlewin. Im o6om mo
NeB’ITHAILUATh. BOHM Jy’ke BIAPI3HSIOTHCS Bl CyBOPUX 1 CAMOBIIEBHEHHUX
BapTOBUX, PO3CTABIECHUX 10 MOEMY PiTHOMY MicTeuky Po30epHT.

Ckailiep BpOUIMBI, 3 PO3YMHUMH OYMMA, 1J€aIbHO YHUCTOIO
HIKIPOIO TEIIO-KOPUYHEBOTO BIATIHKY 1 OJIMCKYYUM UYOPHUM BOJIOCCSM.
Bon#u cripaBisitoTh BpaKEHHSI aBTOPUTETHOT JIFOIMHH, YOMY 5T HE MOXY HE
no3a3ApuTH. BoHU NpueMHI, ajne SK TUIbKH MOYMHAIOTh TOBOPUTH, JIIOJIU
710 HUX MPUCITYXaloThCsl. XO0Tis1a O s BMITH TakK BILUTUBATH Ha JIIOJIEH.

JIMBNISYMCh HA LUX JBOX, MOKHA MOJYMaTH, IO IIUPOKOIIICUNi
JleHin 3 KBaApaTHOIO Ienenor Oynae cyBopimmuMm 3a Ckaiinep, ane sk
TIIBKH Ha HOTO CBITIIOMY, BECHSIHKYBaTOMY 00JIMYYi 3’ IBJISE€THCS XJIOM siua
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But Maryse...well, I’'m not too proud to admit I’'m a little
intimidated by a girl who barely reaches my shoulder and could
probably be carried away by the wind. She reminds me of a housecat
Nana and | used to have; quiet, proud, and not afraid to hiss and
scratch if she’s irritated. If the silence with which she responds to
most of my attempts at talking to her are any indication, I don’t think
she likes me.

“It’s your turn to take the floor,” I remind Maryse, tossing my
bag on one of the room’s two rickety beds. Dust comes off the
mattress in a small cloud, making both of us sneeze.

Most places we’ve stayed have had only two beds to a room,
and the budget allowed for this trip covers only a single room per
night. The first couple places, | offered to share with Maryse, put a
wall of blankets between us or something if that would make her more
comfortable, but she declined in favor of alternating.

Scyler and Danil have had no such issues. They’re engaged and
blissfully in love, and | swear they snore in perfect harmony.

Maryse presses down on the mattress with her hand, and
cringes. “I may well be more comfortable than you are tonight.”

“I think you could be right about that.”

She begins to get situated on the floor, combing her fingers
through her choppy, shoulder-length auburn hair. Somehow, twelve
hours in the back of a wagon, with all the wind and bugs and
uncomfortable terrain that implies, has left her looking the loveliest
of us all. Her fair skin is flushed with the cold, but the red in her
cheeks makes her look lively and active, not like me. When I’'m
flushed, I resemble a badly painted porcelain doll.

MOCMIIlIKa 1 CTa€ YyTH HOro HECTPUMHHUH CMIX, Y HbOMY HEMOXIJIHMBO
po3rieniTi 0o1ail KparimHy TOi aBTOPUTETHOCTI.

Axne Mapica... l{o x, s He Topa i rOTOBa BU3HATH, III0 MEHE TPOXH
JSKaeE 1 AJiBunHa. BoHa jienp micTae MEHI J0 mieya 1 ii, IeBHO, 3 JIETKICTIO
MO3Ke 3[TyTH BiTpoM. Harajye MeH1 TOMAIIHIO KUILIBKY, sIKa KOJIUCH KUJIa Y
Hac 3 6a0ycero: Tuxa, ropaa, He 0OITHCS MIUIMITH YK MyCTUTH B XiJ KirTi,
AKIIO 11 po3nparyBatu. Jlymaro, 1110 MOBYAHHS, SIKUM BOHA BIJMOBiJIa€ Ha
OUTBIIICTE MOIX CIIPOO 3arOBOPHUTH 3 HEIO, CBIAYUTH MPO Te, IO 5 il HE
noxodarocs.

— CporoziHi TBOS uyepra CHaTé Ha Miajo3i, — Haraxyro s Mapici,
KHJIal0YU CYMKY Ha OJHE 3 JIBOX XMTKHUX JIDKOK Yy KIMHATIi. 3 marpana
MaJICHPKOI0 XMApHUHKOIO 3[IHMAEThCs TWI. BauxHyBIM fioro, Mu oOuIBI
MMOYMHAEMO YXaTH.

VY OiIBIIOCTI TOCTOSIINX IBOPIB, B SIKUX MU 3yITUHSUIINCS, B KIMHATI
OyJ10 nuIIe ABa JiKKa, a OF0JKET I1€T MOAOPOXKI T03BOJISIB OTLIATUTH JIHIIIE
oJHy KiMHary 3a Hiu. [lepmri kinbka pasiB s npononysaia Mapici criaté Ha
OJTHOMY JKKY, PO3IUIMBIIKA MOTO HAaBIIJ MEPErOPOAKOI0 3 KOBApP abo
YUMOCh I1HIIKM, AKIIO i Tak Oyae 3pydHille, aje BOHA BlIMOBMJIACS,
BBKAIOUU 3a Kpallle CIaTH Mo 4ep3i.

VYV Ckaiinep 1 Jlenina Takux mpobOiem He Oyrno. Bonu mraciusi
3aKOXaHi, JI0 TOTO X 3apyyeHi, 1, MPUCATAIOCs, 11l JBOE HAaBITh XPOIYTh Y
LUJTKOBUTIHM rapMOHii.

Mapica THCHE pYKOIO Ha MaTpall 1 KpUBUTHCSL.

— HaneBHo, choro/iHi MeHi Oyze 3py4Hille craTu, HiXk ToO1.

— Cxoske, IO TaK.

Bona BramtoByeThCst Ha 11171031 1 TOYMHAE PO3YICYBATH MaNbLSAMU
CBO€ KyyepsiBe KalllTaHOBE BOJIOCCA /0 IJieueil. SIKUMOCh YMHOM Micis
JBaHAIIATA TOJWH, MPOBEICHUX HA 3aJHIM YaCTWHI BO3y Ha HEPIBHIN
J0pO3i TpU BITPSAHINA TOroAai Ta me ¥ 3 KOMaxaMd, BOHA BHIJISI/IA€
HalTpeKpacHiloo 3 ycix Hac. [i cBiTIa mIKipa IoYepBOHiNa Bij Xomomy,
ajile pyM’siHellb Ha IIOKax Hajae i skBaBoro Burisaay. He te mo y mene:
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Maryse was the first one of them | saw when | opened my front
door and found them all on my doorstep, and it took me a moment to
notice anybody else. Her eyes are this gorgeous shade of green, like
the hillside in the summer. It’s rather distracting.

Scyler and Danil have shared a bit about themselves as we’ve
made our way west.

Danil’s talked about his childhood in Trunzlat and his training
with the townsguard after he and his family immigrated to Nivstede
a couple years ago.

Scyler’s told me about their siblings and the family business, a
restaurant in Morwassen’s Pass, and how much their mother wishes
they’d chosen a safer career.

But Maryse? She’s a brick wall.

She hasn’t told me anything about her family or friends, or what
she does all day. She prefers the realm of one-word answers and
responding to questions with questions. Eventually, | gave up.

Pushing up their sleeves, Scyler moves toward the candles that
sit on the windowsill. Their skin has to be exposed for only those few
seconds for the chill to get to them; goosebumps begin to appear on
their muscled arms before they manage to get the candles lit. Once
they manage it, they collapse to sit on the other bed, finally taking
their thick black hair out of its bun.

They run their hands over their face, letting out an exhausted
sigh. Even in the flickering, uneasy light the candles provide, | can
see bags under their eyes.

“We should get into Morwassen’s Pass tomorrow,” they say. “I
say we go to bed early and hit the ground running at first light. The
sooner we get Lotte in front of the rest of the townsguard, the better.”

I nod, leaning down to untie my boots. The floorboards squeak
and groan with every move. “I’ve been meaning to ask, where will I
be staying once we’re there?”

KOJM § YEpBOHIIO, TO CTal0 CXOXOK Ha moraHo po3dapboBany
MOPIEIISTHOBY JISUTBKY.

Mapicy s mobauuia nepioro, KOJau BiTYMHUIA BX1THI ABEP1 Tepe
yCIi€I0 Li€I0 KOMMaHio B cebe Ha mopo3i. [IpoHnuio KinbKka CeKyH/, MepI
HiX 5 IOMITHJIA I KOrock. 1 04i TAKOro MpeKpacHoro 3eJeHOr0 BiATiHKY,
SK CXHJI marop6a BiiTKy. /lyxe BiIBOJIIKAIOTb.

Ckaiinep 1 JeHia po3noBinM Tpoxu Mpo cede, MOKKW MM iXalld Ha
3axia. JleHin po3kaszaB Mpo CBOE TUTHHCTBO B TpyHIUIATI Ta PO HAaBYAHHS
B MICBKIi# BapTi IiCJIs TOTO, SIK BiH 3 CiM’€r0 nepeixaB 10 HiBcrena kinpka
POKIB TOMY.

Ckailniep po3noBUIM MEHI PO CBOIX OpatiB 1 cectep Ta ciMelHU
0i3Hec — pecropan y Mopsaccen-Ilacci, i mpo Te, SIK CHJIBHO iXHSI MaTH
IIKOJYE, 10 BOHU HEe 00payiu Oe3neuHinry rnpodeciro.

A mo Mapica? Bona HenpoOHBHa, SIK CTiHA.

JliBuriHa HIYOTO HE PO3IIOBLIa MEHI ITPO CBOIO CIM 10 UM JIPY3iB, 400
mpo Te, YUM 3aiMaeThcs WLITUMH JHSAMUA. BoOHa Bimjgae mnepeBary
OJHOCIIIBHUM BIANOBIOSAM 1 BIANOBIJZA€ HA 3alUTAHHA 3alIUTAHHSIMU.
3peurtoro, s 00aMIINIa CIIPOOH 11 PO3TOBOPHUTH.

3acykaBmu pykaBa, Ckaiiiep NOTATHYIUCH 10 CBIYOK, 11O CTOSITh
Ha MiBIKOHHI. J[OCTaTHBO JIMIIE KUIBKOX CEKyHJ, adu IXHI MYCKYJHCTI
PYKH BKPHUIIUCS MYypallkaM{ BiJl XOJOAY A0 TOTO, SIK BOHU BCTHUIJIH
3aMaJINTH CBIYKH. 3alaJIUBIIM iX, BOHU CIIAIOTh HA 1HIIE JIKKO, HAPEIITI
PO3MYyCKAaOUU T'YCT€ YOPHE BOJIOCCS, 1 MPOBOAATh PyKaMHU MO OOIUYUIO,
BUCHaXEHO 3iTXarouu. HaBiTh y MeEpexXTIMBOMY CBITJIi CBIYOK BHUIHO
MIIIKH 117 IXHIMA OYHMa.

— 3aBTpa MM OBUHHI AoOpatucs 1o MopBaccen-Ilacca, — kaxyThb
BOHU. — [IpomoHyI0 JSATTH CHIaTH paHillle, a BAOCBITa BUPYIIUTH B AOPOTY.
Uwuwm meuire JIoTTa 3ycTpiHEThCS 3 PEIITOI0 MiChKOI BapTH, TUM Kpallle.

S kuBaro 1 HAXUJISIOCS, 00 PO3B’SI3aTH YePEeBUKU. J{OIIKY MiIOTH
CKPHIUIATH 1 CTOTHYTH 3 KOXXHUM MOIM PYXOM.

— S Bce XOTina 3anuTaTu: a fie A Oyay )KUTH, KOJIU MU TIpUineMo?
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“You’ll be given a room at a boardinghouse in town,” Danil
says. His words are deep and blunted at the ends. He’s learned to
speak Stedi as well as any native, but his accent is unmistakably
Turnish. I’ve heard him speak a little Turnish with Scyler, the
gravelly and complex language sounding effortless in his mouth, and
downright haphazard in theirs. But they’re working on it; they say
they want to be able to talk to Danil’s extended family at the wedding.
“Unless you’re due to meet with the dragon or the townsguard, you’ll
be able to go wherever you like. Stay within the city limits and there
shouldn’t be any trouble.”

“And how long do you think it’ll be until I can talk with the
dragon?”’

He sprawls out on the bed next to Scyler and groans as they
affectionately pat his stomach. An absolute mountain of a man, this
place’s beds are too small for him. His feet, still in his boots, dangle
off the end. “Not long,” he says. “He collects his tithe every week.”

“Every week?” 1 frown, looking to Scyler and Maryse in
confusion. They both simply nod. “But you said he’s been there for
months.”"

“He has.”

“But—>but he needs to eat only once a year. He must have more
than enough by now. What’s the point in taking more?”

“That is exactly what we hope you can ask him without getting
yourself killed.” Scyler nods toward Maryse. “We prefer to send her
in these days.”

“Seriously? Her?”

Maryse rolls her eyes at me. “Thanks a lot.”

“Sorry. I... You’re a civilian, right? I’'m surprised they’re
allowed to send you in there with him.”

— Tob6i1 mamyTh KIMHAaTy B MICBKOMY T'YPTOXKHTKY, — BIiJIITOBiJIa€
JleHin, BHUMOBJISIIOYM cJOBa TIHMOOKO 1 oOpuBHcTOo. BiH HaBumMBCs
PO3MOBJISITH CTEICHKOIO Ha PIBHI MICIICBOTO JKUTEJIS, ajie HOro TYPHICHKUMA
aKIEHT BCE OJHO BIi3HAaBaHWH. S yyna, SK BiH TPOXH PO3MOBIISAB 3i
Ckaiinep TypHICBKOIO: 1151 pi3Ka i HENMpocTa MOBa B MOr0 ByCTax 3Bydasa
JIETKO 1 HEBUMYIIIEHO, 1 T€Th HEAOIAHO B IXHiX. AJie BOHH MPALIOIOTh HaJl
UMM 1 KaXyTh, II0 XOUYYTh MaTH MOXIJIMBICTh BUIBHO CILUIKYBaTHCS 3
poauHoio JleHina Ha Becium. — SIKIIO IIe HE CTOCYEThCS 3YCTpiduen 3
JPaKOHOM YU MICHKOIO BapTOIO, TH BUIbHA XOJUTH KYIH i KOJH 3aBrOHO.
He Buxop 3a Mexi MicTa, 1 Bce Oye poope.

— Sk nymaemnn, CKUIBKM Yacy TMpoiijie, Mepul HK S 3MOXKY
IIOTOBOPUTH 3 APAKOHOM?

Bin BuTAryeThes Ha abkKy nopyd 31 Ckailiep 1 nupxae, KOJIUd BOHU
JacKaBO MOIUIECKYIOTh HOro mo XuBOTY. JIi’KKa B IbOMY HOMEpi 3aMadii
JUIS TAKOTO KPEME3HOTo 4oJIOBiKa, K BiH. Moro Horu, Bce Iue B3yTi B
YEepPEBUKH, 3BHCAIOTH 3 KPAIo.

— Hebararo, — kaxxe BiH. — Bin 30upae necsaTuHy MIOTHKHS.

— Jomuoicns? — 51 xmyprocs, po3ryoneHo nuBisdauch Ha Ckaiinep
1 Mapicy. Bouu o06uaBi kuBaroTh. — AJie TH Ka3aB, 110 BiH CUIUTH TaM
MICSIISIMHU.

—Takie.

— Arte... Ane x ifoMy HoTpiGHO icTn nHIe pa3 Ha pik. Momy Bixke
Mae OyTH OLIBII HIX TOCTaTHBO. Skuii ceHc Opartu mie?

— Mu cnogiBaeMocst, IO caMe PO e TH 3MOXKEI HOTro pO3MUTaTH
1 3aMUIMTUCS XKKBOO ormicisd. — Ckaitnep kuBaroTh B 6ik Mapicu. — Mu
BBa)KAEMO 3a Kpallle BIANPABUTH 11 TEX.

— Cepitozno? Ii?

Mapica 3akouye 04i BiJl MO€T PEIUTIKH.

— Jlyxe npueMHo, ASIKyIO.

— Bu0au. S1... Tu x nuBineHa, Tak? S 3nuBoBaHa, 0 IM JO3BOIUIN
BIJITPaBUTH TeOE 10 TpaKOHA.
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“We know it’s unorthodox,” Scyler admits. “But he kept
injuring members of the townsguard who brought him his tithe, and
after he killed our last Dragontongue, there was real trouble getting
volunteers. Our captain tried to engage himself and nearly lost a leg
for his trouble. So when Maryse volunteered, he agreed to try it.”

“After making me sign a contract promising not to make any
legal trouble if I got hurt,” she adds with a snort.

“Obviously, we don’t send her in alone,” they say quickly. “She
always has a guard escorting her. At first, it was thought to be a
suicide mission—but the guy who went in with her the first time
figured, well, if he was going to die, he’d rather die protecting
somebody. Figured he’d buy her enough time to run away when
things went south.”

“But they didn’t,” Maryse says. “For some reason, he lets me
come and go, and so long as he kept his hand off his sword and didn’t
say anything, he didn’t mind the guard too much, either. He’ll tolerate
a few others—the ones who have enough sense give him the money
and get out—but it usually goes smoother when it’s me.”

“That’s...bizarre.” I scratch the back of my head, brow
crinkling in thought.

She shrugs. “It works.”

“Aren’t you scared?”

“Hardly. How often do you get to see a dragon like that up
close?”

My head perks up. “I didn’t realize you were interested in
dragons.”

“I don’t understand how anyone isn’t. They’re incredible.”

Scyler lets out a small chuckle. “Some of us prefer to be
interested from at least a mile away.”

— Mu 3HaeMo, 1110 3a3BHYail Tak HE 3aBEIEHO POOUTH, — 313HAIOTHCS
Ckaiinep. — Ane BiH MPOJOBXKYBaB KaJIIYMTH 4WICHIB MICbKOI BapTH, SKi
IPUHOCUIM MOMY AECATUHY, a MICIs TOro, sIK YOMB HAIIOIO OCTaHHBOTO
JIPaKOHOMOBIIS, BHHHKJIA TpoOieMa 3 IMOIIyKOM A00poBoJjbiB. Ham
KamiTaH cupoOyBaB OCOOMCTO pO3B’s3aTH MPOOJIEMY 1 Jielb HE BTpaTHB
Hory 3a cBOi Tpyau. Tox koiau Mapica 3rojocuiiacs mitu J00pOBOJIHIIEIO,
BIH IIOrOJIMBCA JaTu 1i IaHC.

— Ilicns Toro, sIK 3MyCHMB MEHE MiAMUCATH JOTOBIp, B SIKOMY S5
noodilsiyla He CTBOPIOBATU IOPUJIUYHUX MpPOOJeM, SKIIO S OTPUMAI0
TpaBMy, — JOJ]a€ BOHA, TTUPXAIOYH.

— 3BiCHO MM HE BiANpaBUMO ii TyOW camy, — IIBUIKO KaXyTb
Ckaitnep. — Ii 3aBxau cynpoBomkyBatuMe BapToBuii. CrioyaTKy s Micis
BBaXkaJlacsi caMOryOCTBOM, ajie XJIOH, SIKMH MIIIOB 3 HEl MepIIoro pasy,
BUPIIIUB, IO SKIIO HOMY B)XK€ CYAMJIOCS MOMEPTH, TO Kpaile MOMEPTH,
3axXUIIal4d KOoroch. BiH macth il jgocraTHilt 3amac yacy, o0 BOHa
BCTHUTJIA BTEKTH, SIKIIO BCE Mije MKepeOepTh.

— Ane Bce mpoiiiio 1oope, — kaxxe Mapica. — Bin yomych 103Bossie
MEH1 BUIbHO MPUXOAUTH 1 UTH, 1 TOKU BapTOBHUM TpUMaB pyKy MOJal BiJ
Meya i MOBYaB, JPAaKOH HE HAJITO 3allepedyBaB MPOTH HAIIOI MPUCYTHOCTI.
BiH TepnuTh 1 KUIBKOX IHIIMX JIFOJEH — THUX, Y KOTO BHCTA4a€ pO3yMy
BiJIIaTH MOMY TPOIIIi 1 TIITH T€Th, — aje 3a3BUYail Bce MPOXO0IuTh Habarato
CHOKIIHIIIE, KOJIH JJO HBOTO MPUXOIKY 5.

—Ile... nuBHO. — S Yyxaro NOTHIIUIIO i MOpIILYy OPOBHU B 3ayMi.

Bona 3Hu3y€e mieunma.

— e mpawroe.

— Tu ne 60iuICcs?

— 30BciM Hi. Sk gacto T001 BAaeThcs MoOAYUTH TAKOTO APAKOHA Ta
e 1 30amn3pKa’?

51 migBOKY TOJIOBY.

— He 3nana, mo Tede mMikaBIaTh IpakoHH.

— He po3ymiro, ik BOHM MOXKYTh He LiKaBUTU. BoHu HEHMOBIpHI.

Ckaiinep TUXEHBKO CMIFOThCHI.
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Maryse shakes her head. “Oh, but then you can hardly see
anything. My father and | got close to a hatchling nest once, and it
was... it was absolutely beautiful.” A small smile curves her lips as
she glances back to me. “Though I suppose it all must seem dull to
you by now.”

I laugh. “Trust me, dragons are anything but. I can’t believe
you got close to a nest, though. Mama dragons will break you in half
before they let anyone get near their kids.”

“Well, okay, we got to look for only about half a minute before
she came back and we had to run,” she admits. “It was worth it.
Besides, they were miniatures—the babies were the size of my fist,
and Mama was only two feet long.”

“Trust me, miniatures can still do real damage. I once saw one
bite through a brick like it was bread.”

She winces. “Well, obviously I’'m a little more careful when
dealing with the one in the castle. Besides, the townsguard pays my
rent as long as I keep doing it.”

“Your family must appreciate the break.”

Maryse turns her gaze away from me, the smile slipping, and
her back becomes rigid and stiff. “They’re not in the picture.”

“Oh. 'm—7I"m sorry, I didn’t mean...”

“I know.” She shrugs as she reaches up to unclasp the fastening
on her cloak. “It’s not so dramatic as I made it sound. I live on my
own, that’s all.”

— Jlesiki 3 Hac BBa)KAIOTh 3a Kpallle I[IKaBUTUCS HUMHU Ha BiJICTaHI
KUJIOMETpa, SIK MiHIMYM.

Mapica XuTa€e roJioBoro.

— Aune Toni TH Maiike Hiuoro He posrienuml. OmXHOro pazy MH 3
0aThbKOM MITIAIIUIMA JI0 THI3/1a 3 IpaKOHAMHU, SIK1 HEJIaBHO BUJTYITHIIUCH, 1 11€
Oyno... Tak mpekpacHo. — Jlerka mocMimika BUTHHAE ii TyOW, KOJTM BOHA
03UPAETHCS HA MEHE. — X04a, TaJlato, TOO1 1€ BCEe BXKE MPHULITOCS 1 3JA€ThCS
HYJTHUM.

S cmirocs.

— IloBip MeHi, 3 npakoHaMH Bce 30BCiM moO-iHImOMy. He Moxy
MOBIpUTH, IO TH HAOJM3WIAcsS OO THi3ga. Martepi-IpakoHUXHU JIaJiHi
pO3ipBaTH HABIILI yCiX, 0K HIKOTO HE IMiIITyCTUTH JIO CBOIX JITCH.

— Hy, no6pe, nHam Bhanocsi MOAMBUTHUCS HA HUX JIMILIE TPUALSTH
CeKyHJI, TepIl HDK JpaKoOHWXa IMOBepHyiacs. [loemocs matu npana, —
313HAETHCSI BOHA. — AJie BOHO Oyno Toro BapTe. Jlo TOro >k BOHH Oynu
TaKUMH MIHIQTIOPHUMH — MAJIIOKH PO3MipOM 3 Miil Kylak, a iXHsd MaMa —
BCHOTO ITiB METPA 3aBIOBKKH.

— IloBip MeHi, HaBITb MIHIATIOPHI JAPAKOHM MOXYTh 3aBIaTH
peanbHO1 mKoau. S oiHOTO pasy Oaumia, K OJUH 3 HUX PO3TPHU3 LIETITY 3
TaKOI0 JIETKICTIO, Haue 11e Oyna OyxaHka xJjioa.

Bowna 3apuraerbes.

— OueBuHO, IO 5 006ayHIIIa, KOJIX MalO CIPaBy 3 TUM JPAKOHOM B
3aMKy. Jlo TOro >k Michbka BapTa OIUIayye€ MEH1 XUTIO, MOKUA s LUM
3aiimatrocs.

— TBos ciM’s1, MaOyTh, BAsSYHA TM 3a 11€.

Mapica BIABOIUTH MOIJIAM, 1i yCMIIIKa 3HMKAa€, a IOCTaBa CTa€
HaNpy>KeHOIO 1 3aKaM’ IHIJIOH0.

— Ix y Moemy xuTTi HEMae.

— Ox, BuOauy, g HE XOTLIA...

— S 3naro. — BoHa 3HM3ye TUIeUMMa, MPOCTATAIOYH PYKY, 1100
po3cTeOHyTH 3acTiOKy Ha miaimii. — Bece He Tak ApaMaTHYHO, K 3a€ThCA.
51 xxuBYy cama, och 1 Bce.

19



Her tone is blasé, but what she’s saying is absurd to me. It’s not
unusual for people her age to have jobs and help their family put food
on the table—look at me. Fifteen is the age at which free schooling
stops, and most people begin their first apprenticeships, assuming
their family doesn’t have the means or desire to pay for higher
education.

I’'m the only Dragontongue for miles around, so I had no
apprenticeship.

While my peers had mentors to teach them the ways of
blacksmithing, cooking, medicine, or any other number of things, |
was left to figure things out on my own. | worked mostly off old
writings, and a fair bit of trial and error.

Nana says it’s a miracle I wasn’t killed, and she may be right.

A misstep in my early days earned me a burn wound on the
back of my left arm, going from wrist to elbow, and another got me
a slash scar on my calf. But that was years ago, and | learned a great
deal from the injuries | have sustained. Namely, | learned that even
the gentlest dragon is to be treated with a great deal of respect and a
greater deal of caution.

I’m the primary breadwinner for my house, but that’s because
it’s just Nana and me, and she can’t work full time anymore. It’s an
unusual setup, but not nearly so unusual as a seventeen-year-old
living alone and having to provide solely for herself.

In Nivstede, families traditionally stay together. Even after
children grow up and get married, they live with the rest of the
family—sure, they might move in with their spouse’s relatives, but
they don’t go off entirely on their own.

Still, I decide not to press the issue with Maryse. | know what
it’s like for people to talk. Neighbors couldn’t resist giving
commentary when Mother left, leaving her only child alone in the
care of her mother-in-law.

[i Ton 3ByunTH Gaiimy)uM, age Te, 10 BOHA KakKe, 3]a€ThCA MEHi
abcypaauM. [lns moneil ii Biky HeMae HIYOro HE3BHYAHHOTO B TOMY, IO
BOHU MarOTh poOOTy 1 JOMOMararoTh CBOiM CiM’1 3apoOyaTh Ha XJi0 —
MOAUBITECSI HA MeHe. [I’SITHaausATh POKIB — 1€ BiK, KOJU 3aKiHUYEThCS
0E3KOIITOBHE HABYaHHSA, 1 OUIBIIICTh MOJIOOMX JIIOAEH ITOYHMHAIOTHL CBOE
TepIe y4HiBCTBO, SIKIIO iXHS CIM’S1 HE Ma€ KOMTIB a00 OakaHHS IJIATHTH
3a BUIILY OCBITY.

S envHa APaKOHOMOBHIIS HA 0arato KiJJOMeTpiB HABKOJIO, TOMY HE
MIPOXO/IUIIA HIKOTO YYHIBCTBA.

V TOi1 yac sIK y MOiX OZHOJIITKIB OyJIM HACTABHHUKH, SIKi HABYAJIH iX
KOBaJIbChKO1 CHpaBH, KyliHapii, MEIUIMHU Ta IHIIMX pemeci, i Oyna
3MyIlIeHa po30UpaTucsl y BCbOMY CaMOCTiiHO. Sl Bumiacs 31e011b11oro 3a
CTapyUMHU KHUTaMH, a TAaKOK METOJIOM MPOoO 1 TOMUIIOK.

Bbabycst kaxke, 110 s TUBOM 3aJIMINNJIACH KUBOK. MOXKIIMBO, BOHA
Mae pariiro.

OnHa momuika B mepri AHI poOoTH 00iMIUIach MEHi OMKOM Ha
TUJIBHIM CTOPOHI JIBOI PYKHU BiJ 3aIl’sICTS 10 JIKTS, 1 1€ OJJHUM IIPaMOM
Ha JIUTLI B1J opi3y. Ase e 0yno 6araTo pokiB TOMy, 10 TOTO X sl 0arato
YOMY HaBYMJIACS 3aBJASKHM OTPUMaHUM TpaBMaM. A came TOMY, 10 HaBiTh
710 HaWIariaHIoro JpakoHa Tpeda CTaBUTHUCS 3 BEJIMKOIO MOBAroro 1 1ie
O1IIBIIIOI0 0OEPEKHICTIO.

S — ocHOBHa roAyBaJIbHUIIS CBO€I CIM’i, ajie 11e¢ TOMY, IO MU 3
6alycero KMBEMO BJBOX, a BOHA OiNpllle HE MOKE MpaIllOBaTH MOBHUI
pobounit nenb. lle He3BUUHA cUTyallis, aje HE HACTUIHbKM HE3BHYHA, SIK
CIMHAQLISITUpIYHA AIBUMHA, KA )KHUBE OJIHA 1 Mae 3a0e3neuyBaTu cede cama.

V¥ Hiscreni ciM’i TpaauuiiHO >XKUBYTH pa3oM. [[iTu KUBYTH 3
IHIIMMHA  YJIeHAaMH DPOAWHHM HaBiTh TMICIAS TOro, SIK BHUPOCTalOTh 1
OJIPYXYIOTbCSl. 3BICHO, BOHM MOXYTh I€peiXaTh J0 POAUYIB CBOTrO
4OJI0BiKa 200 JIpYKUHH, ajie 30BCIM caMi HE KUBYTb.

Age s Bupilyto Oulbllle He pO3NUTYBaTH Mpo e Mapicy. S 3Hato,
SK 11€, KOJIM JIFOJIU TUTITKYIOTh 3a criuHOot0. CycCiii He MOTJIM BTPUMATHUCS
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I think my parents would’ve liked to have more children, but
Papa passed when | was fairly young, and Mother marrying again was
never on the table.

After an awkward pause, Danil sits up and looks at me. “Those
dragons from earlier,” he says. “You say they know the dragon in
town?”

I nod. “They actually gave him a name. Dragons don’t really
do names. But they say he’s called Ker’kachin.” The word rolls
effortlessly off my tongue. One perk of being a Dragontongue is that
speaking Draken comes as naturally to me as breathing.

“Ker-catch-in?” he repeats, the syllables clumsy on his lips.
“So, they met him? Did they tell you anything useful?”

“Not really. They were both very young, and they didn’t engage
with him for long. He stole their food supply.” I bite the inside of my
cheek in thought. “It’s really strange. Dragons don’t normally steal
from one another unless they’re really desperate.”

“Perhaps he was desperate, then,” Maryse offers. “Gold
reserves are drying up. Humans would kill for what’s left, why not a
dragon?”

“You could be right. They also said he killed their mother.”

She lets out a short sigh. “I wish I was surprised, but, well—
we’ve seen what he’ll do to guards who anger him.”

“Honestly, I'm not convinced talking him down is possible,”
Scyler admits. “I mean, we’re still going to let you try. [ want it to be
possible. But he’s violent, and greedy as they come. He doesn’t seem
like the sort to listen to reason.”

BIJl €XMJHUX KOMEHTApiB, KOJIM MaMa MilUIa, 3aJUIINBLIIM €IUHY TUTHHY
M1 OTIKOI0 CBEKPYXH.

S nymaro, Moi OaThbku XOTUIM O MaTtu OuIbIIE AITEH, ajge TaTo
moMep, KoJu s OyJa 1ie 30BCiM MaJIeHbKO, & MOXIIUBICTh 3HOBY BHUTH
3aMiK Mama HIKOJIM He pO3IJisiaa.

[Ticnsa ne3pyunoi naysu JleHin cinae i JTUBUTbCS Ha MEHE.

— Ti gpakonwm, skuX TH OaumMiia HeIaBHO, — Kake BiH. — Kaxerr,
BOHHM 3HAIOTh JIPAaKOHA B MiCTi?

51 kuBaro.

— Bonu HaBiTh manu iiomy im’s. HacmipaBni y ApakoHiB 3a3BUYait
HeMae IMeH. AJie BOHM KaxyTh, 1110 Horo 3ByTh Kep’kaunn. — CioBo 0e3
3yCHJIb 3pUBAETbcs 3 Moro s3uka. OmgHa 3 mepeBar TOro, IO S
JPaKOHOMOBHIIA, MOJIATA€ B TOMY, 10 PO3MOBJISITH JAPAKEHCHKOIO MOBOIO
JUISt MEHE TaK CaMo MPHUPOJTHO, SIK IUXATH.

— Kep-kau-uH? — noBTOpIOE BiH, CKJIaJu HE3rpabHO KOB3AIOTh 110
ioro rybax. — To Bonu ioro 6aumnn? Ckazanu 1och KOpucHe?

— He nyxe. Bouu obuasa Oynu nyke MOJIOAMMH, 1 3HAIOTh HOTO
30BCIM TpoxH. BiH BkpaB ixHi 3amacu Txki. — Sl 3aMuciIeHO HOKycCyro
BHYTpIIIHIO YacTUHY IIOKU. — Lle myxe aumBHO. 3a3Bu4ail JpakoHH HE
KpaJayTh OJIMH B OJHOTO, SIKIIO TUTBKH BOHH HE Y Bimyai.

— Moxe, BiH OyB y Bifuai, — npumyckae Mapica. — 3amnacu 30510Ta
BUYEpIyloThcs. Jltoau BOMBAIOTH 3a Te, L0 3AJMIIMIOCA, TO YOMY O 1
JpaKkoOHY He oyaTu BOMBaTH?

— MoxnuBo, T4 Maen paiito. BoHn Takox ckazanw, 1110 BiH yOuB
1XHIO MaTip.

Bona xopoTko 3iTXae.

— Xorina 6 s ckazaT, 110 116 MeHe JUBYE, alie MU Oaduiiv, [0 BiH
pOOHTH 3 BAPTOBUMH, SIKI HOTO PO3ITFOTHIIH.

— YecHO Kaxy4H, s HE BIEBHEHI, 10 HOro MOKHA BramyBaTH, —
3i3HatoThes Ckaitnep. — Mu Bce oHO 103BOJIMMO TOO1 crpoOyBatu. S
X04y, 1100 HOro BJIaJIOCsl BTUXOMUPUTH. AJie BiH )KOPCTOKHH 1 Kali0HUH.
He 3 X, XTO IPUCITyXa€THCS 10 TOJIOCY PO3YMY.
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“And what’s your suggestion?” Maryse asks sharply. “The
townsguard isn’t equipped to make an attack on him. It’d be a
massacre.”

I try to ignore the chill running down my spine at that thought.

“I know.” They hold up their hands defensively. “Like I said, I
want the diplomacy thing to work. I don’t want any more human
casualties.”

“And what about non-human casualties?”

They roll their eyes. “I quit caring about his life when he started
gouging us for a ransom. He deserves whatever he gets.”

“Our country won’t send murderers to the gallows anymore,
why should it be different for him? I don’t like what he’s doing,
either, but he shouldn’t pay for it with his life. It won’t bring anyone
back.”

| look to Maryse, surprised to hear my thoughts echoed so
perfectly in her words.

“This isn’t about revenge,” Scyler says. “At this point, it’d be
self-defense.”

“And damage control,” Danil adds. “He’s proven himself to be
ruthless. We can’t sit around and wait for him to make good on his
threats, can we?”

“I’m kind of with Maryse,” I say. “Killing a dragon isn’t like
hunting a deer—they’re much closer to us than other animals, at least
in the way their brains work. | mean, if a dragon is lunging at you to
rip your head off, I don’t think you’d be wrong to protect yourself,
but if you don’t have to resort to violence, you shouldn’t. They can
understand reason, so why not use reason?”

— I mo Tv nmpornonyem? — pizko 3anuTye Mapica. — Mickka BapTa
HEIOCTaTHBO 030po€Ha, 00 HamacTH Ha HHOTrO. Bei crpobu 3akiHYaTbes
KpHUBaBUM IOOOTIIIEM.

S Hamararocst irHOpyBaTH MOpPO3, IO MPOOITae Mo CHHHI Bif i€l
JTyMKH.

— S 3nar0. — BoHU MiHIMAIOTh PYKH Bropy B 3aXUCHOMY KECTi. —
Sk g Be Kazanu, s X0o4uy, 00 JAUIUIOMAaTIs crpaifoBaia. Sl He Xouy e
OLTBIIIE JIFOJICBKUX KEPTB.

— A SIK 11010 HEJIFOJCHKUX KEPTB?

Bonwu 3ak04yIoTh 04i.

— S mepecranm mneperMaTHCS tioco JKUTTAM, KOJM BiH TOYaB
BHMaraTH y Hac BUKYII. BiH 3acIyroBye Ha Te, IO OTPHMAE.

— Hamra nep>xaBa OisbIiie He Bigmpasise BOMBIL Ha IIMOCHUITIO. To
YoMy JUIsI JpaKOHAa WPHUHIATHO 3pOOMTH BUHATOK? MeEHI TeX He
moAao0aeThCs TE, IO BiH pOOWTH, aje BiH HE MOBHHEH IIATHUTH 3a 1Ie
XUTTsIM. Lle He moBepHE HaM MOJIETITHX.

S muBmrocs Ha Mapicy, 3MMBOBaHa TUM, IO ii clOBa TaK TOYHO
TIOBTOPIOIOTh MOI TYMKH.

— CnpaBa He B IoMCTi, — KaxxyTh Ckaitnep. — Ha manomy erari e
BBOXaTHUMETHCSI CAaMOOOOPOHOIO.

— I minimizamiero 30uTKiB, — nonae JleHin. — BiH mokaszaB cBOIO
0e3KanbHICTh. MU HE MOXKEMO CHUJIITH CKJIABLIN PYKH 1 YEKaTH, IOKU BiH
BTUIMTB B 5KUTTS CBOT MOTPO3H, ere K7

— 51 3rogHa 3 Mapicoro, — kaxy 1. — BOuTu gpakoHa — 1ie He Te came,
o BOUTH nroauny. | He Te came, 10 BHofitoBaTu oJieHs. Bonu Habararo
OJ>KYl 10 HAC, HIXK 1HINI TBAPUHU, MPUHAWMHI CBOIM MHUCJICHHSM. SIKIIIO
JPaKOH KUAA€ThCS HA Bac, 100 BiipBaTH BaM roJIOBY, HE JyMalo, 110 BU
BUYMHUTE HEMPABWIBHO, 3aXHINAIOYNCh, aje SKIIO0 BH HE 3MYUleHi
BJIaBaTUCS /10 HACHIBCTBA, TO 3aCTOCOBYBaTH 30por0 He BapTo. BoHu
PO3yMHI CTBOPIHHS, TO YOMY O HE BUKOPUCTATH PO3YMHI apryMEHTH JJIs
PO3B’sA3aHHA pobIeMu?
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“Oh, I think he understands reason,” they say. “I don’t think he
cares. No offense, Lotte, I know you’re good at your job. But I want
you to go into this with realistic expectations. The second he thinks
he’s putting you at more risk than is reasonable, the captain will pull
you out and send you home. You’ll be paid regardless, so don’t do
anything foolish because you want to protect the fire-breathing
bastard.”

The muscles in my jaw tense as | look away, collecting myself
with a sharp inhale through my teeth. I get what they’re saying. |
really do.

But damned if I’'m not going to try. I am good at this, and, in
spite of what he’s done, I want to keep him alive. There are so few
dragons left in the world compared to generations past. The death of
even a single one is a tragedy.

“I promise not to be reckless,” I say, finally meeting their eyes.
Their gaze is dark brown, almost black, and as captivating as the night
sky. “I promise, so long as you promise to give me a chance. Let me
do this my way. I don’t want anyone getting hurt—not even him.”

They nod once. “I can’t guarantee what my captain will do, but
I’'m in your corner. Be careful.”

Chapter Three

The first thing I see of Morwassen’s Pass are the towers of the
former royal estate, peering out above some trees ahead. The capital
was moved to another city when my grandmother was a child, and
the royal family went with it, but their old home remains.

I squint, trying to get a better look at the towers.

— O, 1 nymaro, BiH 3p03yMi€ apryMeHTH, — KakyTh Ckainep. — Aie
HE AyMarto, o omy Oynae mo Hux aito. bes o6pas, JloTto, s 3HaK0, 10 TH
yynoBa ¢axiBuuHsA, ajie s Xouy, MO0 TH MiAXOAWiIa A0 Ii€l CIpaBH 3
peanmicTuuyHUMH OuiKyBaHHSIMH. [1[0MiHO KamiTaH BHPIIMIUTH, 110 Hapaxae
TeOe Ha OUIBIIMK PHU3UK 3a JOMYCTHUMHMA, BiH BHUTATHE TeOe 3BIATH 1
BiIPaBUTH J00MY. T001 3a1u1aTaTh y Oyab-KOMY BHIIAJKY, TOX HE poOu
TypHUIIL yepe3 Oa)kaHHS 3aXHCTUTH BOTHEIUIIHY TBAPIOKY.

BingBiBum mormsia, s HaNpYKEHO CTHUCKAIO IIeNenu 1 30uparocs 3
JTyMKaMH, poOJIsiur Pi3Kuid BIUX Kpi3b 3yOu. S po3ymito, 110 BOHU XOUYTh
JI0 MEHE JIOHECTH, CIIPABJIi PO3YMIIO.

Ane OyIb g IPOKJIATA, SIKIO HE CIPOOYIO0 BPETYIII0OBATH BCE MUPHO.
Y MeHe 11e ¥y0080 BUXOAMTB, 1 IOTIPH BCE, 1110 BiH 3pOOUB, 5 X0Uy 30epertu
omy xkutTsa. [lopiBHSHO 3 mTOMEpenHIMU MAECATWIITTSIMH Yy CBITI
3QITMIIAJIOCS] TaK MaJIo JIPaKOHIB. 3aruOenb HaBiTh OJHOTO — II€ BXKE
Tpareis.

— OO0iusiro He [iSTH HEPO3BAKIMBO, — KaXy s, HapeITi
3yCTpiualounch 3 HUMH HOTJIAA0M. IXHi TeMHO-Kapi oui Maifke 4opHi i Taki
caMo 4apiBHi, sIK HiuHe He00. — OOILSIO, SIKITO TH MOOOIISENT 1aTh MEH1
manc. Jlo3Bosib MeHi 3poOUTH MO-cBoeMy. Sl He Xouy, 100 XTOCh
MOCTPaXK/IaB — HaBITh BiH.

Bonu kuBaroTs.

— He Moy pyuaTtucs 3a 1ii cBOro kamitasa, aje 31 CBOro OOKy
3po0Itio Bee, sIK TH Ipocuul. Tiuibku Oyap oOepexHa.

Po3aia 3

[lepue, mo s 6auy B MopBaccen-Ilacci, — BeXi KOJHUIIHBOTO
KOPOJIIBCBKOTO MA€TKY, 110 BUIVISIAIOTH 3-3a JiepeB nomnepeny. Llle komu
Mosi 6abycs Oyna AUTHUHOIO, CTOJUIIO TEPEHECTH B I1HIIE MICTO, TOX
KOpOJIIBCbKAa pOJMHA Tepeixaiga TyAM, aje IXHA crapa pe3uaeHLis
3aJTMIITUIIACS.

S mpuMpyXyrocs, HAMaralouuch Kparie po3riiefiTH Bexi.
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Of the three, two no longer have flags, and the one that’s still
there is tattered and faded. You can’t see the royal crest anymore, a
giant white owl against a pale purple mountain.

Ivy, overgrown and untrimmed, crawls over every stone and
climbs all the way up the building. The gray stone is cracked and
crumbling, the paint on the tiled, pointed roofs chipping away.

This, I’m told, is where the dragon has been residing. Most
dragons prefer caves or forests or the tops of mountains, but this one
has made himself at home in a crumbling palace.

If you’re going to take a town hostage and act like a despotic
tyrant, you may as well live like one, too.

“It looks like it’s been abandoned for centuries,” I say. “Not
just a few decades.”

“There haven’t exactly been restoration efforts,” Maryse
admits. In the sunlight, the red of her hair is brighter, more vivid,
almost maroon. It’s nice. “It’s sat empty my whole life. Well,
until...you know.”

Once we’re past the city gates, our entrance into Morwassen’s
Pass causes the wagon to slow to a crawl.

People are walking and standing in the roads, and no one is in
a particular hurry to get out of the way. | sit up straighter and turn
outward, taking in the sight of somewhere new.

The streets are lined with buildings, crammed together like
pieces of a puzzle, barely any breathing room between them. Most of
the shops have apartments in the floors above them, and I have to lean
my head back to see the roofs of most of them.

Sometimes, if I look close enough, | see flashes of tiny wings
or scales dashing into alleys or flying between buildings. I grin. A lot
of miniature dragons have made themselves comfortable in cities; it’s
easier to pilfer little bits of gold and silver from people’s houses and
poorly guarded stores than from deep within the earth. I think some
of them have also found they face less of a threat from people than

2

Ha nBox Bexax 3 TpbOX BXKE€ HEMae MparopiB, a TOH, MO
3aJIMIIUBCS, BUTISAAE TMOMIAPIAaHUM 1 BHUBLIMM. Ha HbOMY Bke U He
BHJIHO KOPOJTIBCHKOT'O Tep0a — BeJIMKOi 015101 COBM Ha TJ1i 0:1110-(ioseToBoi
TOpPH.

byliHnii, HEmACTPMIKEHUH IUIIONI, OOILUIITAE KOXKEH KaMiHb 1
TATHEThCSl Bropy mo Oyniemi. Cipuil KaMiHb TMOTpICKaBcs 1 Je-He-Je
obcumaeTbcs, a papba Ha TOCTPOBEPXUX YSPEITUYHUX JlaxaX OOYIIHIIACS.

Came TyT, SIK MEHI CKa3alW, PO3TALIyBaBCS IPaKoH. BinbmIicTh
JPaKOHIB BIAJAIOTh NIEpeBary mnedyepam, Jiicam ado BepIIUHAM Tip, aie 1ei
yrmo00aB co0i HaMiB3pyHHOBAHUI TaJIAIL.

Sxmo Ty 30upaemics TpUMATH LiJie MICTO B 3apy4yHHKaX 1
MOBOJMTHUCS SIK IECHOTUYHUHN TUPAH, TO MOXEII 1 )KUTH BiIIOBITHO.

— [Nanan BUrnsgae Tak, Hi0M B HbOMY HIXTO HE JKUB CTOJITTSAMU, —
Kaxy 5. — A He JIUIIe KiJbKa IECATHIIITh.

— Joro peMOHTOM HiXTO He 3ailiMaBcs, — BH3Hae Mapica. Y
COHSIYHOMY CBITJII il pyae BOJIOCCS BUTJSAAE MIe SICKPABIIIMM, OUTBII
HAacUYEeHUM, Maibke OopmoBuMm. Take rapHe. — BiH cTOSIB MOpOXHIM
CKUIBbKH 51 cebe mam’staro. Hy, moku... cama 3Haen.

Sk TimkkM MM  B'DKIDKAEMO Yy BOpOTa MicCTa,
CIOBLITLHIOETHCS.

JIroau XOJSTh 1 CTOSITh Ha JIOPOTaX, 1 HIXTO HE MOCMHIIIAE 3BUTHHUTH
HaM 1uiix. S cifaro piBHILIE 1 pO33UPAIOCh HABKPYTH, CIOIJIAJAI0YN HOBI
MICIIS.

Bynuui 3anoBHeH1 OyAMHKaMU, IPUTUCHYTUMHU OJMH /10 OJTHOTO, SIK
IIMATOYKHK Ta3ja, MDK SKUMH Hige ¥ roinkoro TKHyTH. Han OimbmricTio
MarasuHiB po3TalllOBaH1 KBapTUPH Ha BUIIUX TOBEpXaxX, 1 MEHI JIOBOJIUTHCS
3aKUAATH TOJIOBY, 00 MOOAYUTH JaXu JESKUX 3 HHX.

Skmo s TmpuAMBISAIOCI, TO 1HOAI 0ady y TOBITPI TPOOIHCKH
KPUXITHUX KpHJIEIb a00 JYCOYOK y NMPOBYJIKAX YW MDK OyauHkamu. S
nocmixarocsi. bararo MiHIaTIOpHUX IpakoHIB KOM(OPTHO MOYYBAIOTHCS B
MicTax: iM Jieriie BKpacTH TPOXM 30J0Ta M cpibna 3 OyAMHKIB JrofeH 1
MOTaHO OXOPOHIOBAaHMX KpaMHUIlb, HK 100yTH 3 riaubuH 3emii. ['agaro,

Hall  Bi3

24



they do from bigger dragons. There are two who hang around the
general store back in Rosburnt; no one’s asked me to do anything
about them, so I don’t. Maybe it’s because miniature dragons don’t
need to eat as much to sustain themselves, so it’s not as big a problem
to lose a little gold now and then. Maybe it’s because rats and
raccoons are terrified of them, so they make for great pest control.

Or maybe it’s because miniature dragons are just so Cute.

Not that I’d tell them that. I said as much to one of the ones in
Rosburnt, when I was twelve and didn’t know any better. Once he
realized what “cute” meant, he responded by lunging for my foot and
attaching himself to my boot. He was too young to have all his teeth
yet, so it didn’t hurt, but it took ages to shake him off.

On the northeastern edge of town is the townsguard’s office,
along with their stables. It takes us a long while to get there, Danil
and Scyler trying doggedly to get people to move out of our way.

When we finally arrive, | see that the townsguard’s building is
covered in a faded, chipped layer of lavender paint. Two men wearing
deep purple uniforms identical to that of Scyler and Danil stand out
front.

Spears in hand, they both look bored, amiably chatting to each
other and looking up only when Scyler lets out a short whistle.

“You’re back!” one of the men says.

We slow to a complete stop in front of them, and | get to my
feet, stretching out my shoulders and back.

“This must be the Dragontongue.” The other man extends a
calloused hand toward me, and I take it gratefully, being extra-careful
as I climb down. “I have to admit, you’re younger than I pictured. If
I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were a child.”

JesiKi 3 HUX TaKOX 3pO3YyMUIH, IO JIFOAU CTAHOBIATH JUISI HUX MEHILY
HeOe3MeKy, HiX BeJUKI APaAKOHH.

Y Po30epHTI € ABIWKO JPAKOHIB, SIKI BEIITAIOTHCS OUII MarasuHy.
HixTo He mpocWB MeHE MIOCh 3 HUMHU 3pOOUTH, TOX S U HE POOIIIO.
Mo3JIHBO, 11€ TOMY, 110 MIHIATFOPHUM JpaKoHAM HE MOTPiOHO Tak OaraTo
i, 100 MPOTOTyBaTUCS, TOXK HEBEJIMKI KPAIiKKH 30JI0Ta HE Taka BKe U
BeJMKa rpodsiema. A, MOXKIIUBO, 1€ TOMY, IO IIIypU Ta €HOTHU iX GOSTHCH,
TOMY BOHHU YyJIOBO JIONIOMAararOTh OOpPOTHICS 31 IIKiTHUKaMH. A MOXKe,
TOMY, 1110 MIHIaTIOPHI JPAKOHYUKHU TaKi MuUi.

Age kpartie iM 11boro He ka3zatu. Konuce ckazana mpo 1e ogHoMy 3
TUX ApakoHiB y Po36epuTi. Meni Oyno ABaHAALSTH POKIB 1 S Majo IO
po3ymina 0 myTTs. A KOJH BiH YCBIZIOMHB, IO O3HAYa€ “MWIHKA”, TO Yy
BIJIMOBIb KHHYBCSI HA MOIO HOTY 1 BYENHBCS B 4epeBUK. Bin OyB HaaTO
MaJIniii 1 BCi 3yOW y HBOTO IIIe HE BUPOCIH, TOXK O0JIsTue MEHI He OyIo, aje
Ha Te, 00 BIIACPTH WOTO BiJl YEPEBUKA, 3HAIOOMIACS I11JIa BIYHICTb.

Ha miBHIYHO-CXigHIM OKONUII MicTa 3HAXOMUTHCS YIPABIIIHHS
MICBKOI BapTH pa3oM 31 CTalfHsIMH. MU 10BOJII IOBTO TyIu q00upaeMocs,
HaBiTh Tonpu Te, mo [enin 1 Ckaiinep AOKIanalOTh yCiX 3yCWiib, aOu
3MYCHUTH JTIfOJIeH 31WTH 3 HAILIOTO MIIAXY.

Koaun mu HapemTi npubyBaemo, s 6auy, 1m0 OyAiBIsI MICbKOI BapTH
BKpUTa BHIBUINM, IOTPICKaHMM IIapoM JaBaHnoBoi (apou. Ilepen
BXOJIOM CTOSITb JBOE YOJIOBIKIB y TeMHO-(10JIeTOBIN YHI(OpMi, TOYHO
Takiii, sk y Ckaiinep 3 [leHinom.

31 ciucamMu B pykKax BOHU 0OMJIBa BUTJISAIOTH 3HY/KEHUMH, TO-
JIpY>KHbOMY TEPEBEHSITh OJAMH 3 OJHUM 1 MiTHIMAIOTh HA HAC OYi JIMIIE
Ticiist TOro, ik Ckaiiyiep KOpOTKO CBUCHYIIH.

— Bu noBepHynuce! — ka)ke OJJUH 13 BApTOBUX.

Mu CHnoBUIBHIOEMOCH 1 3PEHITOI0 3YNMHUHSIEMOCH Iepen HUMH. S
3BOJI)KYCSl HA HOT'H, PO3MHUHAIOYH I1JIedi Ta CIIHHY.

—Ile, MabyTh, TpaKOHOMOBHUIIS. — JIpyTrHil 4OIOBIK IPOCTSATae MEHI
MO30JIACTY PYKY, 1 3 BASYHICTIO MIPUIMAIO 11, 3 0COOIUBOIO 00EPEIKHICTIO
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I give him an awkward smile. “I’m sixteen.”

“But she has plenty of experience,” Scyler adds, climbing off
their horse and attempting to flatten the wrinkles in their uniform. It’s
a hopeless endeavor. “And she comes highly recommended. Lotte
knows what she’s doing.”

“In that case, welcome to Morwassen’s Pass. You should let
Captain know you’re here, I’'m sure he’ll want to talk to you.”

Danil climbs down and takes the reins of both horses in his
hands. He gives Scyler a peck on the lips and says, “I’ll get these two
back to the stables and see if Lotte’s boarding is ready yet.”

Scyler raises an eyebrow. “Hm, you can’t fool me. You don’t
want to sit through the meeting.”

He’s turned and started to walk away, leading the horses behind
him. “Sorry, darling, I could not hear you,” he calls, not even
pretending to turn around. “Would you mind speaking up? I'm
already so far away.”

They roll their eyes, but they’re already chuckling in spite of
themselves. “Get back here and face our superiors with me, you
coward!”

“Oops, look at that, I am entirely out of earshot, too bad,
nothing I can do, oh well, bye!”

I laugh as I watch him go. “Is the captain really that bad?”

Scyler shrugs. “Eh. He’s mostly okay. Good man, works
himself half to death for this city. It’s some of his inner circle. Most
of them are pretty good soldiers, but they all want his job as soon as
he retires or bites it, and it turns them into a pack of vultures. Can’t
get through a meeting without a posturing contest.”

CITYCKAIOUMCh TOHU3Y. — MyIlly BU3HATH, BU MOJIOIIII, HIXK 51 COO1 ySIBIISB.
SIx6u 51 HIYOTO PO BaC HE 3HAB, TO MPUKUHAB OU 32 TUTUHY.

S BrkuUMaro 3 ceOe HITKOBY ITOCMIIIIKY.

— MeHi mIicTHAAUATS.

— Aute y Hel BeIMKUH 10CBi, — noAaroTh Ckaiinep, 3/113a1091 3 KOHS
1 HAMarar4nch po3rIaIuTH CKIaaKu Ha popmi. Lle mapHa cripaBa. — I y Hel
npekpacHi pekomenaitii. JIorra 3Hae, 1o poouTh.

— Y Takomy pa3si, 1ackaBo mpocumo y Mopsaccen-Ilacc. [ToBimomre
KariTany, 10 BU TyT. Sl BIEBHEHHUIA, 10 BiH 3aX04€ 3 BAMH ITOTOBOPUTH.

JIeHin cIycKaeThes Ha 3eMITI0 1 Oepe 000X KOHEW 3a BiKKH. BiH
uinye Ckaiiniep B Kpa€4ok ry0 i Kaxe:

— S BimBemy mMX JBOX Ha3aj JI0 CTaWHI 1 MOJMBIIIOCS, YH TOTOBE
kxutino pist Jlorru.

Ckaiinep migHIMarOTh OpOBY.

—I'mM-M... Mene He Hagypuil. Sl 3Haro, 110 TH HE XOYelll CUAITH Ha
300pax.

Bin po3BepraeThcs 1 HOYMHAE WTHU T€Th, BEAYYH KOHEH 3a co00I0.

— Bubau, cepaeHbko, s TeOe He TTOUyB, — 03UBAETHCS BiH, HABITh HE
pOOISTYM BUTIIAM, IO OTJISIIAETHCS, a0 Kpalle mouyyTH. — Ty He Moriu 6
TOBOPUTH ToJIoCcHIIIE? S BxKe Ta-a-K 1aneKo BiIIMIIOB.

Ckaiinep 3aK04yIOTh 04i, aJie BXKE MOYNHAIOTh XMXUKATH, HE B 3MO31
BTPUMATH CEpPHO3HMI BUpa3 00I1YYsl.

— IToBepHUCH CIOJU 1 SBUCH TEepe]l HAYaIbCTBOM Pa3oM 31 MHOIO,
0osryze! — Kpu4aTh BOHM HOMY B CIHHY, — Tak BUYMHHUB OW JIIOOISUNi
HapeueHui!

— O#, e x Tpeba, Tebe 30BciM He uyTh. Hidoro He MOXY BAISTH. ..
Hy, OyBaii!

S cmitocs, TUBIISTYUCH HOMY BCITIJL.

— KamiTtan cripaB/i HACTUTbKY TOTAHUH?

Ckaiinep 3HU3YIOTh IIeYUMa.

— Hy... 3ne6inbioro BiH HOpManbHUH. X0poIla JII0IMHA, PAIIoe
0 miBcMepTi Ha Omaro nporo micra. ChpaBa B HOro HalOmmK4oMy
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“Have fun with that,” Maryse adds. The guard who helped me
down is about to offer the same to her, but she effortlessly climbs out
before his hand’s extended. She looks me up and down, and then
flicks her eyes over to Scyler. “I’d see to it that she gets cleaned up
before she talks to anyone.”

My jaw drops. “I am right here.”

“Okay then.” She looks at me. “Get cleaned up. You look like
you’ve been on the road for a week.”

“That’s because I have been. So have you!”

“I’m not the one with leaves in her hair.”

My hand automatically flies up to touch my mane of curls, and
sure enough, a dead brown leaf has tucked itself in there at some
point.

I feel myself blush, which only makes me feel worse. I don’t
like people to know they got to me.

Scyler’s gaze is stern and steely. “Get out of here, Maryse.”

“Gladly.” Without another word, she collects her bag from the
wagon and walks away, disappearing into the crowd on the street
within seconds.

With her gone, the heat slowly fades from my face, but my
mouth is twisted into an anxious pout.

“Don’t mind her,” they say, patting my back. “She’s always
been a bit of a brat. | think half the reason Captain sent her with us
was to get her out of his hair for a little while.” They give me a quick
once-over. “I’ll show you to the washroom. You can freshen up,
change clothes in there before I tell him we’re back.”

OTOYEHHI. BUIBIIICTh 3 HUX IOCUTH XOPOIIIl COJIJIATH, ajie BC1 BOHU XO0UYTh
3alHATH HOTO MiCIe, SIK TUIBKM BiH IiJIe Y BIICTAaBKY YM HAaKHUBAE I ITAMHU.
Bonu six 3rpas crepB’aTHHKIB. HEMOXIMBO IPOBECTH KOIHUX 300piB 0e3
3MaraHHsi y IO3€pCTBi.

— baxkaro Beceno npoBectu dac, — nogae Mapica. Baprosuii, sxuit
JIOTIOMIT MEH1 CITyCTUTHCS, 30MpaEThCsl 3p0OUTH [T Hel Te came, ajie BOHA
0€3 3yCHJIb CXOJUTh Ha 3€MJIIO 1€ JI0 TOTO, SIK BIH BCTUTa€ IPOCTATHYTH i
pyKy. Bona ormisiiae MeHe 3 HIT 10 TOJIOBH, a IOTIM MIEPEBOAUTH MOTJIISA HA
Ckaiinep. — 51 6 nepekoHanach, 100 BOHa MpuBesa cede 10 Jany, nepul
HIXK 3 KHMOCH PO3MOBJISITH.

VY MeHe BiABHCaE 11eena.

— 51 OykBasibHO cmoro mym.

— Hy rapasn. — Bona nuButThcs Ha meHe. — llpuBenu cebe B
nopsiiok. Tu BUTTIIsAa€eNI Tak, HiOM THXKIEHB POBENA Y JOPO3i.

— Ile Tomy, mo 51 6yna y noposi. I tu Tex!

— AJte THCTS y BOJIOCCI HE B MCHE.

Mos pyka aBTOMaTHYHO 3JiTa€ Bropy, 1100 TOPKHYTHCS I'PUBU
Ky4epiB, 1, 3BICHO X, CyXUH KOPUYHEBUH JHMCTOK SKUMOCh YAUHOM BCTUT
TyJIU 3aJIETITH.

S BiguyBaro, K pyM sHELb 3aJIUBa€ MEHI OONMYYs, L0 JIUIIE
noripurye cutyanitro. S He 000 MOKa3yBaTH JIIOJAM, IO iM BAAIOCH
MEHE 3a4YeTTHIIN 32 KHUBE.

[Mornsan Ckaitnep cyBopHii 1 XOIOAHUH, SK CTallb.

— 3abupatics 3Biacu, Mapico.

— 3 pagictio. — He kaxyuu OinbIie Hi cI0Ba, BOHa 3a0Upae CBOIO
CYMKY 3 BO3Y 1 HJIe T€Th, 3a JITYEH1 CEKYHN PO3UNHSIIOYNCH B HATOBIII.

[Ticns Toro, ik BOHa MilIa, pyM’ THellb TOYMHAE MOBUILHO CIIAAAaTH
3 MOro oOiuyusi, aje TyOW BCE€ OJHO BUKPHBIIOIOTHECS Y TPHBOXKHY
rpumacy.

— He 3Baxail Ha Hel, — KaXKyTh BOHU, 17108 IbOPIUBO MOIMJIECKYIOUH
MeHe 1o cnuHi. — BoHa 3aBxknu Oyna Tpoxu mackyanuuero. /lymaro,
KarmiTaH BIAMPaBUB ii 3 HAMH JIUIIE JIJIsT TOTO, MO0 X04Y Ha JACSIKUMA 4ac il
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“You all have your own washroom?” I say, a little jealous.

“Left over from when this was the capital. Mind you, the
upkeep is hell—we can’t really afford it. But I think some of us would
literally rather die than give it up. Half the incentive they give for
joining the service is not having to use the public baths anymore.”

“What’s the other half?”

“Free food.”

| grab my bag from the back of the wagon and dig around until
I find the only fully clean set of clothes in there, the one I’ve been
saving specifically for my arrival.

Scyler and Danil advised me to look my best when | meet their
captain, and, after what Maryse said, I'm especially determined to
make a good first impression.

The clothes are nothing special, a simple pair of trousers and a
dark green tunic that I hardly wear. It was actually my mother’s first;
it’s one of many things she chose not to take with her when she left.

When | wear it, | look a little bit like her—I’m taller and I have
a bigger nose, like my father did, but still, the resemblance is there if
you squint.

I’m shown to the washroom—really a wash building, a small
structure tucked away behind the office. According to a sign out front,
unauthorized use of the baths is strictly forbidden, but according to
Scyler, everyone has let a friend or relative sneak in at least once.
After a brief, ice-cold splash of water and a rigorous scrubbing to get
rid of the dirt and sweat on my face, and a futile attempt to get my
hair under control before I give up and tie it back like I always do, |
change my clothes and meet Scyler inside.

no30yrucs. — BoHum mBHAKO oriasHyaM MeHe. — S mokaxy ToOi
YMUBAJIBbHIO. 3MOXKEII TaM OCBDKUTHUCS 1 MEPEOAATHYTHCS, MepIl HIK 5
MIOB1IOMJIIO IOMY, 1110 MU IIOBEPHYJIUCS.

— V¥ Bac y BCIX € BJlaCHa YMHUBQJIbHA? — 3alUTYIO S 3 JIETKOIO
3a3/IPICTIO.

— Banummiacs 3 THX 4aciB, KOJM TyT Oyna cronuis. Aje Mail Ha
yBasi, MO 1 yTpUMyBaHHSA — II¢ TEKJIO, MH HE MOXEMO C001 IbOro
J03BOJIMTH. AJle lyMalo, IO JIeXTO 3 HAacC OYKBAIBHO pajllIe IMOMpe, HiXK
BIIMOBHUTKCS BiJl Hel. [lonoBuHa MOTHBALT IPHETHATUCS JI0 J1aB BApTOBUX
— 1€ MOYJIUBICTH OiJIbIIIE HE KOPUCTYBATHCS IPOMAJICBKUMH JIA3HSIMH.

— A apyra nojgoBuHa?

— be3komToBHa 1ka.

51 xamaro CBOIO CYMKY 3 3aJJHbOI YaCTHHHU BO3a 1 IOpHArOCs B Hild,
MOKW HE 3HAXOJKY €JIMHHIA TIOBHICTIO YHCTUN KOMIUICKT OMSTY, SIKHHA S
Oeperia crieniajabHO JJIs1 CBOTO NMPUI3Y.

Ckaiinep 1 JleHin mopaguiu MeHi BUTITIAATH SIKHAWKpAIE, KOJIU s
3yCTpiHycsi 3 IXHIM KamiTaHoMm, a micig ciiB Mapicu, s pimryde
HaJIAIITOBaHA CIPAaBUTH TapHE TepIe BpaKeHHS.

OpAr He sBIsIE COO0I0 HIYOTO OCOOIUBOTO — IMPOCTI IITAHH 1 TEMHO-
3eleHa TyHIKa, SKy s Maibke He Homry. HacmpaBnali BoHa croyaTkKy
Hasexana Moiil Matepi. Lle onHa 3 6aratbox pedei, siki BOHa BUPILIMIIA HE
Opatu 3 co0010, KOJIH MiIlLa.

V wiii TyHili A TPOXM cX0’ka Ha Hel. S BuIa 1 Maro OUIBIINKI Hic, K
y 0aTbKa, ajie BCe OJHO, CXOXKICTh 3 MATIP 10 €, AKIIO MPUIUBUTHUC.

MeHi NOoKa3yloThb YMUBAJIbHIO — HEBEIUKY CIIOPY/Y, 3aXOBaHY 3a
TOJIOBHOIO OyniBiero. 3riiHO 3 TaOJWMYKOI HAa BXOJll, BUKOPHUCTaHHS
YMHUBaJIbHI CTOPOHHIMH 0COOaMHU CYBOpPO 3a0OpPOHEHO, aje, 3a CIOBaMHU
Ckailnep, KOXeH BapTOBMIl Xoua © pa3 J/J03BOJSB CBOIM JpYy3SIM 4YH
pOoJYaM MPOKPACTHUCS BCEPEAUHY.

HIBuaKmWii cruteck KpukaHOi BOJAM, peTeNbHE HATHUPaHHS IIKIpH,
o6 3MuTH OpyA 1 miT Ha 00IMYYi, a TAKOK MapHa cpoda MPUBECTH 10
Ty po3maTiiane BOJIOCCs. 3PEIITOrO s 3/1at0Cs 1 3aB’ 1310 HOTO Y 3BHUHUN
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I don’t think my posture has ever been more rigid and perfect
than it is right now, sitting at the long, wooden table in the main hall.

Maps of the city and the entire country cover the walls around
us, and the table is littered with carvings and stains from years gone
by.

This room could seat up to fifty people, but right now, there’s
only a handful: Scyler, the captain of the townsguard, a few other
soldiers, and me.

Scyler sits next to me—it makes me feel like they’re here to be
my advocate, though I’ve been hired already—and most of the guards
take up the other chairs around the table.

The captain sits directly across from me, and | fold my hands
in my lap to keep myself from playing with my fingers.

Only one soldier remains standing. He has blond hair so pale, I
think he must be an old man at first glance, until 1 look closer at his
face and see he’s probably only in his twenties or thirties. He hovers
behind the captain, slightly off to the side but always within arm’s
reach, like a gnat in full uniform.

The captain looks me up and down, like he, too, was expecting
someone older and more impressive.

“You’re Lotte Meer.” His voice has a ragged and tired quality
to it, which pairs well with the dark circles under his eyes and his
grayed beard.

“Yes.” I extend my hand across the table. “Pleased to meet
you.”

“I wish I could say the same.” His skin is rough and weathered,
and as he draws his hand back, I notice a scar across his palm. I almost
cringe in sympathy. A slash from a dragon. “Perhaps if we were
meeting under better circumstances...” He trails off and shakes his

XBICT, mepeomsratocst i BUXOmKy a0 Ckaiinep, sKi 4eKalOTh Ha MEHE
BCEPEIHHI.

**k*k

He nymaro, 1o mos mocraBa KOJUCh Oyna OUIbII HEMOPYIIHOO i
MpsIMOI0, HIK 3apa3, KoM S CHUIDKY 3a JIOBIMM JIEPEB’SIHUM CTOJIOM Y
TOJIOBHIH 3aJIi.

CriHM HaABKOJIO HAC 3aBilllaHi KapTaMu MicTa 1 KpaiHH, a CTUI
BKPUTHIA OaraTopiyHUMH NOAPATTMHAMH 1 TUIIMAMH.

s 3ama mMo)ke BMICTUTH [0 II'SITAECATH JIIOJCH, ale 3apa3 TyT
HeOararo mnpucytHix: Ckainep, KamiTaH MiChKOI BapTH, MI€ KiJIbKa
COJIATIB 1 1.

Ckaitsiep ciaroTh opyd 31 MHOIO. BuHHKae BiIUyTTS, HIOM BOHU
TYT JUIsl TOTO, 11100 BUKOHYBAaTH POJIb MOTO 3aCTYIHHUKA, XO04a MEHE BXKE
HaitHsuy. Perra sk BapTOBUX 3aliMarOTh 1HIII CTLTBII HABKOJIO CTOMY.

Kamitan cigae mpsMo HaBIPOTH MEHE, 1 S CKJIagal0 pyKH Ha
KOJIiHAX, 100 He mepeOupaT MajbIsIMU.

Jlvuie OOMH cosjar 3aJUIIAETbCS CTOSTH. Y HBOIO HACTIIBKU
CBITJI€ BOJIOCCSI, IO HA MEPIIUN MOTJIS ] BiH 31a€ThCS MEH1 CUBUM, 2K TIOKH
s He MPUAMBIIOCA 10 Horo obiauuus. Ha Burmsn omy, MabyThb, Juiie
JBAJIIATh YU TPUALSTH POKiB. BiH CTOITh M03a1y KamiTaHa, TPOXH 300Ky,
ajie 3aBXJIU Ha BIACTAHI BUTATHYTOI PYKH, Haue KOMap Yy IOBHOMY
CIIOPSIJIPKEHHI.

Kamitan ormsimae mMeHe 3 HIr J0 TOJNIOBU, HIOM TeX OYiKyBaB
M0OAaYNTH KOTOCh CTApILIOro Ta IMIO3aHTHIIIOTO 32 MEHE.

— Bu Jlorta Meep. — Moro rosoc 3By4uTh pi3Ko i BTOMIIEHO, 4yI0BO
JIOTIOBHIOIOYH T€MHI KOJIa TIiJ] OYMMa 1 IOCUBLITY 00POTy.

— Tak. — S mnpocrsararo pyky dyepe3 CTUL —
ITO3HAMOMHUTHCH.

— XoriB 61 51 cka3atu Te came. — Moro mkipa rpy6a i mxapy6ka, a
KOJIM BiH 3a0upae pyKy HazaJ Miciisi pyKOCTHCKaHHS, MOMITHO IIpam, 110
MIPOXOAUTH Yepe3 YCIO J0JOHI0. S Maiike KIaHAIOCh y BHSIBI CIIBUYTTS.

IIpuemuo
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head. “No matter. I’'m Captain Hessel Vikker. Everything you do or
plan to do in relation to our problem, you report to me first.”

“Understood.”

“The next tithe has to be delivered in two days’ time.” He sighs
and rubs his forehead with his hand, and has the look of someone who
would love to collapse in the nearest tavern and drown his
responsibilities in mead. “I think it would be best if you delivered it.
He’ll be less likely to attack if you don’t show up empty-handed.”

I nod. “Makes sense.”

“Do you know what you’ll say to him?”

“I’ve been thinking it over. I think it’s best if I take some time
to build a relationship, try to coax him into talking to me gradually.”

He sighs. “We don’t have a lot of time for ‘gradually.’”

“I—I know.”

“I don’t think you do.” He holds up a hand before I can protest.
“Not your fault. I don’t believe you’ve been given the full story.” He
looks very, very tired. “When our previous Dragontongue was
attacked, he managed to live long enough to get to the infirmary.”

“What happened?” I ask, wanting to avoid the missteps of the
previous messenger.

“From what he told us, he got a bit too close to the dragon’s
hoard—the dragon made a grab for him and tossed him away. We’re
not sure if his intent was to kill, but his claws certainly did a lot of
damage.” A grimace flashes across his face. “Never seen so much
blood coming out of one man before. The medics did everything they
could—tonics, potions, they brought in a couple witches to try to
help—but once he lost the leg, there wasn’t much hope. The most the
witches could do was ease the pain. Before he died, he was telling us
what happened. The dragon, he...he upped his price. He doesn’t want
gold and gems anymore.”

PyGenp, sikuii 3aqumMB Ha HBOMY JpPakoH. — MOXIHBO, SKOM MH
3YCTPLUTUCS 3a Kpamux o0cTaBuH... — BiH 3aMOBKae 1 xuTae rojosoro. — He
cytb. S kamitan ['eccen Bikkep. IIpo Bce, mo Bu podute abo 1iaHyeTe
3pOOUTH MO0 HAIIOT TPOOJIEMH, BH MIOBUHHI CIIOYATKY JIOTIOBIIATH MEHI.

— 3po3ymiJo.

— Hactynny gecatuHy moTpiOHO NpUHECTH 4yepe3 JBa JHI. — BiH
31TXa€, MOTUPAE PYKOIO YOJIO 1 3arajioM Mae BUTJIS JTIOJUMHH, SIKa 3aTTI00KU
3aBanmiacs O y HaOmmk4uMi MMHOK 1 BTOommia O CcBOi OOOB’S3KH B
MenoByci. — [lymaro, Oyne kpamie, fkimo ii goctaBuTe BU. JpakoH 3
MEHIIIOK KWMOBIPHICTIO TPOSBUTH arpecito, KO BU 3’SBHTECS HE 3
MOPOKHIMH PyKaMH.

S kuBaro.

— Jloriuno.

— Bu Bxxe 3HaeTe, 110 cKaxete omy?

— 51 Bce oOmipkyBama. ['ajgaro, HalikpamiuMm BapiaHTOM Oyze
OPUIUIATH KA 4Yac BUOYAOBYBAaHHIO CTOCYHKIB 1 TIOCTYNOBO S
CIpoOyI0 BMOBUTH HOT0 MOTOBOPUTH 31 MHOIO.

Bin 3iTXae.

— VY Hac He Tak 6araTo 4acy Ha “TIOCTYIOBO”.

— ... 5 3nar0.

—He nymato, 10 3HaeTe. — BiH nmigHiMae pyKy, epIil HiXk sl BCTUTato
3anepeuntu. — e He Bama nposuHa. He 1ymaro, 1o BaM po3noBiin Be. —
Bin Burnsgae gyxe, nyxe BUCHa)keHUM. — Koy Ha HAaIIoro nmomnepeaHb»oro
JPaKOHOMOBIISI HAIalid, HOMY BIQJIOCS TIPOXKHUTH JTOCTATHBO JOBrO, 00
MOTPANUTH JI0 JIa3apeTy.

— o cranocs? — 3anutyo s, He Oa’katouu OBTOPIOBATH MTOMUJIOK
MOTEePEIHHOTO MOCIAHIIS.

— BiH ckazaB, moO MiAIMIIOB HAaATO OJM3BKO /IO JPAKOHOBOTO
ckapOy, TOMy TOH CXOMHB HOTO 1 KOYpHYB. MU HE 3HAEMO, YU XOTIB BiH
ioro youTu, ajge HOro Kirti 3aBJajid CHJIbHUX TpaBM. — Ha Horo o6muyui
npoMaiinyna rpumMaca. — Hikonu panimie He 6auuB, 1100 3 OJHIET JTFOAUHA
BHTIKAJIO CTIILKH KpOBi. Meauku 3poOuiin Bee, 10 MOTJIH — TOHIKH, 31711,

30



Scyler sits up, and a few murmurs emerge from the other
soldiers. Only a couple, the blond man included, look like this is old
news.

Vikker continues. “He wants a magical artifact, and he gave us
three months to find and present him with one. That was two months
ago. We have until the next new moon or the entire city will be burned
to the ground, and we may not have the manpower to stop it. Even if
we manage to evacuate everyone, that will leave us with five hundred
thousand citizens with no home, no income, and nowhere to go.”

A shudder passes down my spine, and I can’t speak at first.

This is okay, because Scyler does it for me.

“What the hell?” Their captain lets out an astonished chuckle
and opens his mouth to reprimand them, but they keep talking.
“Sorry—all due respect, what the hell, sir?”

“Guard Prins, please compose yourself.”

“I’'m composed! I’'m also wondering why I wasn’t informed of
this.”

There’s a grumble of agreement from some of the other
soldiers, but Vikker speaks over them. “You and most of the
townsguard are not ranked high enough to be authorized to handle
magical artifacts under most circumstances.” He slumps back in his
chair. “While you were gone, I was finally able to persuade the crown
that this is a true emergency, and that | need every soldier on this. I
plan to officially brief everyone tomorrow morning.”

HaBiTh MPHUBEIM Tapy BiAbOM, 10O BOHU CIPOOyBaId JOIMOMOITH, alie
MiCNsA TOTO, SIK BiH BTPAaTUB HOTY, Hajli Bxke He Oynmo. Haiibunbme, 1o
3MOTJIM 3pOOUTH BiJIbMH — MOJICTIIUTH OLTb. [lepen cMepTio BiH pO3MOBIB
HaM, 1[0 HACTIPaB/ cTanocs. J{paKkoH, BiH... BiH miaHsB Hiny. Moy Ginbire
HE MOTPiOHI 30JI0TO 1 CAMOIIBITH.

Ckailsiep pi3KO BHIIPSMIISIFOTBCS, a 3 OOKY IHIIMX COJIAATIB YYTHO
CTPHBOXKECHE MEPENTiNTyBaHHS KITBKOX roJIociB. JIuie a1 KUTbKOX 3 HUX,
1 17151 OUIIABOTO COJIaTa B TOMY YHCII, 11€ SBHO HE HOBUHA.

Bikkep npoaoBxkye.

— Bin xoue oTrpuMaTH MariuHuil apTedakTt i JaB HaM TPU MiCSIIi,
1100 3HANTH 1 BpyuuTH oMy ioro. Lle Oyno nBa Micaili Tomy. Y Hac € yac
JI0 HOBOT'O MICSIIS, iIHAKIIE BiH TPO3UTHCS CIIOTICIIUTH BCE MICTO, a y HAC
MOX€E HE BUCTAUUTH JIIOJIEH, 11100 3amo0irTyu ik karactpodi. HaBiTh ko
HaM BJACThCS BCIX €BaKyIOBaTH, y Hac OyJe ITSTCOT THCSY MICTSH 0e3
JIOMIBOK, 3apOOITKY 1 MicCIIs, JIe MOKHA OyJi0 O MOKUTH MEePIINii yac.

Y mene mo crnuHi npoOiraroTh apmwkakd. CHovyatky s HE MOXY
BUMOBUTH Hi cnoBa. [loOpe, 110 3a meHe 11e poosaTh Ckaiiiep.

— Skoro 6ica? — IxHiii KamiTaH BWJA€ 3AUBOBAHUI CMIIIOK i
BIJIKpHBA€ POT, 00 3pOOUTH iM 3ayBa)K€HHS, aje BOHU MPOAOBKYIOThH
rosoputu. — Bubaure, 3 yciero nosarozo, ajue sikoro Oica, cep?

— Baprogi [Ipunc, Oyap nacka, Tpumaiite cebe B pykax.

— 51 Tpumato cebe B pykax! A 1ie MeHi I[IkaBO, YOMY MEHE o 1ie
HE TIOB1IOMUJIH.

YacTtuHa coniartiB mock OypMoue Ha 3HaK 3roJiu 3 HUM, ajie Bikkep
3ariymrae iXHi TOJIOCH.

— Bu, sk 1 OUIBIIICTH MICHKHUX BapTOBHX, HE MAa€Te JOCTATHHO
BHCOKOTO paHry, abu OTpUMaTd TMpaBO TMPAIIOBATH 3 MAariuyHuMHU
apredakTamu 3a OyJb-IKUX 00CTaBUH. — BiH OIyCcKaeThCs Ha CTUICHb. —
IToku Bac He Oyno, s HapemTi 3Mir nepekoHatn KopoHy, 110 11e CripaBKHs
HaJ3BUYAiiHA CHUTYaIllsd, 1 10 MeHI MOTpiOeH KoxeH coiaaT. S miaHyio
o(iniiiHo MpoiH(pOpPMYBaTH BCIX 3aBTpa 3PAHKY.
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“So we’ve spent about sixty days with most people knowing
only a fraction of the information, because of bureaucratic bullshit
from the capital. Lovely.”

He doesn’t disagree. He just looks back at me. “You can see
why I’m nervous about letting you take your time. We simply don’t
have much of it.”

I nod, chewing on my bottom lip, before | suddenly remember
where I am and force myself to stop. “I understand. But if I ask him
to leave right away, he’ll never listen to me.”

“So you hope to earn some trust.”

“Exactly. I’'ll use my first visits to try to find out more about
him—where he’s from, why he’s doing this. Then, I’ll try to persuade
him to leave on his own.”

He nods slowly. “All right. We had our last Dragontongue tell
him to go immediately. Perhaps we moved too quickly. But
remember, time is of the essence. We’ll keep looking for an artifact
in the meantime, but...”

He doesn’t need to finish the sentence.

Genuine magical artifacts are hard to find these days, and
harder to take. Most won’t sell for less than a royal treasury’s worth
of jere, and the museums that have managed to acquire them won’t
give them up for anything.

Suddenly, | understand why they hired me despite thinking
negotiation is doomed to fail. It may be the better of two impossible
options.

“Guard Prins,”
accompany her?”

They begin to nod, saying, “Yes sir,” but I cut them off.

“I’d prefer to go in alone, if I may.”

he’s addressing Scyler now, “will you

— 3HAaYUTh MU TIPOBEIIU JCCh MIICTASCAT AHIB 3 II€I0 MPOOIEMOIO,
KOJM OUTBIIICTh 3HAE JIMIIE YacTUHY iH(opMarlii uepe3 OIOpOKpaTHUHY
MasiuHIo cTonuul. /lpekpacHo.

BiH He 3amepeuye, a IPOCTO MEPEBOIUTH MO HA MEHE.

— Tenep Bu po3yMieTe, 4YOMY s HEpBYIOCS 4epe3 IPOXaHHS
JI03BOJIUTH BaM HeE MOCIHIIAaTH. Y HAc He Tak 06araro yacy.

51 kuBaro, 3aKyCUBIIM HIKHIO T'y0y, ak panToMm 3raayio, ae s, i
3MYIIYIO ce0e TPUIMTUHUTH.

— 51 po3ymito. Arne SKIO S MOMPOIY WOTO HErallHO MITH 3 MICTa,
BiH Hi3aIll0 MEHE HE MOCITyXae.

— To Bu cniofiBaeTecs 3aBOIOBATU HOT0 JA0BIpY.

— Cawme Tak. [lig yac mepmmux Bi3WTIB S CIIPOOYIO Ti3HATHCS PO
HBOTO Oinblle: 3BiAKU BiH, YOMY BiH BC€ IIe pOOUTh. A MOTIM crpoOyro
MepeKoHaT! HOoro MiTH J0OPOBUTBHO.

Bin noBinbHO KHBae€.

— I'apa3n. Ham ocraHHil JTpakOHOMOBEIh CKa3aB oMy, m00 BiH
HeraiHo 3abupaBcs. MOX/IMBO, MU NOCHIIIMIM. AJle IaM’siTaiTe, Hala
CUTYyallll HE TEpIUTh 3BOJIIKaHb. MU MPONOBKHUMO IIYKaTH apTedaxr,
arne...

oMy He mOTPiGHO 3aKiHUyBATH PEUCHHSL.

CrpaByxHi MariyHi apTe(akTy B HAll 4aC BaXKKO 3HANTH 1 1IIe BaKye
oTpuMaTH. BUIbLIICTh 13 HUX HE MPOJAAYTh JACLIEBIIE, HIX 3a JKEpE 3
KOPOJIIBCbKOI CKapOHUIII, a My3€ei, IKUM BAAJIOCS iX mpuaOaTH, Hi3allo He
B1IIa1yTh CKapOu 31 CBOET KOJIEKIIIi.

PanToM s ycBi1OMITIOI0, YOMY BOHU HalHSUIM MEHE, MONpHU Te, 110
MEePEroBOpy TMpHUpeyYeHi Ha TpoBal. MOXIWBO, 1€ Kpamui 3 JIBOX
HEMOXJIMBUX BapiaHTIB.

— Baprosunii IIpusnce,
CYIIPOBOJ)KYBAaTUMETE 117

Bonu nmounHaroTh KuBatH, Kaxyun: “Tak, cep”, ane s nepeduBaro

— 3BepraeThcs BiH 10 Ckaiinep, — BuU

iX.
— 1 6 BBaxkana 3a Kpaile miTH OHa, 3 BAIIOro JI03BOJTY.
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The blond soldier snorts.

He’s older and taller than Scyler, but I have no difficulty
believing they could toss him over their shoulder and carry him right
out of this room with little trouble.

Something along those lines seems to occur to him when they
fix him with an icy stare. The appalled smirk suddenly drops off his
face, and he clears his throat before saying, “You can’t seriously
expect us to send a little girl into a dragon’s den on her own? She’ll
never survive.”

I falter, and Scyler speaks up. “I think we should let her do this
her way,” they say. “At least at first. She’s been taking jobs like this
for years; she knows what she’s doing.”

“Does she?” the blond soldier asks.

“I’ve been hired to negotiate,” I say. “Let me negotiate.”

He ignores me and looks to Vikker. “Sir—I don’t think she can
help us.”

Vikker looks almost as irritated as | feel. He closes his eyes for
a moment before opening them again. “You’ve made your thoughts
on this matter perfectly clear in the last few weeks, Lieutenant
Basvaan.”

“And I still think it’s a bad idea. With all due respect, we need
to be thinking about war. Real war. Negotiation won’t help us there.
Strength and the element of surprise will. We ought to be making a
plan of attack, planning an ambush, not sitting here listening to a
teenager talk about how she’s going to make friends with the
monster—it’s a complete and utter waste of our time and resources.”

“You’ve made your concerns known.” Vikker’s jaw clenches.
“I thank you for your candor and your input, but as your superior, I
am ordering you to back down. Let Miss Meer do her job. If it doesn’t
work, we’ll revisit your ambush idea.”

binsiBuii conpat nupxae.

Bin crapmuii i Bunuii 3a Ckaiiiep, ajie s He CyMHIBaroCs, 1110 BOHU
MOIJIM O MEepEeKUHYTH HOTo uepe3 Iviede i 0e3 OCOONMBUX TPYIHOIIIB
BUHECTH MPSMO 3 1Ii€i 3aH.

[I{ock moxiOHe, 3Aa€ThCS, CIaae HA TyMKY 1 iomy, koiu Ckaiep
KHJAI0Th Ha HBOTO KprkaHud morisn. llepenskana mocMilika panToM
3HUKAE 3 HOro 00JIMYYS, 1 BiH IPOYHIIAE TOPIIO, TIEPIT HIXK CKA3aTH:

— Bu x He po3paxoByeTe Ha Te, IO MH BiJIPAaBUMO MAJICHBKY
JIBYMHKY B JITBO JApakoHa camy? BoHa He BIXKUBE.

S 3aBMuparo Bij 3AMBYBaHHS, TOX CKailyiep 3aCTyNalThCs 3a MEHE.

— Sl BBaxaro, MO MM IOBHHHI JTO3BOJUTH il 3pOOMTH BCE TO-
CBOEMY, KaXyTh BOHU. — llpuHaiimMui cmouatky. Bona poxamm
BHUKOHYBaJIa MO/11I0HY pOOOTY 1 3HAE, IO POOUTH.

— CrpaBai? — 3anuTye OUTSIBHIA COJIIAT.

— MeHe HalHsIM AJI MEPEroBOpiB, — Kaxy . — TOX JT03BOJIBTE
MEHi BECTH IIEPETOBOPH.

Bin irnHopye MeHe 1 n1uBUThCA Ha Bikkepa.

— Cep, s HE TymMaro, 0 BOHA MOXE YMMOCH HaM JIOTIOMOTTH.

Burnsag  Bikkepa  Mmaibke — BigoOpakae  MO€  BHYTpIIIHE
po3apaTtyBaHHs. BiH Ha MUTB 3aIUTIONIYE OYl, & TOTIM PO3TUIIONIYE.

—3a OCTaHHI KUJIbKA THXHIB BU LIIJIKOM 3p03yM1JI0 BUCIIOBUIIN CBOIO
JIYMKY 3 IIbOTO IIPUBOAY, JIeiTeHaHTe bacBaaHe.

— I 51 Bce e BBaxaro, 1110 1e norana iges. [Ipu Bciit noasi, cep, ane
MU MIOBUHHI TOTYBaTHCs 110 BiifHU. J[0 cripaBkHbOi BiitHU. [leperoBopu Ham
TYT HIYUM HE JOMOMOXYTh Ha BIIMIHY BiJI CHJIU 1 €IEMEHTY HECIIO/IiBaHKHU.
Mu maemo po3po0IIsITH TUIaH Hanaay, IJIaHyBaTH 3aciJIKy, a HE CUJIITU TYT
1 ciyxaTH Oanayku nioaimku PO Te, sIK BOHA 30UPaeThCs MOJAPYKUTHCS 3
MoHcTpoM. e Himo 1HIIe, SIK TpaTa HAIIOTO Yacy 1 pecypciB.

— Bu BucnoBunm cBoe 3aHemokoeHHs. — Bimnosimae Bikkep,
CTHCKalouu 3you. — JlgKkyi0o BaMm 3a Bally BIABEpPTICTH 1 BHECOK B
OOroBOpEeHHs, ajie fK Ball HAYaJIbHUK, HAKa3yld BaM BIACTYIHTH.
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The blond soldier puffs himself up and glares at me. |
reflexively glare right back.

Vikker turns his eyes back to me. “You understand your
contract will place the responsibility fully on your shoulders if you
get injured? You’ll of course be given medical treatment by the city,
but I don’t want to be dragged into court because you got bitten.”

“I understand. I promise, I know what I’'m getting myself into.
I don’t do this job because it’s cushy and safe—I have the scars to
prove it.”

The corners of his mouth quirk up into something resembling a
smile, and see a flicker of respect dash across his eyes. “All right.
We’ll have your contract drawn up and sent to you to sign, and in two
days, you’ll bring the tithe to the dragon.” He looks to Scyler. “Will
you escort Miss Meer to where she’ll be staying before you officially
go off duty?”

“Be glad to, sir.”

We all stand, and Captain Vikker shakes my hand again. “I
hope you don’t take my hesitation as doubting your abilities. You
have to understand why I’'m uneasy about this plan of yours.”

“I'do.” I’'m uneasy, too, but [ can’t admit that to him. “I promise
I’ll do everything I can to help.”

“Much appreciated. I’ll see you soon, Miss Meer.”

Scyler leads me out of the room, and | catch one last glimpse at
Lieutenant Basvaan.

He looks like he wants to pick up a chair and throw it, but with
his superior right there, all he can do is contort his face into an ugly,
irritated sneer, and clench and unclench one of his fists over and over.
He catches me looking at him and shoots me a glare that feels almost
poisonous, my gut twisting.

Jlo3BonbTe Mic Meep BHUKOHATH CBOKO poOoTy. SKIIO Iiei IiaH He
CIIpAIIIO€, MU PO3TIISTHEMO Bally MPOMO3HULIIO 13 3aCIAKOIO.

butsiBuii conmar HaOyHAIOYYEThCS 1 BUTPIIIAETHCS Ha MeHe. S
pedIEKTOPHO BUTPIIIAOCS HA HHOTO Y BiIIOBI/Ib.

Bikkep nepeBoAUTD MOTJIST MEHE.

— Bu posymiere, mo Baml KOHTPAKT IOBHICTIO TMOKJIAJA€
BIIMOBITAJIbHICTh 3a OTPMMAHHs TpaBM Ha Bamni miedi? Micto, 3BiCHO,
HA/aCTh BaM HEOOXiJHY MEIMYHY JOMOMOTY, aje s He XOouy, 100 BU
TATHYJIM MEHE J0 Cyly Yyepe3 Te, [0 BaC BKYCHUB JPAKOH.

— Sl po3ymiro i 3Har0, Ha O Hay. S poOIIro IO POOOTY HE TOMY, IO
BOHA MpueMHa 1 6e3neyHa. Lle MoXXyTh miITBEPAUTH MO LIPAMH.

KyTouku #ioro poTa BUKpUBISIOTHCS Y IMIOCh CXOKE Ha MOCMIIIKY,
a B 04ax 3 ABISETHCS MPOOIUCK MOBATH.

—T'apa3a. Mu ckitazieMo i HaimIieMo BaM KOHTPAKT Ha ITiJITHC, 1 3a
JIBa JH1 BU IIPUHECETE APAKOHY JecATUHY. — Bin nuButhesa Ha Ckaitnep. —
Bu He Mornm 6 mpoBecTH Mic Meep y TyPTOXKHTOK, Mep HixK o}imiiHO
3QJIUIINATE OCT?

— I3 3agoBoneHHsAM, cep.

Mu Bci BcTaemo, 1 kamiTad Bikkep 3HOBY THCHE MEHI PYKY.

— CnoniBarocsi, BU He NpUHMETe MO HEPIIIYYICTh 3a CYMHIB Y
BallIMX 3/110HOCTSAX. Bu MaeTe po3yMiTi, YoMy Balll IUIaH BUKJIUKAE Y MEHE
3aHENOKOEHHS.

— 51 po3ymito. — MeHi TeX HECNOKiHHO, aje s He MOXY oMy B
boMy 313HaTHCs. — OOI1IsI0, 10 3p00JTI0 BCE, 110 B MOIX CHUJIaX.

— Hyxe Bam Basunuit. Ckopo nobauumocs, mic Meep.

Ckaiinep BUBOJISATH MEHE 3 3JIM, 1 S BOCTAaHHE KHJIAIO TOTJISA] Ha
nerteHanTa bacsaana.

Bin Burnsgae tak, HIOM X04e€ MTHITH CTUICHH 1 )KOYpHYTH HOTO,
aJie MopyY CTOITh HOT0 HaYaJbHHK, TOX BCE, III0 BIH MOXE 3pOOUTH, — 11€
CKPUBUTH 00JIUYYS B THIKOMY, 37TICHOMY BUIIHPI i CTUCKATH 1 pO3TUCKATH
Kynak. BiH momidae, 1o st AMBIIOCS HAa HBOTO, 1 KMJA€ Ha MEHE Maiike
OTpYWHUHN MOTJISA, BiJl IKOTO Y MEHE BUBEPTAE HYTPO.
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I don’t know if he’s angrier that Vikker didn’t listen to his idea,
or that he’s listening to mine.

Chapter Four

It doesn’t take me long to get settled into my room at the
boardinghouse.

I didn’t bring much with me—I don’t own much to bring in the
first place.

The room is small, barely space enough for a dresser, a bed,
and a single chair, but it’ll be fine while I’'m here. A dirt-streaked
window faces the main street, four stories below me.

I collapse into bed not long after the sky goes dark, too tired
from being on the road and meeting Captain Vikker to even eat
dinner. Burrowing under the thin blanket provided to me, I shut my
eyes and wait for sleep to overtake me.

Instead, | find myself tossing and turning in an unfamiliar bed
in an unfamiliar city, trying desperately to ignore the unfamiliar
noises coming from outside.

Back home, | fall asleep every night to the sound of crickets,
and wind rustling the trees, and raccoons burrowing in the trash.
Morwassen’s Pass offers me a lullaby of people out on the streets at
all hours of the night, doors opening and closing, and footsteps on the
ceiling above me.

Morwassen’s Pass accounts for one eighth of Nivstede’s
population.

Thoughts creep in of what will happen to this place if | fail.

No. No. I can’t think about that. It never helps. I’'m not going to
fail.

I am not going to fail.

l can’t.

I squeeze my eyes shut and try not to see this city burned to ash.

Itis a very, very long night.

He 3nato, un BiH Ouble 31MUTHCA dYepe3 Te, 1o Bikkep He
MPUCITYXaBCs 0 HOT0 MPOMO3UILii, UM Yepe3 Te, M0 MPUCITYXaBCs 1O MOET.

Po3nin 4

S oot MBUAKO 0OJIAINITOBYIOCH Y CBOiM KIMHATI y TYPTOXKHUTKY.
S He Opana 3 coboro OaraTo pedeil — y MEHE B3aralli HeMae Hi4oro, Iio
MOHa O0yJ10 6 mpuBe3TH 3 co00r0. KiMHaTa MasieHbKa, B Hil JIeJib BUCTa4a€e
MICIlS JJIS KOMOJIa, JIDKKA Ta CTUIBL, ajleé MEHI I[bOT0 I[IJIKOM JI0CTaTHLO.
bpynHe BIKHO BUXOAMTh Ha FOJIOBHY BYJIUIIO, YOTUPMA [TOBEPXaMU HUXKYE
MOTO.

S] majmaro Ha JIDKKO HEBJOB3I ITIiC/IS TOrO, SK HeOO TeMHI€E, 3aHAATO
BTOMJICHA JIOPOTOIO 1 3yCTpiddio 3 KamiTaHOM Bikkepom, mo6 xoda 0
[OBEUYEPATH. 3apUBIIUCh MiJ TOHKY KOBIpY, SIKy MEHI BHJalU, 5
3aILTIONLYIO 04l 1 YeKaro, KOJIM JI0 MEHE MPHAJIE COH.

HatomicTs 51 Kpyuycs B HE3HaAlIOMOMY JTI’KKY B HE3HAHOMOMY MICTi,
BiUaii AYIIIHO HAMArarOuMCh iIrHOPYBAaTH HE3HAHOMI 3BYKH, IO JOJTHHAIOTH
330BHi.

Broma s moHoui 3acuHaro il 3ByKH I[BIPKYHIB, IIEJIECT JIUCTS Ha
JiepeBax Ta €HOTIB, K pUIOThCs Y cMiTTi. MopBacceH-Ilacc ke criiBae MeHi
KOJIMCKOBY, MEJIOJliS SIKO1 CKJIaJa€ThCsI 3 TOMOHY JIt0JIel Ha ByJuUILl y Oy/ib-
Ky TOJUHY HOYi, CTYKOTY JBEpeH, 110 BIJUUHAIOTHCS 1 3aUUHSIOTHCS, 1
KpOKIB y KIMHAT1 HaJll MHOIO.

Y Mopsaccen-Ilacci mpoxkuBae BOCbMa 4YacTUHA HACEJIEHHS
Hiscrena.

3aKkpaaloThCs TyMKH PO T€, 110 CTAHEThCS 3 IIMM MICTOM, SIKIIIO 5
3a3Halo HeBjaul.

Hi. Hi. He moxna ne nymatu. lle Hikonu He pomomarae. S
CTIPaBIIIOCH.

S cripaBiiock. 51 He MOXY HE CIIPaBUTHUCH.

3aruToNIyr0 04l 1 HaMararocs HE YSBISTH, SIK 1€ MICTO 3Topae
notna. Lst Hiv 1yxe, qyxe JOBra.
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“You look like absolute shit.”

I groan, lifting my head off my hand and looking up. Maryse is
in front of me at breakfast, looking pretty and totally refreshed, eyes
bright.

I know I’ve got eyebags, and I don’t even want to know how
bad my hair looks. | stuffed it into a braid and hoped for the best.

“Good morning to you, too,” I mumble. “What are you doing
here?”

She takes the seat next to mine. “I live here. Aren’t you going
to eat?”

| shrug, picking at my food for appearance’s sake. I’ve reached
that level of exhaustion where the sight of food makes me nauseous.

“I take it you don’t like your room much,” Maryse says, digging
into her fried eggs with the vigor of a starving bear.

“The room’s fine, it’s the noise.”

“Oh that. Well, if it’s any comfort to you, I thought your neck
of the woods was too quiet to sleep. Turnabout’s fair play.”

“Did you say you live here? I didn’t see you last night.”

“I’m on one of the upper floors—long-term tenants go up there.
Bigger apartments and we’re not packed in so close.” She brushes a
hand through her auburn hair, which somehow looks better after she
musses it up. “How’d the meeting with the townsguard go
yesterday?”’

“The captain seems okay, but his lieutenant is the worst.”

“Lieutenant Basvaan?”

“Yeah, him. He called me a ‘little girl” and got all defensive
when the captain took my side over his.”

Maryse lets out a short laugh, clear and ringing. “Oh, that
sounds like him. He doesn’t like being upstaged.”

**k*k

— Burnsaaen mpocrto KaxJumso.

S crorHy, migHIMaK TOJIOBY 3 PYKH 1 AMBIIOCS Bropy. Mapica
CHIIUTh TIepeAl MHOIO 3a CHigaHkoM. Taka rapHa i Oagpopa, ax oui
CBITATHCS.

4 3Har, M0 B MEHE MINIKH TiJ] 0YMMa, 1 HaBITh HE XO4y 3HATH,
HACKUIBKM IIOTAHO BUIJISAAa€ MO€ Bojoccs. Sl 3amiena Horo B Kocy 1
CrioJliBajiacsi Ha Kparie.

— I To61 go6poro panky, — npodypmorina si. — o T TyT pooum?

Bomna cimae Ha Miciie mopyd 31 MHOIO.

— S Tyt xuBy. Tu 36upaemuics ictu?

S 3HU3YI0 TUIeYMMa, KOJYMAIOYUCh Y CBOIM TKI Jiis BUDIIALY. S
J0CATJIa TOTO PiBHS BUCHAKEHHS, KOJM B CaMOTro JIMIIE BUTIALY TKi
MTOYHUHAE HYTUTH.

— 51 Tak po3ymito, TOO1 HE AyXke M0100a€THCS TBOS KIMHATA, — KaXke
Mapica, BrpHU3ar04HCh y SIEYHIO, HIOW TOJIOTHUHN BEIMIIb.

— 3 KIMHATOIO BCe Tapas]i, CripaBa B uLyMi.

— A, ue. Hy, sxmo e tebe BTIMIUTH, TO Y TBOIW TIIYIIMHI OyIIO
3aHAATO TUXO, abM s MOTJIa 3acCHYTH. A Temep 1 TH 3MIHWJIA 3BUYHY
00CTaHOBKY — BCE I10-YECHOMY.

— Tu cka3zana, mo kuBel TyT, Tak? S Hige Tebe He Oaunia BBeUEpi.

— 5l XuBy Ha OJHOMY 3 BEpPXHIX IOBEpXiB, A€ PO3MILIYIOTh
JIOBFOCTPOKOBHX OpeHapiB. TaM OibIli KBApTUPH 1 HE TaK TicHO. — BoHa
MPOBOJUTH PYKOIO IO KAIITAHOBOMY BOJIOCCIO, SIKE YOMYCh BHIJISIIA€
HaBITh Kpalle Miclisi TOro, sK BOHAa HOro ckyiopamina. — Sk mpoifnuia
BYOpAIIIHS 3yCTPiU 3 MICHKOIO BapTOIO?

— Kamitan, 31aeTbcsi, HOpMaJabHUH, ajge WOTro JIEHTEeHAHT MPOCTO
JKaXJIMBUM.

— Jleittenant bacBaan?

— Tak, Bin. Ha3BaB MeHe MaleHLKOIO JIIBUYMHKOIO 1
HaDKauMBCs, KOJIM KaIliTaH CTaB Ha Mil OIK, a He Ha HOoro.

Mapica Buga€e KOPOTKHI CMIIIOK, YACTUN 1 T3BIHKUM.

BECH
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“He should get used to it. He’s going to be upstaged a lot in life
if he’s always this insecure.”

She laughs again, and the sound makes me smile wider. Her
eyes crinkle when she laughs, and | wonder how many people get to
see this. I don’t think she so much as chuckled our entire trip here.

“Be glad you have to deal with him only when his boss is there.
With no one who can keep him in check, he’s insufferable.”

“Do you see him around town a lot?”

“More than either of us would like.” She shrugs. “We steer
clear of each other as best we can, but sometimes the whole family
ends up in one spot, and then things get ugly.”

| blink, sure my tiredness caused me to misunderstand.
“Family?”

She nods with a rueful grimace.
Unfortunately.”

| stare at her as it suddenly occurs to me that | never did learn
what her last name is.

“You never told me you had a brother,” I say, though I have no
idea why she would have. She and the blond soldier look nothing
alike at first glance, but when 1 recall his face, I can see small,
significant resemblances. They both have high cheekbones and a
certain squareness of the jaw, and a proud, distant demeanor.

“Well, I do—two, actually, plus a sister.”

“But you live alone?”

Maryse fidgets in her seat before answering. “Yes. Cornelis—
that’s his first name, call him Corny if you want to see his face get all
purple—is sort of the white sheep of the family, | guess, joining the
townsguard and everything. The rest of us all work in the appraisals
business. We have a shop in town—I need to get back there today;
it’s been closed the whole time I was gone. I'm the only real
employee right now.”

“He’s my brother.

— O, ue Ha HbOTO cxoxe. BiH TepmiTH He MOXe, KOJIU XTOCh Y
4OMYCh HOT0 00XO/UTH.

— Hexaii 3Bukae 10 11p0r0. SKIIo Horo ero 3apxau OyJe TaKuM
BPAa3JIMBUM, TO HOTO IIe OaraTo Jroeil 001 IyTh B JKUTTI.

BoHa 3HOBY cMi€TbeCsl, 1 1€ 3BYK 3MYIIYE MEHE IMOCMIXHYTHCS
mupiie. [i oui mpUMpYKyIOThCS, KO BOHA cMieThes. 1[ikaBo, cKijbkoM
JIIOJSIM TIOLACTHIIO TO0auniIn 1ei ii Bupa3 obnuyusa. He gymaro, mo BoHa
X04 pa3 MOCMIXHYyJacs 32 BECh Yyac HAIIOI MOI3KU CIOJIH.

— Papiif, o 1061 JOBOAUTHCSA MATH 3 HUM CIIPaBy TiIbKU MpU HOTO
HaYaJIbHUKY, 00 KOJIM KalliTaHa HEMAa€, BiH TIOBOJUTHCSI e HECTEPITHIIIIE.

— Tu vacro 6auui Horo B MicTi?

— Yacrime, HbK HaM 000M Toro xorijocs 0. — BoHa 3HU3YE
mieynMa. — Mu Hamaraemocs TpUMaTHCs sSIkoMora Jajli OIUH Bij OJHOTO,
HACKUTBKH 1€ MOXKITUBO, aJIe 1HOJII BCS CiM ST OITMHSIETHCS B OJTHOMY MICITi,
1 TOJIl CTalOThCSI HETIPUEMHI CUTYaILIii.

A xninaro, BIIEBHEHA, IO Yepe3 BTOMY HEMPABHIILHO i1 3po3yMmisa.

— Cim’s1?

Bona kuBae 3 »anioHO0 rpuMacoro.

— Bin miii 6pat. Ha xains.

S nuBIOCS HA HET 1 parToM yCBIAOMITIONO, 1110 TaK 1 HE Ji3Hajacs ii
Mpi3BUILE.

— Tu HiKONM HE Ka3ana, Mo y Tebe € OpaT, — Kaxy s, Xoua ¥ TajKu
HE Maro, HaBiIIo il B3arani MeHi Ipo 11e ka3aTu. BoHa i 6insiBHii congaT Ha
TIEPIIHH MOTJISIT 30BCIM HE CXOXKI1, aJIe KOJIH sl IPUTAIyI0 HOTo 00Iu4aus, TO
0auy HEeBEIUKI, alie CYyTTEB1 MOAIOHOCTI. Y HUX 000X BUCOKI BHIIUII 1 TPOXU
KBaJIpaTHA IeJIeTIa, a TAKOX ropJia i BiJICTOPOHCHA MaHepa TPUMATHCS Ha
TOJISX.

— Hy, Tak... B3araimi-to, mato HaBiTh 1BOX. | 111€ cecTpy.

— Azne xxuBem cama’?

Mapica coBaeTbCsl Ha CBOEMY MICIIi, IEPII HIXK BIJAMOBICTH.

— Tak. Kopnenic — ne #oro im’s, cripoOyit Ha3zBatH ioro Kopsi,
SKILIO XOYelll T00aunTH, K HOTro JHIle mo0arpoBie — CBOTO poly Oisa BiBLs
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“Appraisals? So you check to see if jewels are real, things like
that?”

“That’s part of it, yes. But my family specializes in magical
appraisals; spotting real enchanted artifacts among all the forgeries—
and there are a lot of forgeries. Pa taught me how to do it when I was
a kid.”

“But you still get to see real magic,” I say, a hint of envy
creeping into my tone. Back home, the only magical items around are
a few waterproof cloaks, and a horseshoe that hangs on the wall of
the local tavern that curses anyone who touches it with overwhelming
dizziness. It’s a popular pastime for the locals to take a couple shots
and see who can hang on longest. What about this is fun is beyond
me.

“Only sometimes,” she says. “Mostly old books with runes and
spells written in them. My favorite was a field guide to all the dragon
types in the Faorel Isles. I couldn’t read the text, and all the runes
faded decades ago, but the diagrams and portraits were beautiful.” A
fond smile creeps over her face. “I still have it in my room.”

“Your father didn’t want to sell it?”

She shakes her head. “Once he saw how much I liked it, he said
he didn’t think he’d get much money for it, anyway. Pa was always
more interested in the flashier stuff. He uncovered all kinds of things.
Some dishes that do the cooking for you, a gown that can’t ever be
stained or torn, some stones that vibrated if someone near them told
a lie—though he figured out the trick to throwing them off pretty
quickly—a necklace that lets you change shape—oh, there was also
a sword that glowed that we got a pretty good price for.”

B cim’i. [Ipamroe B MichbKiil BapTi 1 Bce Take. Pemta wieHiB HAIoi poauHu
MPAIIOIOTh B OI[IHOYHOMY Oi3HEecCi. Y HAac € KpaMHHUIS B MICTi, S Maro
MOBEPHYTHCS TyIU cboroAHi. BoHa Oyna 3aunHeHa Bech yac, MOKH MEHE He
Oyno. Jlo Toro x 3apa3 s €AMHAa CIPaBXHA MPALIBHULIS.

— Omninounnii 6i3Hec? ToOTO BU TEpeBIpsSETE, YU KOIITOBHOCTI
CIpaBXkHi, 1 Bce Take?

— I me Tex, Tak. Ane MOs CiM’S CIEHMiali3yeThCs Ha MaridHMX
OIlIHKaX 1 BUSBIICHHI CIIPABKHIX 3a4apOBaHUX apTe(aKTiB cepe miIpo0oK,
a ix ayxe Oararo. TaTo HaBUKMB MeHE IIbOMY III€ B JUTHHCTBI.

— AJe TH BCE OJHO MAa€ll 3MOTY MOOAYUTH CHPABXHIO Marito, —
Kaxy $, 1 B Mild TOJIOC 3aKpaJla€ThCsl HOTKA 3a3/1pocTi. Baoma eauni Mariusi
MpeIMETH — 11¢ KiJIbKa BOAOHEITPOHUKHUX TUTAIIIB Ta IiJJKOBA, III0 BUCUTH
Ha CTiHI MICIIeBOi TaBEpHH 1 Jlapy€ KOKHOMY, XTO 0 Hel JOTOPKHEThCH,
HEeCcTeprHe 3amaMopoueHHs. Lle momynsipHa po3Bara cepei MiCLIEBUX —
TOPKHYTHCS 710 HeT KiJIbKa pa3iB 1 MOJAMBUTHUCS, KOMY BAACTbCS BTPUMATHUCS
Ha Horax Haipjosiie. J[oci He po3yMito, IO B I[bOMY BECEIIOTO.

— Jlume 3pigka, — Kaxke BOHA. — 37e01IBIIOT0 B PYKH MOTPAIUISIIOThH
CTapl KHHUTM 3 pyHaMU Ta 3aKJIMHaHHAMU. Moewo ymo0iaeHoo OyB
JOBIIHUK MO BCIX BUJAaX JAPAKOHIB, IO BOAAThCS Ha DaoperbChbKHX
ocTpoBax. Sl He Morjia MpOYUTATH TEKCT, 1 BC1 pyHU BULBLIM AECATKH POKIB
TOMy, aje cxeMu 1 umocrtpauii Oynmu mpekpacHuMu. — Ha ii oGmuyui
3 ABIIE€THCS HIKHA ycMillIKa. — BiH 10C1 CTOITh y MEHE B KIMHATI.

— Tsiit 6aThkO HE XOTIB oro mpogatu?

Bona xuTae ronosoxo.

— Konu BiH mo0auuB, SIK CHJIBHO BiH MEHI CITog00aBcs, TO CKa3as,
10 HaBPsII YA BUPYUYHUTH 3a HbOTO Oararo rpomieil. Tato 3aBxau Ouiblie
1iKaBUBCA e(pEeKTHUMMHU pedamMu. BiH 3HaXoAMB Kymy pi3HOMAaHITHUX
MITYYOK: MTOCY/, SIKUI caM TOTYE 1KYy, CYKHIO, sIKa HIKOJIA He 3a0pYAHUTHCS
1 HE IOpBEThCs, KaMiHII, K1 BIOpYBaJIH, SKIIO XTOCh TOPYY 3 HUMU Opexas,
X0Ya TaTO JOBOJI IIBHIKO TMPHIyMaB, SIK iX OOXUTPUTH, HAMHCTO, SKE
JI03BOJISIE 3MIHIOBATH CBOIO 1M0/00y. A 11e OyB Med, KM CBITUBCS. Mu
OTPHUMAJIH 32 HhOTO YK€ XOPOIIIi TPOIIIi.
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“What else did it do?”

“Nothing, it just glowed.” She shrugs. “People will pay a lot for
something that looks interesting even if it’s not very useful.”

I laugh. “Magic is magic.”

“Too true. ’Course, there isn’t as much magic as there used to
be, so it’s the regular appraisals that usually pay the bills. You
wouldn’t believe how many men try to pass tin off as silver and
expect their wives or mistresses not to notice something’s off.” She
rolls her eyes. “Child’s play, really. But a few years ago, Cornelis
decides he’s too good for the family business and runs off to play
with swords, and then Horats and Letja decided to go and strike out
on their own, t00.”

“Do you see them much?”

“Nah. We’re not close. I'm the youngest by kind of a lot, and I
think they all were sick of family togetherness by the time | came
along.”

“What about your parents?”

“Like I told you before—mnot in the picture. Pa’s out of town,
and my mother passed away when I was a baby.” She says it plainly.
If it upsets her to talk about it, it doesn’t show on her face. Even so,
a twinge of guilt twists in my stomach.

“I’'m sorry,” I say.

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault. Besides, I’'m fine on my own. I
like running the shop; it needs to be open only a few hours a day, and
no one gives me grief for turning up late or eating on the job when
it’s just me.”

Silence falls between us as she goes back to eating, but it’s too
awkward for me to bear.

“My parents are gone, too,” I blurt out.

— A 1m0 BiH poOuB?

— Hivoro, npocro cBituBcsi. — Bona 3Hu3ye miueunma. — Jlroau
rOTOB1 0araro 3ariaTUTH 3a [0Ch, 1110 BUTJISIIA€ 1IKaBO, HABITH SKILIO BOHO
HE JTy’Ke MPaKTHYHE.

S cmirocs.

— Maris € maris.

— Uucra npaBaa. 3BiCHO, 3apa3 Marii BJke HE Tak 0ararto, siK paHilie,
TOXX OCHOBHHUH 3apoOiTOK #je 3a paXyHOK 3BHYaWHUX OLIHOK. TH He
MOBIpHII, CKIJIbKH YOJIOBIKIB HaMaraloThbCs BHAATH OJOBO 3a cpiOio 1
CIIOJIIBAIOTHCS, IO IXHI APYKUHU Y1 KOXAHKH HE TIOMITATH, IO MIOCh HE
Tak. — BoHa 3akouye oui. — Sk nitu, iii-Oory. Aje KilbKa pOKiB TOMY
Kopuenic BupimmB, mo BiH 3aHAATO KPYTHH Ui ciMeiHOro Oi3Hecy, i
MoOIT TpaTrcs 3 Me4aMH, a MmoTiM ['oparr i JIeThs Tex BUPIIINIIHU ITITH CBOIM
BJIACHUM IIUISIXOM.

— Tu yacto 3 HuMu 6auuics?

— Hi. Mu ne nyxe Onu3pki. S HaliMonoIIa AUTHHA B CiM’1, TOXK
JyMaro, IO 11l A0 MO€i MOSIBM HA CBIT, IM yCIM BCTHUIJIa HAOpUIHYTHU IS
ciMeiiHa €THICTb.

— A K 010 TBOIX OaTHKIB?

— Sk 51 BKe Kazaja, iX y MOeMY KUTT1 Hemae. TaTo 1moixas 3 MiCTa,
a Mama romepia, Kojiu s Oysa ManeHbKol. — BoHa po3nosijgae mpo e
BiJIBepTO. SKIIO ii i 3acCMyuye po3MoBa Ipo OaTbKIB, TO BOHA HE BUKA3Yye
uporo. Ilompu me, y MeHe BcepeIuHI BCE CTUCKAETbCA BiJ MOYYTTS
MIPOBUHH.

— MeHi mkoza, — Kaxy 5.

— He Bubauaiics. lle He TBOs mpoBuHa. o TOTO X sI 4yAOBO
crpaBsiocs caMa. MeHi Mo00aeThes 3aBilyBaTH KpaMHHULEH. [i MoxkHa
BIIKPUBATH JIMIIIC HA KIJTbKA TOJIMH Ha JCHb, 1 HIXTO HE JJOPIKAE MEHI 3a Te,
110 S 3aIi3HI0K0CS Y IM Ha po0oTi, 060 5 €MHA MpaIliBHULIS.

Mix Ham# 3amaza€e MOBYaHKA, KOJIM BOHA MOBEPTAETHCS JIO CBOTO
CHIJIaHKY, aJie 51 He MOXY JOBI'O MOBYATH.

— Y MeHe Texx HeMae 0aThKiB, — BUPUBAETHCSA Y MEHE.
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She looks over at me but says nothing.

“My father died when I was nine, and after he died, Mother
was... She sort of withdrew. She couldn’t take it. After a while she
left me with my grandmother and came to the city to look for work.
So, um...I’'m sorry, not because it’s my fault, but because I know it’s
not any fun.”

Her gaze is unwavering, but then softens. “No,” she concedes,
“it’s not. Your mother came here?”

I nod. “About four years ago. She, um...she wasn’t doing very
well after Papa died, and she was having trouble finding a steady job.”
I don’t mention that the reason for this is that she retreated to the
bottom of a wine bottle, and blew through every second chance
everyone back home gave her. After three years, she had no choice
but to move if she wanted to get anyone to give her a job. “Her
family’s from Morwassen’s Pass, so she came here. I stayed back
with Nana. That was about when | was starting to make money as a
Dragontongue, and I didn’t want to have to start over someplace new
anyway, so it all worked out.”

“Do you think you’ll see her on this visit?”

That’s quite a question. Mother wrote to me a little bit for the
first couple of years since she moved, but after a while, the
letters...stopped.

| sent at least a dozen letters to the town addressed to her but
never got anything back. I never heard from her family, either, but
that wasn’t a surprise. I know she ran off to marry Papa against their
wishes, and | know their family name—Suren—but not much else.
I’m not sure they even know I exist.

She would’ve told them, wouldn’t she?

Bona 1uBHUTHCS Ha MeHe, ajie HIY0TO He KaxKe.

— Miii 6aTbko moMep, KoM MeHi OyI10 AEB’SATh, a MICJIA HOTro CMepTi
MaMma... Bona Hiou 3amkHynacs B co6i. He 3morma nporo Butpumatu. Yepes
JesSKUW Jac BOHA 3ajuIuia MeHe 3 0adycero, a cama moixama 0 MicTa
urykatu poboTy. Tox... MeHi IK0J1a, HE TOMY, 1110 1€ MOsI TPOBHHA, 2 TOMY,
110 s 3HAIO, IO II€ HE JTy’KE BECEIO.

CrniouaTky i1 OTJIs1] HE3BOPYIIIHUM, aJIe TIOTIM CTa€ M’ SKIIIHM.

— Tak, — BU3Hae BOHA, — LI€ Te€Th HE Becello. — TBOA Mama rnpuixaia
cronu?

S kuBaro.

— IIpubnu3Ho YoTHpU poku ToMy. ITicis cMepTi TaTa cripaBu MU
He ayxe no0pe, 1 1if Oyino BaKo 3HATH MoCTiiiHy poOoTy. — Sl He Kaxy,
[0 TPUYUHOIO LBOTO OyIo Te, mo poOoUnii Yac BOHA MPOBOIWIA HA JIHI
BUHHOI TUIAIIKY, 1 TAM CAMUM 3MapHYBaJIa KOKHY JPYTy MOKJIMBICTD, SIKa
iif migBepTanacs BaoMa. Uepes Tpu poku y Hei He Oyno iHIIoro Budopy,
OKpiM K HepeixaTH, SKIIO0 BOHA XOTiNa, o0 XToch 1aB iif pobory. — i
cim’ss pompom 3 Mopsaccen-Ilacca, ToMy BoHa mpuixana crooau, a s
sanmmmunacs 3 6abycero. lle Oymo mpubmu3HO TOMI, KOJMW 5 TOodYasa
3apo0JIATH TPOLI K JPAaKOHOMOBHIIA. SI HE XOT1J1a TOYMHATH BCE CIIOYATKY
B HOBOMY MICIIi, TaK I1[0 BCE CKJIAJIOCS TaK, SIK CKJIAJIOCS.

— Jlymae, mobauuics 3 HEero Mij 4ac bOro BI3UTY?

— CxnagHo ckasatu. Ilepmii mapy pokiB micis mepeizay Mama
NOTPOXY MHcala MeHi, ajge uepe3 JEsIKUMl vac JHUCTH... MepecTaln
MPUXOUTH.

S BianmpaBuia IOHAWMEHINE 3 JIECATOK JIMCTIB J0 MICTa, aje Tak
HIYOTO 1 HE OTpUMaJa y BIANOBIb. Bifx ii ciM’1 Tex HIYOrO He Oyio UyTH,
aJjie 11e MeHe He 3IUBYBajo. Sl 3Hai0, 1110 BOHA BTEKJIA 3 IOMY, 11100 BUHTH
3aMIXK 3a TaTa Bcyneped Oa)KaHHIO CBO€EI PiJHI, 1 3HAIO0 IXHE NPI3BUIIE —
Cypen. I 6inpiie Hivoro. He BrieBHeHa, 1110 BOHM B3aralii 3HalOTh IPO MOE
ICHYBaHHSI.

Ane BoHa 6 cka3ana iM Ipo MeHe, IpaB/a x?
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But then why wouldn’t they at least let me know if something
had happened to her? And | do have to assume something happened.
I don’t know if she died or if she’s maybe in jail or something. But
clearly, something happened. I’d like to know what, but it’s been so
long since | talked to her.

And she wasn’t really herself after Papa died. She was...angry.
At the world for taking her husband from her, at Papa for dying, at
me for reminding her of him, at Nana for outliving him, at about
everything. And | bore the brunt of that anger a lot of the time. Which
I understand, I guess. Children make easy targets.

We didn’t leave things on the best of terms, and I’m not sure
what I’d say if I saw her. Or what I’ll do if I find out she did pass
away and | missed her funeral.

I can’t tell Maryse any of this, though. We barely know each
other and she has enough to deal with. I just say, “Maybe, if there’s
time. I'm supposed to meet Ker’kachin tomorrow.”

“Am I to go with you?”

“No. I’m trying it on my own first.” I frown as something
occurs to me. “Hey, why did you come to get me? If you’re the one
who he’s less likely to attack, I’'m surprised the townsguard let you
leave.”

Her face lights up. “Thank you!” she says, pounding the table
once with her palm. “That’s what I said when they told me I was
going. It makes no sense, right? Scyler and Danil didn’t want me to
go, I didn’t want to go, but still, Captain Vikker insisted I go. He said
some shit about how my ‘skills would be helpful’ in retrieving you. I
think Cornelis must’ve put him up to it.'

“Why? Even if you two don’t get along, wouldn’t he rather
have the dragon situation slightly under control?”

Toni yomy BoHM Xouya O HE IMOBIIOMWJIM MEHI, IO 3 HEK IIOCh
cranoca? A g Myly IpUIyCKaTH, 10 IIOCh Taku crajocs. S He 3Hato, 4yu
BOHA MOMEpJIA, YH, MOXE, y B A3HUIN, YU 1€ MIOCh. AJle OYEBUIHO, 1110
wocw crayocs. Xorutocst 6 3HATH, IO came, alie s TaK JaBHO 3 HEI HE
PO3MOBJISIA.

Bona Oyna cama He cBos micis cMepTi Tata. Bona Oyna... 3ma. 3ma
Ha BeCh CBIT 3a Te, IO BiH 3a0paB y Hel Y0JIOBiKa, HA TaTa 3a Te, 10 BiH
moMep, Ha MEHe 3a Te, 110 sl HaraayBaia il mpo HbOro, Ha 0abycro 3a Te,
0 BOHA Mepexuia Horo, Ha BCe Ha CBIiTi. | ayke OOBro el rHiB
BHJIMBABCs caMe Ha MeHe. HareBHO, s MOXKY 11e 3po3ymiTH. JluTrnHa — jerka
MIIIEHb.

Mu po3iiinuicst He Ha HalKpaliii HOTi, TOX S HaBiTh HE 3HAIO, IO
ckazana 0, skOu nmodaumna ii. A6o 1o poOUTUMY, SIKIIO J113HAKOCS, 110 BOHA
IIOMEpJIa, a S MPOIyCTUIIA 1i IOXOPOH.

S He MoKy ckazatu Mapici Hi4Oro 3 11boro. MU JieJib 3Ha€EMO O/IHA
OJTHY, a y Hel IOCTaTHBO 1 CBOIX mpodiieM. Tox Juiie Kaxy:

— MoxnuBo, skmo Oyne uac. 3aBTpa g Maro 3YCTpiTHCA 3
Kep’kaunnHom.

— Mewi nitu 3 T06010?

— Hi. A cnepury cnpoOyto cama. — I XMyprocs, IOKH 10 MEHE
MPUXOJUTH yCBiToMIIeHH. — ['ei, a YoMy TH noixana 3a MHo0? SIKI1o came
Ha Te0e IpakoH HaMEHII CXWJIBHUW HAIacTH, TO SIKOCh TUBHO, IO MiChKa
BapTa JI03BOJIMIIA TOO1 MOIXaTH.

[i 06mmuust cse.

— Jlsxyro! — kake BOHA, BAAPSIOYH J0JOHEIO 1Mo cToly. — Came 11e
s ¥ cKazalia, KOJIM MEH1 MOBIAOMIIIH, 1m0 5 ixy. Lle x 6e3rmy3mno, ckaxu?
Ckaiinep 1 [enin ne xotinu, moo6 s ixana, i 1 He XOTiJa 1XaTH, ale KarmiTal
Bikkep Hamouir, mo6 s noixana. BiH cka3aB sKych XpiHb PO T€, 1110 MOT
HAaBUYKU JOMOMOXYTh 3HAWTU Tebe i BMOBUTH mpuixaTu. [lymato, 1e
Kopmnernic #ioro HaMmOBUB.

— Yomy? Xaii HaBiTh BH JBO€ HE JaJHAETE, ajne Xiba BiH HE XOTIiB
Ou TpUMAaTH CUTYaLIIO 3 IPAaKOHOM 1] KOHTPOJIEM?
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“You’d think.” She drums her fingers thoughtfully. “I think he
needed me out of the way for some reason, but I can’t think for what.
It’d be just like him to use his position to mess with me—but I can’t
figure out what he’d want.”

“I don’t know him well enough to say. But since I’ll be dealing
with Ker’kachin from now on, you’ll have plenty of time to figure it
out.”

“Well then.” She pushes my plate closer to me, and I wince.
“Eat up. You’ll need all the strength you can get. And do try not to
get yourself killed, all right?”

The corner of my mouth curves into a half smile. “Aw, are you
worried?”

“Worried I’ll be tasked with retrieving your corpse? Yes, very.”

I clutch my chest and pretend to get choked up. “Stop, you’re
being too sweet, I’ll start crying.”

“If you cry, I’ll move seats and pretend I don’t know you. Now
eat—and tell me how you plan to not die, so | can poke holes in your
plan and tell you all the ways that it’s going to backfire.”

“Wow. Thanks.”

“Hey, I don’t often provide this service for free. Enjoy it while
it lasts.”

| finally force myself to eat one bite, then another, then another,
each time getting a little easier than the last. I don’t rush or eat huge
amounts at once, and finally, slowly, the nausea begins to leave me.

I talk Maryse through the basics of my plan: present the tithe to
Ker’kachin and try to learn more about him. “It’s not much of a plan
yet,” I admit. “But I’m easing my way in. The last thing I want is to
spook him or make him lose his temper.”

—Ile 3paeThest toriyHUM. — BoHa 3aMuciieHo TapabaHUTh NanbLsMU
no crony. — ['ajaro, 3 AKOiCh IPUYMHU HOMY MOTPiIOHO Oyno mo30yTucs
MEHe, ajle He MOXy 30arHytu HaBimo. Ile Oymo © B #oro cruii:
BUKOPHUCTATH CBO€ CIIY>)KOOBE MOJIOXKEHHA, 1100 3iIMCcyBaTh MEHi JKUTTSL.
Ane s He MOXY 3pO3YyMITH, 110 BiH 3aMHCJIMB.

51 3HM3YI0 TUIeUnMa.

— S HepocratHbO MOOpe HOTO 3HAO, MO0 3POOUTH TPUITYIIICHHS.
Ane ockinbku Binrenep 3 Kep’kaunmHoM po30upaTtumych s, y Tede Oyne
JOCTaTHBO Yacy, 100 1€ 3’ sACyBaTH.

— Hy mo . — Bona mijicoBye Moo Tapinky Onmk4e 10 MEHe, 1 5
3IpUTAIOCS. — Ix. Tob6i 3HAMOOUTHCS BCS €Hepris, sIKy TITbKU 3MOXKEIll
orpumartu. | mocrapaiicst 3poouTH TaK, mo6 Tede He BOWIH, 10Ope?

KyTouok Moro pora BUTMHA€ETHCS B HAIIBIIOCMIIILIL.

— O, TO TH XBUIIIOELICS?

— XBuUIIIOIOCS, 1110 MEHI opy4aTs 3a0patu TBii Tpyn? Tak, qyxe.

51 xamarocs 3a Tpy/Iu, BOAIOYH, 110 38 IUXaI0CH.

— [Ipununu. .. Tu Taka 1o6pa, 110 5 3apa3 po3MIauych.

— SIk1110 TH po3Iutayenics, To s Mepecsiy Ha 1HIIe MICIE 1 y1aM, 110
He 3Hao Tebe. A Temep K 1 po3Kaku MEHI, K TH IUIaHY€Il HE TIOMEpTH,
1100 5 3MOrJIa 3HaTH y TBOEMY IIJIaH1 OTPIXH 1 PO3NOBICTH, YUM 1€ MOXKE
o0epHyTHUCS.

— Oro. Iskyto.

— Tell, s He4yacTo MPOMOHYI L0 TMOCIYry O€3KOIITOBHO.
Haconomxyiics, MOKM Ma€el TaKy MOXKJIUBICTb.

Hapemri s 3mymyto cebe 3’icTM OMH IIMATOYOK, MOTIM JIpYTui,
TPETii, 1 KO’KEH HACTYIHUN AETHCSI MEH1 TPOXH JIETTlIe, HIXK MOoNepeIHIM.
S He mocmimar i He 3’imar0 6araTo 3a OAMH pa3, 1 HapemITi HyAOTa
MOTPOXY MOYHHAE BiJICTYTIATH.

S posnoBigaro Mapici OCHOBM MOTO IUIaHy: BiAJaTH AECATUHY
Kep’kaunny 1 cipoOyBaTH Ai3HATHUCS PO HHOTO OLJIbIIIE.
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“There’s one thing [ don’t wunderstand about your
whole...thing,” she says, dabbing her mouth clean with a gray,
stained napkin that looks like it was once white. “I know
Dragontongues are born with the gift, but I don’t understand how it
works.”

“Honestly? Neither do we.”

“I mean, do you hear dragons speaking Stedi—I assume that’s
your first language?”

“It is, but no, it’s actually kind of the opposite.” I bite the inside
of my cheek as I try to think of how I can put this in a way that makes
sense. “They speak Draken, and I hear Draken, but something in my
brain...filters it. People can learn any language, but Draken is so
different that it takes years, especially because it’s not something you
can really take a class in or read a book about. The only people who
have managed to learn it lived among dragons for years, and even
they never learned to speak it—just understand common phrases and
words. I never learned it, it came sort of... built-in.”

“Built-in?” She frowns.

“Um...okay, do you speak anything besides Stedi?”

“I know Turnish. My father’s parents grew up there, so he grew
up speaking it—he taught it to my siblings and me when we were
kids. He and I would sometimes use it when we didn’t want to worry
about eavesdroppers.”

“Okay, so, when you hear a sentence in Turnish, you don’t hear
it in Stedi, right? You hear Turnish, and then your brain translates.
And that’s a process, right?”

“Sure. I mean, some phrases, I know so well, I don’t have to
think about them anymore to know what they mean.”

— Ile moku 1m0 HE AYyXKE CXOXKE Ha TUIaH, — BU3HAIO 5. — Ale 5
HaMararcsi MOCTYIMOBO 3HAUTH JI0 HbOTO Tiaxia. OCTaHHE, 4OTO 5 X0uy, —
11€ HaJISKaTH HOTo ab0 PO313JIUTH.

— € nemio, 490ro s He PO3yMil0 B TBOiM... 3MI0HOCTI, — Ka)Xe BOHA,
BUTHPAIOYH POT CIpOI0 CEPBETKOK0 Y IUIAMax, SKa, MEBHO, KOJUCH Oyia
6151010. — 51 3Ha10, IO IPAKOHOMOBII HAPOPKYIOTHCA 3 UM J1apoM, ajie He
pO3yMito, K BIH IPAITIOE.

—YecHo? Mu Tex HE pO3yMieMO.

— Hy, T00TO TH uyem, K ApakOHU PO3MOBIAIOTH cTenchkoro? Lle,
HaTeBHO, TBOS pifjHa MoBa?

— Ie mos pigHa MOBa, aJie Hi, HacIIpaBl Bce HaBMaKH. — Sl MOKYCYI0
BHYTPIITHIO YaCTUHY IIOKH, HAMAraro4uch MPHUIYMATH, K MOSICHUTH BCE
3p03yMisio. — BoHM rOBOPSATH IPaKEHCHKOIO, 1 1 UYIO IPAKEHCHKY, ajie I0Ch
y MOEMY MO3KY... GiIbTpye Ti. JIFoau MOKYTh BUBYUTH OY/Ib-SKY MOBY, aJie
JpaKEeHChbKa HACTUIBKU BIAPI3HAETHCS BiJl IHIIMX MOB, IO Ha 11 BUBYCHHS
noTpiOHI POKM, TOMY IO BiJBIJABIIM KiTbKA YPOKIB UM TPOYMTABIIU
KHWKKY il He omnaHyBaTh. J[pakeHCbKy BJAlOCS BUBYMTH JIMIIE TUM
JOISIM, SIK1 JKHJIM CepeJl IPaKOHIB pOKAaMH, ajie HaBITh BOHHM TakK 1 HE
HaBYWINCSA BUTHHO HEIO PO3MOBISITH. BOHM IvIe po3yMilOTh 3araibHi
¢pa3u Ta ciosa. S Hikonu He BuMia ii, BOHA Oyna HIOU sK... BOyZOBaHa B
Miii MO30OK.

— BOynoBana? — Bona xmyputbcsl.

— I'M... Tapasn, OT TH PO3MOBISENI 1€ SKOIOCh MOBOI, OKpPIM
CTEICHKOI?

— S 3naro TypHicbKy. baTbku Moro 6aTeka TaM BHPOCIH, TOX BiH
PO3MOBJIsi€E HEIO 1 HABYMB HAC, KOJIM MU Oynau NiThbMH. MU 3 HUM 1HOII
TOBOPHIIN TYPHICHKOIO, KO HE XOTLIH, 100 HAC MiACTyXallu.

— OTxe, KOJI TH Yy€ENl PEUYCHHS TYPHICHKOO, TH K HE IYEIT HOTO
CTeNIChbKOI0, Tak? Tu uyemn TypHICHKOIO, a TIOTIM TBiil MO30K MepeKyIaiac.
[Ipouec Takuii, mpaBUILHO?

— 3Buuaiino. Hy, neski ¢pasu s 3Hat0 Tak aA00pe, IO MEHI He
MOTP16HO OlnbIlIe AYMaTH, [0 BOHU O3HAYAIOTh.
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“Exactly! My brain does that for Draken, except I never needed
to learn it or study it, it does it.”

“So it’s basically your second language.”

“One I’ve been speaking for a long time.” I take another bite of
my eggs. “Draken is so different from any human language, some
things don’t translate properly, but my brain does the job well enough
that I can usually fill in the gaps.”

“Like what?” she asks, leaning in, her elbows on the table. This
is the most interested she’s been in anything I’ve had to say. The
feeling of her eyes watching me so closely, her waiting for me to
speak, is a strange feeling. But good-strange, | think.

“For starters, dragons don’t have a word for ‘I.” Whenever they
talk about themselves, they always say ‘we.””

“Like, the royal ‘we’?” she asks, a confused frown crinkling
her forehead.

I nod. “Sort of. I mean, I guess it kind of makes sense—they
don’t do names, either.”

“Except Ker’kachin.”

“Except Ker’kachin,” I agree.

She turns her gaze away from me, her shoulders tensing.
Finally, she meets my eye again.

“Don’t do anything rash, okay?”

I blink. “Maryse, are you actually worried about me?” I ask,
trying not to feel flattered. That’d be silly of me, wouldn’t it?

She doesn’t confirm or deny. “A lot of people are counting on
you, and we don’t want to have to send you home in a box.”

“Don’t worry.” I give her a crooked smile. “If I piss him off,
you probably won’t need a box.”

— Ocpb! Mili MO30K pOOUTH TaK caMo 3 JPAKEHCHKOI. T1IbKH MEH1
HIKOJIM HE Tpeba OyIio 11 BUMTH, 5 IPOCTO Biapasy ii po3ymito.

— To ne gakTuuno TBOS Apyra piHa MOBa.

—Ta, SIKOI0 51 PO3MOBIISIIO BKE Jyorce JaBHO. — S BIIKYIIYIO I11€ OAUH
IIMATOYOK si€vHi. — J[pakeHChbKa HACTUIBKU BIAPIZHAETHCS Bifl OYyIb-sSKOT
JFO/ICEKOT MOBH, IO JIESIKi pedl HEMOMKIIMBO MEPEKIIACTH, ajle Miii MO30K
JOBOJ1 J00Ope CHpaBIsS€ThCS 3 3aBJAaHHSAM, TOMY 3a3BHYail s MOXKY
IHTYITUBHO 3aMTOBHUTH MTPOTAINHHU.

— Hampuknan? — 3anuTye BoHa, HAXUJIUBIINCH OJIMKYE U MOKIIABIIH
JIKTI Ha CTUI. 3 yChOTO, IO Sl PO3IMOBIJaNa, ISI TeMa BUKIUKAE y Hel
HaWOUIbIy 3alliKaBICHICTb. Y MeHEe 3 ABISEThCS BIAUYTTS, 10 ii oYl
MWIBHO CTEXAaTh 32 MHOIO, III0 BOHA YeKae€, KOJH s 3aroBopio. J(uBHE
BIIYYTTS. AJle, HAIEBHO, B XOPOIIIOMY CEHCI.

— Hacammnepen y npakoHiB Hemae cioBa “s”’. Ko BOHU TOBOPSTH
po cede, TO 3aBXKIU KaxXyTh “Mu’.

— Tumy xopomiBcbkoro “mu”? —
XMYPSIYH 4OJIO.

S kuBaro.

— Tumy Toro. Jlymaro, 11e Ma€ CeHc, SIKII0 BPaXOBYBaTH T€, 10 IMEH
y HAX TeK HEMa.

— 3a BuHATKOM Kep’kaunHa.

— 3a BuHATKOM Kep’kaunHa, — moroaxyrocs 5.

Bona BigBOguTH MOTMsAA Bil MeHe, 11 IUJe4l HANpPYXYIOTHCA.
Haperuti BoHa 3HOBY IMBUTHCSI MEHI B OUl.

— He pobu Hiuoro Hepo3CyIMBOTO, rapasz?

A xninaro.

— Mapico, T cmpaBai XBHIIOEHICS 3a MeHe? — 3amuTyro s,
HaMararouuch He TIHTHCS Bif 11i€i nymku. Lle 6ymo 6 Hepo3ymMHO 3 MOTO
60Ky, mpasaa?

BoHna 115010 He TATBEP/DKYE 1 HE 3aIepeuye.

— bararo mronmeit po3paxoByrOTh Ha Tebe, i MU HE XOUeMO
BIIMPABIATH T€OE JOOMY B SIIIUKY.

3alIMTy€ BOHA, CIIAHTCIMYCHO
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Chapter Five

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Danil
asks me.

| take in a breath of cool evening air and let it out slowly.

I’m sitting behind him on his horse, holding onto him to make
sure I don’t fall off, so I can’t see his face. His tense shoulders and
soft, hesitant words are more than enough to give away his nerves,
and I can’t blame him—I’m nervous, too.

Even so, I nod. “I’m sure.”

The sun is setting in the distance as we make our slow trek
across town, heading toward the palace, which grows larger and
larger in my sight with every step.

Danil’s horse pulls a small cart behind us, loaded with a filled
chest carrying gold, silver, and copper coins, and pieces of jewelry
people could be persuaded to give up. It’s enough for a dowry—or a
ransom payment.

Unlike our first arrival in the city two days ago, our path is
clear. People see us coming and, knowing what we’re on our way to
do, step out of our way. Occasionally, people wish me luck, and I try
to smile, nod, and look like I don’t need it.

| take another breath to try to calm myself. | can do this. | can
do this.

“If you need anything,” Danil says, “scream, and I’ll come in
after you.”

“I’ll be okay.”

“You better. We’ve lost enough already.”

“I promise I’ll be all right,” I say, touched by his concern. I pat
his shoulder. “Wait outside for me. I may be awhile if he’s willing to
talk. But I promise, if I think he’s going to get aggressive, I’ll get out
of there. I know I’m no good to anyone dead.”

— He xBmmoiics. — S kpuBo mocmixarocs. — SIKIO s CHIILHO HOTO
po3Ir04y, TO TOO1, MaOyTh, 1 SIMK HE 3HATIOOUTHCS.

Po3npin 5

— Tw BeBHEHa, 110 HE XO4Yell, 00 s MIIIOB 3 TO00? — 3aIUTye
MeHe [leHin.

S Bauxaro mpoxoJIoHE BEYIPHE MOBITPS 1 MOBLJILHO BUIUXAO.

A cumky 3331y Ha KOHI, TPUMArO9KCh 3a JleHina, mob He BOACTH, i
He O6auy Horo oOnuuys. Ane HanpyXEHUX TUIeYeH Ta TUXUX, HEPIIIYyIHX
CJIiB OUITBII HIX JOCTATHRO, 00 BUIATH HOTO XBUIIFOBaHHS. He Moy Horo
3BHHYBAaYyBaTH — sl T€K HEPBYIO.

[Tonpu 1ie, s1 KuBaro.

— BrieBHeHa.

CoHnre ciae 3a TOPU30HTOM, KOJIM MU TIOBUILHO IIEMO MICTOM,
MPSAMYIOUH JI0 TaNally, SKUil 3 KO)KHUM KPOKOM Bce OLbIIaE i Oiblae.

Kinp J[leHima TsArHE 3a HAMH HEBEIUKHN BI3OK 31 CKpPHUHEIO,
3allOBHEHOIO 30JIOTHMH, CPIOHMMH 1 MIIHHMH MOHETaMH, a TaKOX
IOBEIIIPHUMH TIPUKPACAMHU JIFOJICH, SIKUX BIAJIOCS BMOBHTH I1X BiJIaTH.
[{poro BUCTaunTh Ha MpPUAAHE A00 BUKYII.

Ha Bigminy Bif Hamioro mpuOyTTs B MICTO JABa JIHI TOMY, 3apa3
nopora BinbHa. JIroau 6auaTh, 0 MU IIEMO, 1 3HAIOTh, KYAH 1 I 4OTO,
TOMY IIBHJIKO PO3CTYyHarOThCSA. I[HOMI BOHM Oa)kalOTh MeEH1 yjadi, a s
HaMararocsi MoCMixaTHCsl, KUBAaTH y BIIMOBIAb 1 BUTTIAAATH TaK, HIOW MeH1
BOHA HE TOTpiOHA.

Pobmo me oauH Baux, moO 3acnokoitucsa. A enopatoca. A
8NOPAIOCHL.

— Skmo 1061 mock 3HaMOOUTHCSA, — Kake JleHin, — KPUKHH, 1 o
puiiny 3a To6010.

— 31 MHOIO Bce Oyze moope.

— Kpare, mo6 tak i 6yi0. Mu Bxke JOCTaTHBO JIFOJIEH BTPATHIIH.

— O6imsto, 31 MHOIO Bce Oyzae mobpe, — Kaxy s, 3BOpyIIeHa Horo
Typbororo. S mieckaro Horo mo miedy. — 3adyekail Ha MeHe HaaBopi. S
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Scyler gave me their version of a pep talk earlier—a clap on the
back strong enough to almost knock me over, and a firm “Give ’em
hell, kid,” as if they’re not only three years older than me. Still, I
appreciate the sentiment, and it was more optimistic than what
Maryse had to say when I left the boardinghouse an hour ago: “If you
don’t come back, can I sell your stuff?”

She was joking, I think. I hope.

As we near the edge of town, the people becoming fewer and
farther between, the horse slows its pace, letting out a quiet, nervous
whinny.

Danil pats its neck gently, shushing it. “The horses hate this trip
almost as much as we do,” he says. “Some of the wilder ones, we
can’t make them come here.”

“Animals usually notice dragons before we do. Like how dogs
sense a storm before the sky’s dark. I think it’s some sort of survival
mechanism—I mean, dragons don’t eat meat so they’re not predators,
exactly, but I guess you can’t expect a horse to know that.”

Danil curses in Turnish, shaking his head. “I wonder whose
ridiculous idea it was to use dragon food as money, however many
centuries ago,” he says. “Imagine how much mess we might’ve
avoided if we didn’t both want gold.”

I laugh, though it’s more sad than funny. “Oh, I’'m sure we’d
find something else to fight about. We’re good at that.”

The castle sits in the middle of what was once a moat.

However, the water was drained long ago and what remains is
a thirty-foot ditch circling the building. The drawbridge is down, and
judging from the rust on the chains and the vines growing over it, it
has been in this position since long before Ker’kachin turned up.

MOJKY 3aTPUMATHCS, SKILIO BIH 3aX04e NOTOBOPUTH, ajie 001110, 110 SKII0
no0avy HATSAKM Ha arpecito, To BiJpasy BUiiny 3BiATH. S 3HAIO, 110 3 TOTO
CBITY 51 HIKOMY HE JIOTTOMOXY.

[epen num Ckaiinep mokas3aiu MEHi CBOIO BepCito Mmi10a1b0paruBo1
IIPOMOBH — ITOIUIECKAJIHN 110 CIIUHI 3 TAKOIO CHJIOH, 1110 JIEJb He 30111 MEeHe
3 HIT, 1 cKa3anu: “3azaii oMy xkapy, Masia”’, Haue BOHHM HE CTapIili 32 MEHE
BCHOT'0 Ha TPH POKH. | Bce s BASYHA 3a IO MiATpUMKY. Lle Oyso Oibm
ONTUMICTUYHUM, HDK Te, IO cKa3aima Mapica, KoM sI BUXOJWIA 3
I'YPTOKUTKY TOAMHY TOMY: “SIKIIO TH HE MMOBEpPHEIICS, MOKHA 5 MPoJiaM
TBOI peui?”

Hymaro, BoHa *apTysaina. CrioaiBarocs, 110 KapTyBaja.

Koan My HabmmxaeMocs 10 OKOJIHUIII MiCTa, JIIOIEl CTae BCe MEHIIIE
1 MEHIIIe, a KiHb CIIOBUILHIOETHCS, BUAAIOUN TUXE, HEPBOBE 1pIKaHHS.

JIeHia HIXKHO TOTUIECKY€E HOTO IO IIHi, 3aCIIOKOIOI0YH.

— KoHi HeHaBUIATH 1110 TOAOPOK Mailke Tak caMo, SIK 1 MU, — KaXe
BiH. — HopoBiauBuX KOHEW MM B3arajii HE MOXEMO 3MYCUTH CIOJIU
HaOJIM3UTHUCA.

— 3a3Buyail TBapMHM IOMIYalOTh JPAKOHIB paHilie 3a Hac. Sk
co0aky BiYYBalOTh HITOPM INE JO TOro, SIK HEOO 3aTsArHe XMapamu.
Jlymaro, 11e OCh TUIY iHCTUHKTY BW)KHBaHHS. JlpakoHH He iIsTh M’sca,
TOK BOHU HE XMKaKH, aje He TyMalo, 1110 KOH1 3HAIOTh NP0 TaKl HIOAHCH.

JleHis1 naeTbes TypHICHKOIO, XUTalOUU TOJI0BOIO.

— MHikaBo, kxomy mpwuiiula B TOJOBY L JAypHyBara ijes
BUKOPUCTOBYBATH 1Ky JIPaKOHIB K Ipolll, Xail To i Oyyo 6arato CTONITh
TOMYy, — Kaxke BiH. — TUIbKH ysIBH, CKUIBKOX MpoOieM MU Moriu O
YHUKHYTH, IKOM HaM 000M He OyJ10 moTpiOHE 30J10TO.

51 cMmirocs, Xoua Bee 1€ pajillie CyMHO, HIXK CMIIIHO.

— O, He cyMHIBarocs, 0 MU 6 HEOAMIHHO 3HAUIIUIH SIKUWCH 1HIINAN
npeaMeT KOHQUIIKTY. Y Hac 1€ 4yJ0BO BUXOIUTh.

3aMOK CTOITh MOCEPE]] TOTO, 1110 KOJIUCH 0YyI0 (OPTEYHUM POBOM.

[IpoTe Boay 1aBHO CITyCTHIIM, 1 HABKOJIO OY/1BII 3aIUIINIACS JTUILIE
JecsITUMeTpoBa KaHapa. [liniioMHUIT MICT ONyIEHUH, 1, CyI4u 3 1pXKi Ta
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We stop before the bridge and Danil helps me to the ground.
He can’t quite hide his anxiety, his hazel eyes darting from me to the
castle and back again as he bites the inside of his cheek.

“You ready?” he finally asks.

“Yes,” I say, and it’s only half a lie.

My knees threaten to buckle under the weight of the chest, but
I manage to hold it in both my skinny arms, and make my slow walk
across the drawbridge, toward the rotting wooden door of the castle.
It’s standing partially open, but when I try to catch a glimpse of
what’s inside, all I can see is pitch black.

Danil follows behind me, one hand on his sword, and we’re
both silent.

The only sound is that of our footsteps on wood, and the
minimum amount of air entering and exiting my lungs. | strain my
ears, desperately listening for a voice, a snarl, anything, but there’s
nothing.

Both of my hands are still full when we get across, so Danil
knocks for me, pushing the door open the rest of the way.

The fading light of the evening shows me what was once a
grand entrance hall, wallpaper peeling and shattered glass on the tile
floor. I swallow.

“I wish I could carry a torch,” I finally say, when no response
comes from inside. I don’t know what I was expecting—certainly not
for the dragon to actually answer the front door.

Still, 1 expected something.

“Once you get past the first passageway, turn to your left. That
will take you straight to the grand hall, and there’s enough light
coming in there.” He takes a step back and looks me up and down,
like he’s making a note of what to tell the authorities in the event they
ask what I was last wearing. “Be careful, Lotte. Be smart.”

BUHOTPAIHKX JIO3, IKMMH ITOKPHUTI JIAHITFOTH, BiH OyB Y TAKOMY TTOJIOKEHHI1
3a710Bro 10 nossu Kep’kaunna.

Mu 3ynuHseMocsi mepen MocToMm, 1 JleHim momomarae MeHi
CIIyCTUTHUCS Ha 3eMJTI0. BiH HE MOXe MPUXOBATH CBOET TPHBOTH 1 MOKYCY€E
BHYTPILIHIO YAaCTUHY IIOKH, a HOTO Kapi o4l AUBIATHCS TO HA MEHE, TO Ha
3aMOK.

— Tu roToBa? — HapemITi 3aIUTYE BiH.

— Tak, — kaxy 5. Lle OpexHs JinuIIe HAOJIOBUHY.

Moi HOTH Nefb HE MiJKOUIYIOTHCS i Barol CKpHUHI, ale MeHi
BJIA€THCSI BTPUMATH i B CBOIX TOHEHBKHX PYyKax i MOBUJIBHO IPOUTH Yepe3
MiTAOMHUNA MICT O THWIHMX JAEpeB’SHUX JBepeil 3amKky. BoHu Tpoxu
MIPOYMHEHI, aJle KOJIX ST HaMararocs 3a3UpHYTH BCEpenHy, TO 0ady Juie
HEMPOTJIAIHY TEMPSIBY.

JleHin iime 3a MHOIO, TPUMAOYM OAHY PYKy Ha Medi. Mu 000€
MOBYHMO.

Tumry nopyurye auie 3ByK HallIuX KPOKiB, IO T'YJIKO BiJUTYHIOIOTb
BiJl JepeB’SHUX JIOIIOK, 1 CBUCT HEBEIMKOi KUIBKOCTI MOBITPS, SKY S
BIMXal0 ¥ BHUIuXawo. S HampyXyro CiyX, BIIYalAyIIHO HaMmararo4yuch
MOYYTH T0JI0C, TapyaHHs, OyAb-1110, ajJie HiY0ro He YyIO.

51 Bce 11e TpUMAr0 CKPUHIO B PyKax, KOJIH MEPEXOAUMO Yepe3 MICT,
TOX JIeH1J1 cTyKae ¥ MOBHICTIO BIJUMHSE JIBEPI AJIST MEHE.

VY 3racaro4oMy BeUipHBOMY CBITJI sI 0ady Te, MO0 KOJUCH OyIo
BETMYHUM TEPEANOKOEM, O0ifpaHi Immajgepd Ta po3duTe CKIO Ha
KaxeJbHIN mi11031. Sl HepBOBO KOBTA0.

— Jlo6pe Oyno 6 mMaTu mpu cobi (pakesn, — HapelTi IPOMOBJISIO 4,
KOJIM 3CEpeIMHN He JTOJIMHAE JKOTHOTO 3BYKY. He 3Haro, 4oro s ovikyBaa.
3BiCHO, HE TOTO, 1110 JPAKOH BITYMHUTH MEH1 BX1/HI JiBepi. AJie Bce-TaKH 5
Y020Ch OUYIKyBaJIA.

— IoitHo mpoiiaent nepmmii Npoxia, moBepHu JiBopyd. Jidgem
SKpa3 J0 BEIUKOI 3aJIi, a TaM JJOCTaTHhO CBITIIO. — BiH poOUTH KpOK Ha3a
1 orJsiiae MeHe 3ropu JIOHM3Y, HIOM 00yMye, IO cKa3aTH HA4YalbCTBY,
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“I will,” I promise. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

Unable to put it off any longer, | take my first step into the
castle.

The stench of mildew and rotted wood floods my senses, and |
blink rapidly, trying to get used to the darkness. | move down the
hallway, clumsily stepping around bits of litter and trying not to drop
the chest.

Each soft footstep is like a clap of thunder, but | breathe in and
out, slowly, gently, willing myself to remain calm. Some animals can
sense fear, and while dragons are several steps above a dog or a horse,
they can certainly spot weakness from a mile away.

With each cautious step, | move farther away from the entrance
and closer to the end of the hall. When I’'m only a few feet away, I
take a step and hear something clinking and scraping quietly against
the floor.

Looking down, I see that I’ve stepped on a couple of uneven,
dull gold coins with the royal crest on them. Jere.

Moving forward, I look down again and see more jere—a few
handfuls scattered on the ground here and there become piles and
piles. By the time I reach the end of the hall, I can’t avoid stepping
on them. Anywhere | put my feet, gold ends up underneath.

The left turn Danil advised me to take is impossible to miss.

When the hallway ends, it splits into two pathways, and the left
path is lined with still more gold.

I can no longer see the floor at all as | move forward, and each
step is announced with the sound of coins scraping against metal and
stone.

| find myself staring into what my brain at first mistakes for a
cave. Then I blink, and I realize, no, I’'m looking at a very large
room—Iarge enough that it must take up the majority of this floor,
and could probably fit an entire city block comfortably inside. But
the light... Where is the light coming from?

SKIIO Y HbOTO 3alUTal0Th, y 110 s Oyja BIASTHEHAa BOCTaHHE. — Bynb
obepexHa, JIorto. Byas KMiTIUBOIO.

— byny, — o6imsto . — S moBepHycs 1ie 10 TOro, SIK TH MOMITHIII
MOIO BIJICYyTHICTb.

He B cuiax Ounble BiAKIagaTu HEMHHYYE, I POOITIO TIEPIIHA KPOK
BCEPEIMHY 3aMKYy.

CwMopif IUTiICHSIBY Ta THWIOI JIGPEBUHM 3alIOBHIOE HIC, 1 5 IIBUIKO
KJIiNIaro, HaMaral4uch 3BUKHYTH 10 TEMpPSBH. Sl pyxarocs KOPHIOPOM,
He3rpabHO MEepecTyNmalyu 4Yepe3 CMITTS 1 HamMaraloyuch HE BIYCTUTHU
CKPHHIO.

Koxen M’skuil KpoK 3BYy4UTh AK ynap IpoMmy, ajie s BIUXaw 1
BUJIMXAl0, MOBUTRHO 1 THXO0. 3Mymyto cebe 30epiratm crnokid. [lesxi
TBapUHM BIJUyBAaIOTh CTpax, 1 Xo4ya JAPAKOHU Ha KiIbKa MIA0JIiB BHUII 32
co0aKy 4M KOHS, BOHH, TOYHO MOXKYTh IIOMITUTH CJIa0KIiCTh 3a KiJIOMETP.

3 KOXHUM OOEpeKHHM KpPOKOM s BIJansiocs Bl BXoay 1
HAOJKAIOCS 10 KiHIIS 3aJIH.

3a KiJIbKa METPIB BiJ] HET 51 paniTOM 4YIO, SIK I[OCh TUXO JI3€HbKA€E Ha
TT1J171031.

[MornsnyBmn BHU3, 0ady, 110 HACTYNMWIa Ha KUIbKAa PI3HUX 3a
PO3MIpPOM THMSIHUX 30JI0TUX MOHET 3 KOPOJIIBCHbKUM Tepoom. Jxepe.

Pyxatounce nani, st 3HOBY IMBIIOCS BHU3 1 O6ady 11e OuibliIe JKepe
— K1JIbKa )KMEHb, PO3KH/IaHUX TO TYT, TO TaM, I€PETBOPIOIOTHCS L1 KYIIH.
Konu s 10X0mKy 10 KiHLSL KOPUIOPY, TO BXKE HE MOXKY HE HACTyNaTH Ha
Hux. Kyau 0 s He crana — mig Horamu 30J10TO.

IToBopoT miBOpyY, KyAHM MEHI TNOpaguB 3BepHyTH [leHin,
HEMOXIIUBO MTPOMYCTHTH.

Konu xopuiop 3akiH4yeThCsl, BIH PO3rally/PKyeThCsl Ha J1Ba IIUISIXU.
JliBuii BUCTENIEHUH 111€ OUIBIIO KUIBKICTIO 30JI0THX MOHET.

S Ginpiie He Oauy MOBEpPXHI MIIJIOTH, a MPO KOXKEH Mill Kpok
CTIOBIIIAIOTh MOHETH, [0 CKPETOYYTh 110 METAITY Ta KAMEHIO.

S BouBISAIOCA B T€, IO Miif MO30K CIOYATKY NpHIMae 3a medepy.
[ToTiM KItimaro 1 po3ymiro, IO Mepei MHOIO BellnKa 3ai1a. BoHa HaCTUIBKH
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There are some windows on the walls around me, but they’re
filthy, they haven’t been cleaned by anything but the rain for years.
And why do | feel air moving?

My eyes flick upward, and I gasp when | see the darkened sky,
stars starting to appear and peek down at me through a massive hole
in the roof.

Actually, it’s a complete lack of a roof, save for the remains of
a few stone columns that once held one up.

I lean my head back to look around, and find that the only part
of this room that is still completely covered is the area around the
entrance, where I’'m standing.

The room has several exits leading into the rest of the palace,
all bathed in darkness.

The only thing I can see clearly is the room I’m in, which
glitters in the moonlight.

It’s not just what’s covering the floor—against the walls,
covering some of the windows completely are piles of treasure
making up what is by far the largest dragon’s hoard I have ever seen.

Coins, gemstones, some cut and cleaned but as many not,
chalices and jewelry and ornate swords and a few pure silver mirrors.

There must be enough here to feed ten dragons for ten years.
I’ve never seen this much gold in one place in all my life—I don’t
think anyone has, ever. The royal family must not keep this much on
hand. This is... If I weren’t here now, looking at it with my own eyes,
I would never believe this hoard existed.

What’s the point in having all of this?

I turn slowly in place, taking it all in, when something in one
of the dark corners moves. It’s quick, so quick I almost think I’ve
imagined it, but I know what | heard. Something dragging along the
floor. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and I spin around,
in time to catch a shadow moving along the back wall.

BeJIMKa, 110 3aiiMae Maiike Bech moBepx. Ha 11 miciii Mir 6 koMpopTHO
PO3MICTUTHCS LIUTUH KBAapTall MicTa. AJie 11e CBITJO... 3BiIKH BOHO?

HaBkoJ10 MeHe € BikHa, aje BOHH Opy/IHi. IX pokamu HiXTO He MUB,
OKpIM JIOIILY.

I gomy s Bi9yBaro JIETKHI OB BITPY?

Sl migBOMKY OYl Bropy i po33sBISIIO POTa BiJl BUAOBHUINA: KPi3b
BEJIMYE3HY APy B 1aXy BUJHO TeMHE He0O, BCUIIaHE 30PSIMH.

Xo4a Jax TyT pajiiie MOBHICTIO BIJACYTHIH, 32 BUHATKOM 3aJTUIIKIB
KIUJIBKOX KaM’sIHUX KOJIOH, sIK1 KOJIMUCh TPUMAIH HOoro.

S 3akuaro roJIoBY Ha3a, o0 po33UPHYTUCS HABKPYTH, i 6ady, 110
€IMHA YacTHHA Ili€l 3a/1M, SKa BCe I MOBHICTIO HAKpUTa JaXoM, — L€
TUTSTHKA OIS BXOMY, /1€ s CTOO.

3ana Mae KijgbKa BUXOIB, 10 BEAYTh 0 IHIIMX YACTHUH MHaaiy, i
BCl BOHU OKYTaHi TEMPSBOIO.

€nune, 1m0 5 4iTKO O6auy — 1e 3ana, B fAKii 1 3Haxo/kycsa. Bona
BUOJIMCKY€E B MICSITYHOMY CBITJi.

He nume migmora kputa 3070ToM. binist CTiH jJekaTh BUCOKI KYyIU
CkapOiB, SKI TOBHICTIO 3aKpHBalOTh Jeski BikHa. lle, Oe3cymHIBHO,
HalOIIbIMI TpakoHS4Mi ckapO, SKUI 1 KOJIH-HeOyAb Oauuna.

MoneTtu, caMoOIBITH, J€iKl OrpaHOBaHi, a JesKl Hi, Yaln Ta
IOBEJIIpHI MPUKpPACH, 03700JIeH]1 KOIITOBHOCTSIMH M€l Ta KiJIbKa JI3epKall 3
YUCTOTO CcpidIa.

Tyt moctaTHbO ckapOiB, 100 MPOTOIYyBaTH NECATH APAKOHIB Ha
JIecsiTh POKIB Briepesd. S HIKONM B KUTTI He Oaymia CTUIBKK 30JI0Ta B
onHomy Micii. He mymaro, mo XTOCh KOJNMCH B3arajii IIOCh OauuB.
KoponiBcpka ciM’s He TOBMHHA TPUMAaTH CTUIBKM Oararcta IiJ PYKOIO.
Le... Ix6u s He Oyna TyT 3apa3 1 He 6auwniia Bce Ha BJIAacHI 04i, TO s Hi3aII0
0 He MmoBipuJIa, 110 Iei CKapO iICHYE.

Skuii cenc matu Bce 11e?

S noBiTbHO 0O€pTaroCs Ha MICIIi, PO3TJISIIAI0YH BCE, K PAalTOM B
OJIHOMY TEMHOMY KYTKY IIOCh BOPYIIUTbCA. Bce BiOyBaeThes MIBUIKO,
HACTUTBKH IIBUIKO, 110 MOKHA MOAYyMAaTH, HIOW MEHI PUMAPHUIIOCS, ajie 5
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Taking another long, slow breath, I stand frozen in place, blood
pumping through me as | wait.

After a full, agonizingly still minute, | step closer to where |
think 1 saw something moving, and slowly, | crouch to the floor. |
place the chest down and open it, the latch swinging with a click so
loud, it makes me cringe.

My hands are trembling, but | force myself to push the lid open
and tilt the chest onto its side, letting the coins and gems for this
week’s tithe spill out, making a noise almost like a waterfall.

Dragons don’t frighten me, as a rule.

Certainly, I have a healthy respect for them, as anyone should
when dealing with someone that could literally swallow you whole.

But this is new, the shaking and the overwhelming sense of
dread gnawing at the pit of my stomach. I don’t like it one bit.

Heavy breathing from behind me sets my hair on end.

| dare to look over my shoulder, and as soon as | do, the breath
stops, like he’s hiding from me. Like he’s somehow as unnerved by
me as [ am by him. Or maybe he’s toying with me, getting a kick out
of watching the human scurry about.

Squinting, I don’t see anything, except a shapeless pile of
treasure, a dirt-streaked window, and a corridor leading out of this
room, cloaked in shadow. Maybe I was mistaken...

My eyes continue to bore ahead, but nothing happens. Tiring of
this, I open my mouth, but no words come out on my first attempt. |
swallow, take a deep breath, and try again. This time, my voice
doesn’t fail me, though it’s higher-pitched and shakier than I would
like.

3HaI0, 10 TOYHO 1I0Ch rouyina. [llock Tsaruerses no mianosi. Bonocces crae
muOku, 1 51 o0eprarocsi, BCTUTAIOYM KPA€YKOM OKa TMOMITHUTH TiHb, IO
PYXa€eTbCsl B3JOBXK CTIHH MO3a.1y.

3poOHBIIM III€ OAMH JOBIUH, MOBUIBHUH BIWX, sl 3aCTUTAl0 Ha
micui. [To BchbOoMy Tiy myiabCye KpOB, MOKH sI CTOI, 3aBMEpIIN B
OYiKyBaHHI.

[Ticna go Goit0 TUXO1 XBUJIWMHHU S pOOJIIO KPOK OJIFDKYE 10 TOTO
MICIIs, e, SIK MEH1 3/1a€ThCs1, 0YI10 BHIHO SIKUICH pyX. [loBiIbHO TIpHCinato,
CTaBJIIO CKPUHIO Ha MJIOTY 1 BiAKpHBarlo ii. KiisiMka Tak ryqHo Kianae, 1o
S 3IPUTAIOCS.

Pyku TpemTaTh, ajne s 3MyIIyro cede BIAKPUTH KPUIIKY 1 HAXUIISIFO
CKPHHIO, O3BOJISIFOYM MOHETaM 1 CaMOIBiTaM 3 JECATUHU BUCHIIATUCS
HA30BHI 3 IIyMOM, CXOKU/ Ha BOJIOCTIA/I.

JlpakoHH MeHe, SIK IPABUJIO, HE JIAKAIOTh.

3BICHO, 1110 SIK JIIOAMHA, KA MA€ CIpaBy 31 CTBOPIHHAM, SIKE MOXKe
OYKBaJILHO IPOKOBTHYTH MEHE IIIJIKOM, S BITIyBaIO JI0 APAKOHIB 3I0POBY
MoBary.

Axne e BiquyTTs — HOBe. TpeMTIHHS 1 HenepeOopHE BIAUYTTS JKaXy,
110 TIOTJIMHAE MEHE 3cepeJMHU. MeH1 BOHO 30BCIM He M0100a€ThCs.

Bin BaXKOTO MMXaHHS M033]ly y MEHE CTa€ AUOKH BOJIOCCSI.

51 HaBaXXyroCcsl O3UPHYTHUCS 4Yepe3 Ijleue — 1 JUXaHHS BiJIpa3y X
cTUXae, HIOM IpaKkoH XOBAEThCs BiJ MeHe. HiOM BiH Tak caMO HalsIKaHUMN
MOE€I0 TIPUCYTHICTIO, SIK 15 Ooro. A Mo>ke BiH Ipa€eTbcs 31 MHOIO i OTpUMYE
3aJI0BOJICHHSI, CITOCTEPIrar0uy 3a JIFOJICBKO0 METYITHEIO.

HagiTh mpuMpyXHBIIUCH, 1 HE 6ayy HiUOro, okpiMm 0Oe3dpopmHOi
Kynu ckapOiB, OpyAHOro BiKHa Ta OIOBUTOTO TIHHIO KOPUIOPY, 1110 BEE 3
i€l 3aau. MOKIIMBO, 1 HOMUJIMAJIACS. ..

Moi o4i MpOAOBXKYIOTH MPOHU3YBATH TPOCTIp TOMEpedy, aje
HIYOro He BiI0yBaeTbcs. BToMiieHa iuMu irpamu, s BiIKPHBAIO poT, aje 3
nepioi cnpodu cioBa HE 3JITaTh 3 BYCT. S KOBTar0, poOIIt0 TIMOOKUI
BIMX 1 Hamararocsi 3aroBOpUTH 3HOBY. Llporo pasy roioc MmeHe He
T1JIBOJTUTH, X04a BiH 3BYYHTh BHUIIUM 1 TPEMTIIMBIIINM, HI)K XOTi10¢H 0.
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“I’m not carrying any weapons. | only want to talk. Can we do
that, please?”

Silence meets me, but I’'m not backing down. The fear hasn’t
left me, not entirely, but now it’s supplemented by something else:
determination. I have a job to do, and I’m not leaving until it gets
done. Even if | have to stand here waiting all night.

“I know you’re here, and I’d appreciate it if you’d come out
where | can see you, please. | like to look someone in the eye when |
speak to them.”

| finally get a response: a wordless, guttural noise that echoes
off the walls, and I nearly jump out of my skin. I can’t help the
relieved sigh that escapes me when I realize it’s a snort, a laugh.

“I can come to you, if you’d prefer.” I take a small step toward
the source of the noise. “Please, let me see you.”

Finally, a low voice that slithers out of the darkness and up my
spine and into my head responds to me. “Is it not custom to bow
before a dragon before speaking?”

A shudder passes through me.

I lower myself to my knees in a bow, ignoring the way the coins
dig into my skin, no matter how much it hurts. | keep my eyes up to
try to see something, anything.

“Look down.” The words hit me like slaps to the face, and
before I can consider it, | find myself obeying.

My gaze shifts to the floor, and I don’t dare breathe.

Heavy footsteps threaten to shake the floor, and | can hear coins
being moved and sloshed around in a way that makes me think of
children running through puddles when it rains.

I want to look up, | want to see whatever’s approaching, but I
don’t dare. Not until he tells me I can. To stave off the temptation, I
squeeze my eyes shut and take a deep breath.

— Y MeHe Hemae npu cobi 30poi. S nuie Xxouy moroBoputu. Mu
MO>KEMO TIOTOBOPUTH, Oyab Jacka?

VY BiAMOBiAR MEHE 3yCTpivae THIIA, aje s He BiacTymnaw. Ctpax He
MOKUHYB MEHE, TPUHAWMHI HE TIOBHICTIO, aJIe TeTep 10 HbOTO J10/1aJ10Cs 11e
JIENI0: PIIIYYicTh. Y MEHE € po00Ta, SIKY 51 Mar0 3pOOUTH, 1 5 HE iy 3B1JICH,
MOKH He 3po0utto ii. HaBiTk SKIIO TOBEAETHCS MIPOCTOSTH TYT BCIO HiY.

— S 3Haro, 1m0 BU TYT, 1 Oyay nyXKe BASYHA, IKIIO BH BHiiAeTe, 100
s MorJ1a Bac 0auuTH. S 000 AUBUTHUCS B 04l CIIIBPO3MOBHHUKY.

Hapemti s oTpuMyro BiANOBiAb: OE3CIOBECHUIN TOPTAaHHUMN 3BYK
BIJUTYHIOE BiJl CTiH, 1 s JIeib HE BUCTPUOYIO 31 mKipu. He Moy cTpumatu
TMOJIETIIEHOTO 31TXaHHSA, SIKE BUPUBAETHCS 3 MEHE, KOJIH PO3YMIit0, IO I1e
NUPXAHHS, CMIX.

— S Moy migiiiTu 0 Bac, KO xoueTe. — S poOiro MalleHbKHIA
KPOK J10 JDKepena 3ByKy. — by/b 1acka, 103BOJIbTE MEHI M0OAYUTH Bac.

Haperti HU3bKHii TOJI0C, 1110 BUCIU3A€ 3 TEMPSABH, CKPAJIA€THCS 110
MO€EMY XpeOTYy 1 MPOHHUKAE B TOJIOBY, BIJIIOBIIa€ MEHI.

— Xiba He 3aBeJEHO CIEpIly BKJIOHITHCS JPAKOHY, a IOTIM
roBOpUTH?

Mene npoHHU3ye TPEMTIHHS.

S omyckarocst Ha KOJIiHA B TTOKJIOH1, HE 3BaYKal0UH Ha T€, 1110 MOHETH
BIIMBAIOTHCS B MO0 LIKIpY, Xail SIK CUJIBHO MeH1 60UTh. S migHIMao o4l
Bropy, HaMararo4yruch MoOAYNTH MOCh, OY/IB-1110.

— JluBucs Buu3. — L1i coBa BiAuyBarOThCS SK JsMaC MO OOIHYYIO, 1
MepIl HIXK sl BCTUTat0 0OMIpKyBaTH iX, OMIYaro, 110 MiJKOPSIOCS TOJIOCY.

Moi oui BTYIUIIOIOTBCS B MIAJIOTY, 1 S HE HABaXYIOCS HaBiTh
3pOOUTH BIUX.

Bin BaXKMX KpOKIB JBUITUTH MIAJIOTa, 1 5 4yl0, SIK PyXalOThCs i
MiACTpUOyIOTh MOHETH. BOHM HaraayioThb MeH1 AITEH, skl OiraroTh MO
KaJtoKax IiJl 9ac JAOMLy.

S Xouy MWIAHATH TOJIOBY, XO4y MOOAYUTH, IO JIO0 MEHE
HaOJIMKAETHCSI, ajle He HaBaXYIOCs, MOKU BiH HE 103BOJUTH MeHi. [1[06 He
MIJAATUCA CIIOKYCI, 3aIlTIOUIYI0 04l 1 pOOIIIO IITHMOOKUN BIUX.
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“Are you afraid?” There’s an amused lilt to his voice that sets
me more on edge than anger ever could.

“No.” My lie hangs in the air for a second before it falls away
unacknowledged, and the noises draw closer.

Hot, damp air flushes against my face, and my fingers twitch.

He must be close enough to touch now. Close enough to touch
me.

“Open your eyes.” The words don’t grant permission—they
give an order.

| instinctively sway backward when | see a truly massive beast
directly in front of me, not two feet away.

His scales are a dark, furious shade of red, fading into pale gray
on the end of his long, spiked tail and around his wings. He must be
at least sixteen feet tall and has only two eyes. Both big, bright, and
a vivid scarlet, with gold flecks near the irises, which are shaped like
diamonds and blacker than the sky above us. His head is adorned with
a crown of dull red spikes, which form a half circle above and around
his eyes.

His gaze is fixed on me, and his lips pull back to reveal his
massive, yellowing teeth in what may be a smile, or a snarl. “Stand.”

I do.

“Who are you?” he asks, and his voice digs into my skin and
clings to my bones even more when he’s this close. “Where’s the
other girl?”

“I'm Lotte.” I take another step back, but it’s not just to put
distance between me and him. It’s also so I don’t sprain my neck to
look at him. “Lotte Meer.”

“You’re a Dragontongue. Not the first to come here.”

— Twu 60imics? — Y #ioro rosoci 3By4arh Becelli HOTKH, SIKi BUBOJIATh
MEHE 3 PIBHOBAru CHJIbHIIIE, HIXK MIiT OM BUBECTH THIB.

— Hi. — Mos OpexHs Ha CEKyHIy 3aBHCAaE€ B TIOBITPi, a IMOTIM
0e3CIiIHO 3HUKAE, TIOKU 3BYKH CTAIOTh BCE OJIMKUUMH.

l"apsiue Bosore moBITpsl BAaps€ MeHI B OOMWYYsl, 1 MOI MaJIbIli
MOYUHAIOTH TPEMTITH.

Bin, MaOyTh, yxe g0cTaTHhO O1M3bKO. JlocTaTHRO OJIU3BKO, 00
JTOTOPKHYTHUCS 10 MeHe.

— Posmmomn oui. — Ile He g03Bin, 116 Hakas.

Sl IHCTUHKTHUBHO TIONAIOCS Ha3aJ, MO0AYMBIIN MAacUBHOTO 3Bipa
MPsIMO TIepeJli MHOIO, a HE 3a MiB MeTpa.

Moro nycka TeMHOT0, IPOr0 BiATIHKY YEPBOHOTO, IO EPEXOIUTH
y 0J1110-Ccipuil Ha KiHIIl IOBrOTr0 3arOCTPEHOT0 XBOCTA 1 HABKOJIO Kpuil. Bin
IOHAMEHIIIE 11’ ITh METPIB 3aBBUIIKH, a OKa Y HbOTO JuiIe n8a. O0uaBa
BEJIHKI, SICKpaBi, OarpsHi i3 30JJ0TUMHU BKPAIUICHHAMH O1J1s1 31HUIB Y popmi
niaMaHTiB, JOpHimKX 3a HeGO Hax Hamu. Oro ToIOBy yBiHUYe KOpOHA
ThMSIHO-UEPBOHHUX IIUIIIB, K1 MIBKOJIAMU OTHHAIOTH OYi.

Moro mormsi OpUKYTHH IO MeHe, a TyOH BiATSIYIOThCS Ha3a,
BIJIKPHBAIOYH TiTaHTCHKI, )KOBTYBATI 3yOH y SIKIHCH 1101001 MOCMIILKK YU
BUIIKIPY.

— Bcrans.

51 Berato.

— Xto TH Taka? — 3anuTye BiH. MIOro rooc BIMBAETHCS B MO0
HIKIPY 1 YIMJISETHCS 3@ KICTKU L€ CUJIbHIIIE, KOJIM BIH HACTUIbKU OJU3BKO.
— Jle iHIIe aiBua?

— S JlotTa. — 51 po0Guro 1m1e oiuH KPOK Ha3aj, ajie He JIUIIE JJIS TOTO,
11100 BiIAJIUTUCS BiJ HBOTO, a M JUIsl TOTO, 11100 HE PO3TATHYTH 001 M 5131
Wi, TUBJISTYUCH HAa HbOTO. — JIoTTa Meep.

— Tu apakoHoMoBHIIA. | HE TIepIIa MPUXOIMIII CIOIU 3 TAKUM JapOM.

S noB1IBHO KUBAIO.
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I nod slowly. “Right. Right. I’'m... I’ve been hired by the city
to speak to you. They thought it would be better if | delivered your
tithe to you this week.”

“And you’re here to try to negotiate with me, hm? I suppose
you can’t be any worse at it than the last Dragontongue. And it is nice
to talk to someone who can hear me properly. The others could
probably understand me if they bothered to try, but, well, | suppose
they’re too busy trying to pretend they’re not afraid of me. | will say
they’re much better liars than you are, Lotte Meer.”

— Tak. Tak. MeHe... MeHe HalHSII0 MICTO, III0O TTOTOBOPUTH 3 BAMHU.
Bonn Bupimmnm, mo Oyze Jimiie, SKIO IECITUHY Ha LbOMY THIXKHI
MIPUHECY BaM S1.

— Tox TH TyT, 100 cripoOyBaTH TOMOBUTHCA 31 MHOIO, TM? 'anaro,
TIpIIOI0 32 OCTAHHBOTO JPAaKOHOMOBLSI TH He Oynemi. I MeHl mpHeMHO
MMOTOBOPUTH 3 KUMOCh, XTO TIO-CITPaBXHbOMY MOXE MEHE MOJyTH. [HIi,
MalyTh, 3p03yMiIM O MeHe, sIKOM crpoOyBaiu, ajie BOHM HAATO 3alHSATI
THM, 1[0 HaMararThCs BJaBaTH, HIOM He 00sThcs MeHe. Bonu Habarato
Kpaii Opexynu, Hix TH, JIoTTo Meep.
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Chapter 2. Gender-neutrality of Erica Hollis’s Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire in a
gendered language

2.1 Pre-translation analysis: book and text characteristics

Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire by Erica Hollis is a young adult fantasy romance novel.
It was originally published on June 26, 2023 by Entangled: Teen, an imprint of the Entangled
Publishing, the United States-based publishing house (Hollis, 2023).

The plot of Erica Hollis’s debut novel revolves around a sixteen-year-old girl named
Lotte Meer who possesses a rare gift of being a dragontongue, meaning that she’s able to
communicate with dragons. Despite her young age, she works as a mediator and translator in
negotiation between people and dragons. She takes an active part in a peaceful resolving of
the conflicts between the two species which is a rather dangerous profession in the world of
Nevstede. As the new danger occurs, Lotte and her brave companions are on a mission to save
the town of Morwassen’s Pass from a massive voracious dragon Ker’kachin who has taken
the town hostage and is terrorising its citizens to get gold and gems. During their dangerous
yet exciting adventures the bond between the diverse characters straightens, especially
between Lotte and a magician Maryse who fall in love with each other as the story progresses.
The characters learn to trust each other despite all the mysteries that lie in their past.

In addition to the main action-packed, heroic plot, there is a subplot dedicated to the
strained relationships between Lotte and her estranged mother. This aspect is explored further
in the story when the protagonist finds out that the dragon is holding her mother captive which
significantly complicates an already complicated problem with the dragon terrorising the
town.

The book addresses such complex themes as abandonment issues, trauma, found family,
and first love while being extremely dynamic and entertaining. The author maintains a perfect
balance between drama and humour, between epic action and slice-of-life moments.

Taking into account the plot of the story, we can clearly see that Hearts Forged in
Dragon Fire is a typical representative of its genres, namely fantasy and romance.

Concerning the fantasy genre, it is worth noting what characteristics it has. According
to Stephanie Dreier, fantasy fiction is comprised of narratives in which the violation of natural
laws is indispensable to the narrative’s integrity (Dreier, 2018, p. 26). Therefore, the presence
of supernatural component is a crucial element of fantasy stories.

Steven S. Long proposes a more detailed view on fantasy. According to the scholar,
fantasy features impossible events dependent on something that doesn’t exist in the real world
or occurring in a fictitious otherworld (Long, 2011, p.2).

Thus, Erica Hollis’s book possesses typical elements of the fantasy genre such as magic,
alternate world which is Nevstede, and fictional creatures, namely dragon as the main
antagonist.

As to the romance genre, the story has a focus on a romantic relationship with the
romantic component serving as a secondary plot line featuring two female characters falling
in love. In accordance with the genre of teenage romance, there must be some conflict
challenging the relationship that needs to be overcome, a trope widely used in such stories.
Therefore, the characters experience some ups and downs in their relationships navigating
their first love and gradually building trust once all the mysteries are resolved.

The book is written in a first person point of view which is quite common for young
adult fantasy of recent years. This type of narration is a subjective one and allows the readers
to experience the story from the perspective of the protagonist. Thus, it is an effective tool
used to help the readers relate to characters and have a greater degree of immersion into the
plot and fictional world.
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| collapse into bed not long after the sky goes dark, too tired from being on the road to
even eat dinner (Hollis, 2023, p.34). — A naoaio na nixcko He80083i nicis moeo, siKk Hebo
MeMHI€E, 3aHA0MO BMOMIEHA 00PO2oI0, Wob xoua 6 noseuepsamu.

However, first-person narration can be considered limited. It involves the author’s
decision to limit their omniscience to what can be known by a single character (Diasamidze,
2014, p.162). Therefore, the readers experience the story just like the protagonist: with their
naivety, set of values and beliefs. Such a perspective may not be suitable for the taste of some
readers who prefer to have several angles in the story for the sake of variety.

Erica Hollis’s style of writing the text can be characterised as descriptive and narrative.
The author employs vivid descriptions of the setting of Nevstede, using sensory details to
create an immersive experience for the reader such as the forest scents, the sound of golden
coins falling to the ground. Such elements contribute to creating a visually rich story and
enhancing the reading experience.

Additionally, the book maintains a perfect balance between detailed descriptions and
dialogues that add humour and sincerity to the story evening out the narrative’s tempo and
offering dynamic needed for an engaging reading experience.

Another peculiar element that adds flavour to the book is the way the dragons speak.
They are referring to themselves in plural as if they are royalty adding individuality to the
general atmosphere of the book.

The examples of royal plural usage are as follows:

We have flown for days. We stop only to sleep. We wish to rest. We wish to be where it
isn’t so loud (Hollis, 2023, p.13). — Mu neminu xinvka Ouis. 3ynunsemocs minoku 01s moeo,
w06 nocnamu. Mu xouemo gionouumu. Mu xouemo oymu mam, oe He max 20aA0CHO.

The text of the book performs informative, emotive and entertaining functions,
satisfying its target audience that consists mainly of teenage fantasy lovers, as well as
teenagers identifying as queers and looking for queer representation in media.

It is worth noting that being not only a decent fantasy debut novel Hearts Forged in
Dragon Fire is a decent example of LGBTQA+ representation as well. As a queer woman
herself, Erica Hollis included in her story homosexual and non-binary characters in a
respectful manner meaning that the character’s development arcs and personalities are not
centred around their struggle of being a minority facing discrimination. Basically
heterosexism, a system of attitudes, biases, and discrimination in favour of heterosexuality,
does not exist in the world of Nevstede (Jung, Smith, 1993, p.13). Therefore, the characters
themselves are not defined by their sexual or gender identity, have complex personalities, are
well-written and functional within the story.

From our perspective, the book is an excellent example of a proper LGBTQA+
representation that has the potential to positively affect young people and their self-image as
well as their perception of queerness. Several studies support the idea of queer audiences
having a positive response to queer characters whose personalities are not defined by their
sexuality alone (Mclnroy, Craig, 2017, p.44). Thus, the main characters of the book, namely
Lotte, Maryse and Scyler, can be regarded as inspiring examples and even role models to some
extent for queer youth, making them feel seen and validated.

To sum up, Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire by Erica Hollis is a solid fantasy story with
some unique elements in its world-building that adds novelty to the genre. It appeals to its
target audience, consisting mainly of teenagers and young adults, by providing a good-quality
entertaining and a space for escapism. Moreover, it poses a challenge for us, as translators,
being not only ambitious piece of writing but a work that represents non-binary people which
must be taken into account in translation.
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2.2 Gender as a social and grammatical category
2.2.1 The concept of gender and non-binary gender

The inclusion of non-binary characters in the story is an aspect that presents a particular
interest for our research and poses a great challenge for a translator since the concept of non-
binary gender and/or gender neutrality is not easy to convey in a heavily gendered language
that Ukrainian is.

First of all, let us analyse gender as a social concept in order to have a better
understanding of its linguistic manifestation that will be analysed further in the research.

Having analysed different studies, we can say that to this day there is still no consensus
on the nature of gender due to the complexity of the concept. However, most modern European
and American scholars seem to have a similar understanding of general characteristics of
gender that will be presented below.

Gender includes the social, psychological, cultural and behavioural aspects of being a
man, woman, or other gender identity (Haig, 2004, p.88). In other words, gender refers to a
certain set of socially constructed characteristics attributed to men and women that can differ
from culture to culture. Most scholars agree that gender is a central characteristic for social
organization (Heinemann, 2012, p.36). Thus, gender can be viewed as a product of the
development of culture and society.

Kevin L. Nadal states that most cultures construct their societies based on the
understanding of gender binary, namely male and female (Nadal, 2017, p.401). It means that
in such cultures children go through their process of gender socialisation based on biological
sex assigned to them at birth. Consequently, most cultures use a gender binary, in which
people are considered a part of one of two categories, namely women and men (Nadal, 2017,
p.401). However, it is worth noting, that gender binary categorization creates a problem for
individuals who feel that they do not fit into these two narrow categories.

Also, the term gender is often equated with the narrower concept of gender role. This
term denotes the expected attitudes and behaviours a society associates with each sex
(Lindsey, 2015, p.6). Or, to put it another way, it is a set of expected behaviours and social
functions that correlate with belonging to a sex.

It is worth noting that gender and biological sex are related in the majority of cases but
differ from gender identity.

Gender identity refers to an individual’s personal sense of identity as masculine or
feminine, or some combination thereof (Morrow, 2006). Therefore, taking into account the
presented definition, we can make a conclusion that a person’s individual experience of gender
may or may not correspond to their assigned sex at birth. Consequently, there are some people
who cannot relate to the gender binary and identify neither as female nor male. Usually, they
may fall under the umbrella terms non-binary or genderqueer.

In general, terms non-binary or genderqueer refers to people who identify as something
other than male or female (Bergman, Bear, Barker, Meg-John, 2017, p.5). Also, non-binary
and genderqueer are umbrella terms implying that there is a whole spectrum of different
gender identities that do not fall into the binary category of male and female.

The scholars claim that whatever their birth physicality, there are non-binary people
with a single fixed gender, a fluid gender, and with no gender (Bergman, Bear, Barker, Meg-
John, 2017, p.6). Typically, people who identify themselves as individuals with no gender are
those who disagree with the very idea of gender.

Summing up, we can say that the concept of gender does not fit into the strict limits of
binary system meaning that there are more ways to experience one’s gender rather than to
identify exclusively as male or female. Moreover, gender identity is one’s individual
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experience of gender, thus, is subjective, and can be fluid too. At the same time, gender
identity can be shaped by cultural and societal norms and expectations to some extent as well
as by individual’s rejection to conform to a socially constructed set of norms and stereotypes
or one’s general inability to relate to them and identify accordingly. In conclusion, there is no
general consensus on gender because the concept is rather complex and even may be
considered a controversial one, although most scholars agree that gender is a socially
constructed concept that may or may not be partially predetermined by biological factors and
therefore can be fluid.

2.2.2 Gender in linguistics and gendered languages

Every concept has its manifestation in a language, and gender is not an exception.
Linguistic manifestation of gender is expressed in the grammatical category of gender. First
of all, let us present the definitions of the term.

The grammatical category of gender can be defined as a noun class system reflected in
the behaviour of associated words (Corbett, 1991, p.7).

In addition, a grammatical category consists of the division of words into two or three
classes correlated with gender or lack of thereof (Kocherhan, 2001, p.268). In other words,
grammatical gender plays an important role in indicating agreement relations between such
elements of an utterance as adjectives, pronouns, numerals, verbs and other parts of speech
depending on the language.

According to Corbett, a language may have two or more classes of genders (Corbett,
1991, p.7). The most common grammatical genders are masculine and feminine, however,
some languages have neuter as well. The classification frequently corresponds to a real-world
distinction of sex, at least in part, but often too it does not. (Corbett, 1991, p.7). For example,
inanimate nouns as opposed to animate ones that refer to things that are alive and sentient,
cannot possess characteristics associated with biological sex or gender as a social construct,
yet they have grammatical gender in a number of gendered languages.

The grammatical category of gender is present particularly in most modern Indo-
European languages. In such languages as Italian, French, Spanish, and Danish, nouns have
two genders — masculine and feminine (Kocherhan, 2001, p.268).

The category of gender has a formal expression. In Slavic languages, it is expressed by
means of inflections and in Romance languages and German — by an article (Kocherhan, 2001,
p.268).

Therefore, a language has the category of gender if grammatical forms with variable
gender adopt forms to agree with grammatical forms of invariable gender. (Fodor, 1959,
p.191).

Consequently, we can make a conclusion that gendered language is a language that has
two or more genders implying the presence of the two or more classes of nouns respectively
which can be distinguished syntactically by the agreements they take in an utterance.

Ukrainian is a clear example of a gendered language. In the Ukrainian language every
noun has a category of gender, namely masculine, feminine, or neuter. In adjectives, ordinal
numerals, possessive, indicative, interrogative pronouns, participles, and past participle verbs,
this category is dependent on the noun they are combined with (Kocherhan, 2001, p.268).
Additionally, some nouns can be both masculine and feminine, the so-called common gender
nouns.

In Ukrainian grammar adjectives must agree with the noun they modify in terms of
gender, number, and case. Thus, adjectives can take multiple endings depending on the gender
of the noun they modify. Concerning verbs, gender generally does not have a significant
impact in Ukrainian verb conjugations. However, it affects the past participle forms of the
verbs. The past tense verb must agree in gender with the subject of the sentence.
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On the other hand, modern English is considered to be a natural gendered language since
it does not have a grammatical gender. It has gender-specific pronouns but lacks grammatical
gender so gender usually adheres to natural gender, which is often based on biological sex
(Audring, 2008). Therefore, in English all noun classes do not require special masculine,
feminine, or neuter inflection or agreement in a sentence. However, it possesses some words
that identify individuals (nouns aunt and uncle or the pronouns he and she) correspond to the
individual’s sex (Merriam-Webster, 2024). Thus, English possesses semantic gender with
particular gendered nouns and pronouns which is determined by the biological gender of the
referent, has mostly gender-neutral personal nouns and personal pronouns specific for each
gender. For example, a male individual is referred to by pronouns he/him/his, a female
individual — by pronouns she/her/hers. Consequently, a non-binary individual is referred to
by gender neutral pronouns they/them/theirs. And sexless objects are referred to by neuter
pronouns it/its.

However, ships, boats and vehicles of such kind can be considered an exception since
they are traditionally referred to as “she”. Nevertheless, labelling ships, countries, and other
inanimate things as female could be interpreted as perpetuating the patriarchal view, and as
slightly derogatory and patronizing (The Guardian, 2019). Therefore, there is a modern
tendency to abandon referring to ships as she as this navy tradition seems anachronistic.

Among other gendered nouns are the ones denoting professions based on traditional
work-roles and certain animals. Some jobs titles had no form for women, such as spokesman,
fireman, policeman, mailman, and the like. On the other hand, some job titles had no form for
men since nurses and secretaries were predominantly women (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024).
However, nowadays more neutral forms are preferred such as spokesperson, firefighter, police
officer, mailperson instead of gender-specific job titles. Nurse is preferred for both sexes
instead of male nurse for a man. So the general trend in English is to reduce the usage of
gender-specific job titles as much as possible and promote gender neutrality.

Concerning nouns denoting professions, in Ukrainian there is a recent tendency to use
feminine job titles instead of masculine ones. Masculine job titles denoting professions used
to be viewed as a default and thus universal ones for many years, however, nowadays they are
viewed as discriminatory and such that erase the visibility of women in a labour market and
their professional input. Therefore, in 2020 in Ukrainian the use of feminine job titles has been
officially authorized at the legislative level (Order of the Ministry of Economy Ne 1574, 2020).

As to the animal names, some of them have male and female forms such as bull and
cow, dog and bitch, drake and duck. However, very often, one of the names acts as a neutral
term, even if we know the sex of the animal (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024).

Now, let us analyse the example from the source text in order to compare the source and
target languages to highlight the differences in their grammatical systems in terms of the
category of gender.

The noise vanishes almost the instant my eyes open, but | peer into the woods in the
direction it was coming from (Hollis, 2023, p.11). — Sk minoku s po3niiowyio oui ueym matidice
00pasy 3uuxae. Ta s npo0o6HCYI0 BOUBIAMUCS 8 JIIC Y HANPAMKY, 3 K020 6IH OOIUHAE.

The presented example clearly illustrates the information above. We can clearly see that
inanimate noun wind has a masculine gender in Ukrainian and thus is referred to by using a
personal pronoun eix. Additionally, the verb that he is linked with is formed in the past tense
are with the help of the suffix -¢ paired with zero inflection. Thus, we can see that nouns in
Ukrainian must have a syntactic agreement in a sentence in accordance with its grammatical
gender. The source text sentence, however, is nothing like a target one in terms of a syntactical
agreement. The inanimate noun wind does not have a gender and do not require agreement in
a sentence.
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Taking into account all of the information mentioned above, we can make a conclusion
that English and Ukrainian have significant differences in terms of grammatical gender.
English grammar doesn’t distinguish between genders except in assigning a masculine or
feminine singular pronoun and in Ukrainian each noun has a particular gender, namely
masculine, feminine, or neuter, regardless of whether it denotes a living creature, an inanimate
object, or an abstract idea.

2.2.3 Gender-neutral language and its manifestations

As the main means of communication, language is a reflection of society and all its
views and biases, such as prejudice, stereotypes and discrimination. For example, language
that is consistent with the use of masculine generics communicates gender stereotypes and
excludes women, portraying them subordinate roles and positions (Sczesny, Moser, & Wood,
2015). Such language is called sexist due its excluding one gender or the other, or suggesting
that one gender is superior to the other (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024). We have already
mentioned its manifestation in job titles that erase one gender or another. Another example is
that words like mistress or governess (masculine master and governor, respectively) have
sexual, caretaker or sometimes derogatory connotations (Shariatmadari, 2017). Thus, to
address these social issues and take a step towards solving them, guidelines for the use of
gender-neutral language have been developed.

Let us analyse the concept of gender-neutral language in order to have the understanding
necessary for performing faithful translation.

Gender-neutral language or gender-inclusive language is a language that avoids
reference towards a particular sex or gender (Fowler, 2015. p.21). Its usage is advised in order
to reduce gender stereotypes, gender discrimination and promote gender equality.

For example, previously it was common to use pronouns he to refer to a generic or
indefinite antecedent, although nowadays the usage is a gender-neutral third-person pronoun
singular they is encouraged. Early-21st-century style guides described it as less appropriate
in formal writing, however, by 2020 the majority accepted the singular they as a personal
pronoun (Fowler, 2015, p.23). Furthermore, critics of the change have argued that they as both
singular and plural can be confusing and violate a sentence’s syntax. However, Many English
writers used singular they, as was the standard in English until Victorian-era grammarians
shifted course and imposed “he”” above all (Berger, 2019).

Although epicene they violates number agreement, it has become ubiquitous in both
spoken and written English (Balhorn, 2004). The following example will illustrate this
grammatical violation in source text sentence:

The dragon bow their head in return, before rearing themselves up to their full height,
their wings extended (Hollis, 2023, p.13). — /lpaxon cxunsic 2ono8y y 6ionogiob, a nomim
BUNPOCMYEMBCA HA NOBEH 3PICM, PO3NPABAAIOYU KPUIA.

It is worth noting that some non-binary people feel comfortable using a pronoun it
referring to themselves, however, its usage towards people generally is not advised. Using it
towards a person may often be viewed as dehumanising or even insulting.

In addition, not all non-binary or trans or genderqueer people use pronouns them/they,
some of them prefer using neopronouns.

Neopronouns are neologistic third-person personal pronouns replace the existing
pronouns he, she, and they in English (Yuko, 2021). Also neopronouns can be words created
to serve as pronouns without expressing gender, such as ze/hir, or derived from existing words
such as fae/faer (Marcus, 2021). Some people also use neopronouns ey/em/eirs as an allusion
to they/them/theirs.

While neopronouns are often perceived as some kind of a recent trend, there is
documented evidence of its usage in previous centuries. For example, one of the first instances
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of a neopronoun usage was documented by William Marshall with “ou” being used as a
pronoun (University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee LGBT Resource Center, 2011). However, the
term neopronoun itself emerged in the 2010s (Yuko, 2021).

Although neopronouns are not prevalent yet it is an important part of gender neutral
language and thus must be taken into consideration as well.

Concerning gender neutrality in languages with grammatical gender, namely Ukrainian,
we can say that it is a rather complicated issue. Since nouns, adjectives and verbs are gendered
and must have an agreement in a sentence and therefore to be modified by a certain set of
inflections, it is impossible to avoid gendered words completely, especially in the past tense
and conditional mood.

However, it is possible to achieve at least some level of gender neutrality even in a
language with grammatical gender. For example, just like in English, singular they (sonu) is
being used lately in Ukrainian too, contributing to the visibility of non-binary people. In
addition, it is used in order to avoid overloading a sentence with the continuous repetitions of
he/she, while referring to a person of an unspecified gender. In Ukrainian, the singular
pronoun they is used with verbs that have inflections typical for third person plural. It does
violate the established grammatical rules, however, this form of address is not completely
foreign to Ukrainian since we also have an honorific pronoun su used as the respectful address
towards the person. Therefore, we can make a conclusion that Ukrainian grammar is quite
flexible in this regard. In addition, the language is always evolving and thus such the usage of
singular they become more accepted both in journalistic and artistic texts.

As we can see from the following example, such agreement of part of speech in a
sentence is not typical for Ukrainian grammar when a singular person is involved,
nevertheless, it is functional and helps to achieve the necessary goal of conveying non-binary
person’s identity right.

Scyler’s told me about their siblings and the family business, and how much their
mother wishes they 'd chosen a safer career (Hollis, 2023, p.19). — Ckaitnep posnosinu meni
npo ceoix bpamis i cecmep ma cimelnuil 6izHec, i nPo me, sIK CUILHO IXHA MAMu WKOOYE, Wo
60HU He oOpanu besneuniuty npogheciio.

Another attribute of gender neutral inclusive language is a gender gap. Gender gap is an
international linguistic practice aimed at ensuring that people of all genders (not just male) are
represented in language (Femwork, 2017). It means that the word is written with the
underscore symbol between the word root and the gendered, usually feminine, suffix (e.g.
napmuep xa, yuacuu_yi). Therefore, it serves as a means of gender discolouring of a word as
an attempt to resist the practice where masculine gender is being the language default.
Feminine words are preferred, because the non-binary community intersects with the feminist
community. However, the usage of gender gaps is more prevalent in publicist texts than in
literary ones.

Additionally, gender gaps indicate the reference not only to binary genders (male and
female), but also to all other possible gender identities, including genderqueer (Ellmeier,
Pfennigstorf, 2018) Thus, the gender gap both help to increase the visibility of women in
different professional fields, address gender discrimination issues, and promote inclusivity of
non-binary and/or genderqueer people.

In conclusion, the gender-neutral language has different manifestations depending on
the language and sometimes cannot be fully achieved. Nevertheless, it is important to aim for
greater degree of gender neutrality in a language in order to promote inclusivity for non-binary
or genderqueer individuals and to deal with gender discrimination.
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2.3 Gender-neutral lexical units in Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire: Classification and
means of conveying gender neutrality into the target language

Naturally, linguistic means of expressing gender neutrality in Ukrainian differ from the
English ones since the English language does not have a grammatical gender and thus is more
gender neutral than Ukrainian by default. It is also worth noting, that gender neutralisation is
achieved by eliminating gender references in languages without grammatical gender, in our
case it is English and by using parallel forms, namely feminine and masculine, in languages
with grammatical gender such as Ukrainian. Therefore, it causes difficulties and poses a great
challenge for a translator whose task is both to make a faithful and gender-inclusive translation
using the expressive means of the target language that happened to be a heavily gendered one.
Nevertheless, it is possible to achieve these tasks, although not without some losses inevitable
due to the grammatical differences of the source and target languages.

Having analysed both the source and target text, we are able to classify the gender
neutral lexical units into the following categories relevant to our research:

1. Address forms and references;

2. The source language gender-neutral units that are gendered in the target language;
3. A singular pronoun they and possessive pronouns referring to a non-binary person;
4. An epicene they referring to an indeterminate antecedent.

Now, let us present the examples to illustrate the categories listed above.

This set of examples concerns the first category — address forms and references.

I've heard him speak a little Turnish with Scyler (Hollis, 2023, p.20). — X uyna, sx ein
mpoxu po3moans 3i CKailiep mypHicbKoro.

In the story Scyler is a non-binary character with a gender-neutral name that ends with
a consonant which is typically associated with a male name in Ukrainian. Therefore, we have
made a decision to conjugate the name in translation according to the conjugation rules for
female names to balance it out and compensate the lack of gender neutral inflections in
Ukrainian.

Sorry, darling, I could not hear you... (Hollis, 2023, p.27) — Bubau, cepoenvko, ss mebe
He noy4ye...

In this example we can observe a noun darling used by Danil to express affection
towards his non-binary partner Scyler. This noun is gender-neutral in the source language,
however, in the Ukrainian there is no direct gender-neutral equivalent. Thus, we decided to
use a neuter noun cepoensko that is widely used by couples to show their affection. In such a
way, the gender-neutrality was preserved in the target text by employing such technique as
adaptation.

Guard Prins, please compose yourself (Hollis, 2023, p.30). — Bapmosi IIpunc, 6y0v
Jacka, mpumatime cebe 8 pyKax.

In this example we can see the reference to the non-binary character by his job position
and a surname. Identically to the first example with a name, we have conjugated the surname
in accordance with the conjugation rules for female names. Concerning Scyler’s position
sapmosi, it was decided to employ the plural form of a noun as a gender-neutral one since the
singular ones have gendered inflections in Ukrainian. In such a way gender-neutrality was
preserved in the translation by employing compensation.

The next set of examples is to illustrate the second category — the source language
gender-neutral units that are gendered in the target language.

So you and your companion aren’t from here? (Hollis, 2023, p.13). — Omorce, su i 6awu
CYNYMHUK He micyesi?

In this example, the dragon’s sibling is referred to by the noun companion which is
gender-neutral in English. However, in the Ukrainian language all established equivalents are
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gendered, and therefore in this particular fragment of the text the masculine noun cynymnux
was used. This choice is conditioned by the fact that the plural gender-neutral form cynymuuxu
may lead to readers’ confusion and give the impression that the dragon has more than one
sibling. In addition, it was decided against using nouns of both genders simultaneously such
as cynymnuux abo cynymuuys in order not to overcomplicate the sentence structure and avoid
potential confusion from the readers’ perspective.

We are flying with our nestmate (Hollis, 2023, p.13). — Mu remumo 3 Opakonom, 3 akum
3pocmanu pasom.

Just like in the previous example, the priority was given to the masculine form of the
noun. In addition, a descriptive equivalent was used to fully convey the meaning of the source
text notion.

Scyler’s told me about their siblings and the family business (Hollis, 2023, p.19). —
Ckatinep po3noginu meni npo ceoix opamie i cecmep ma cimetinuil OizHec.

Since the Ukrainian language lacks a widely used established equivalent of a noun
siblings to denote immediate family members of all genders, it was decided to employ
compensation and use parallel forms in the translation including both brothers and sisters.

However, in the following example an established equivalent was used. Such choice is
motivated by the fact, that noun cypooarcenyi is not widely used by native speakers on a daily
basis and thus has certain unusual flavour. From our perspective, it suited the context better
since dragon’s siblings are mentioned, and dragons are creatures far from the ordinary.

Dragons usually separate from their siblings after about a decade, when they re old
enough to be away from their parents (Hollis, 2023, p.13). — 3azseuuaii Opaxonu
OUCMAHYIIOIOMbC 8I0 CBOIX CYPOOHCEHUI8 NpudbIU3HO )y 0ecsamb pOKig, KOoau Cmaionbs
00CMamubo OOPOCIUMU, AOU HCUMU OKPEMO 810 OAMbKIE.

The following example illustrates a gender-neutral noun spouse denoting married
individuals. However, in Ukrainian there are only gendered established equivalents such as
Y0106iK, OpyJcuHa, Of oourn/o0na 3 noopyoicics, and no gender-neutral option. Therefore, it
was decided to use parallel forms and include both husband and wife in order to compensate
for the lack of succinct, inclusive word.

Sure, they might move in with their spouse’s relatives, but they don’t go off entirely on
their own (Hollis, 2023, p.22). — 3sicro, 6onu moscyms nepeixamu 00 poouHie c6020 40106iKa
a0o OpycuHu, ane 306CiM CaMi He HCUBYMD.

In the following example we can observe a gender-neutral noun teenager. Just like in
the previous examples, Ukrainian has only gendered established equivalents: nioizimox for a
teenage boy and niorimxa for a teenage girl. Since our protagonist is a girl, a feminine form
of the noun was used.

It is also worth mentioning that feminine word nioximxka has only recently come into
common usage and is subjected to a great amount of criticism from people negatively disposed
towards feminine noun forms. Their main criticism is based on claims that feminine noun
forms violate the language rules somehow. Nevertheless, we are of the view that if language
system allows us to form feminine nouns by means of adding a specific set of inflections than
we should actively use it and increase the visibility of women as well as reduce the degree of
androcentrism in the Ukrainian language.

We ought to be making a plan of attack, not sitting here listening to a teenager talk
about making friends with the monster (Hollis, 2023, p.32). — Mu maemo po3pobasmu nian
Hanady, a He cudimu mym i ciyxamu Oanauxku RIOTIMKU npo me, 5K 60HA 30UPAEMbCS
NOOPYHCUMUCS 3 MOHCIPOM.

The next example includes the noun housecat which may denote male or female cat if
there is no additional specification on the pet’s gender in the context. However, in Ukrainian
it is impossible to refer to a housecat in a gender-neutral way. There are only two binary
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options: xim or kiwxa. \We opted for xuyvxa, a noun denoting female cat since the animal’s
gender was not specified in the story and thus has no significance to the plot.

She reminds me of a housecat Nana and | used to have (Hollis, 2023, p.18). — Bora
Ha2adye mMeHi OOMAWHI0 KUUBKY, SIKA KOJIUCH JICULA Y HAC 3 badycero.

The third category, a singular pronoun they referring to a non-binary person, is
illustrated by the following set of examples:

Scyler was against this, saying they’d much rather stick close to me, but Danil and
Maryse persuaded them to let me go alone (Hollis, 2023, p.12). — Ckaitnep 6yau npomu i
cKkazanu, wo 0yoe Kpawe, AKWO 60HU CYRPOBOOHCYysamumyms mene, are [enin i Mapica
BMOBUNU IX 8IONYCMUMU MEeHe CAM) .

Scyler is handsome... They have an authoritative air about them that I can’t help but
envy. They’re nice, but when they speak, people listen (Hollis, 2023, p.18). — Ckaiinep
6poonugi... Bonu cnpaenaroms eépadicenHs asmopumemHuoi 100UHU, YOMY 51 HE MOJNCY He
nozazopumu. Bonu npuemui, are sk minbKu ROYUHAIOMD 2080pumu, 100U 00 HUX
NPpUCTYXAIOMbCAL.

As we can observe, the non-binary character Scyler is referred to by a singular pronoun
they in the source text. It was preserved in the target text by means of using established
equivalents in order to be faithful, however, due the Ukrainian language grammatical system
the character’s non-binary gender is also expressed by inflections typical for third person
plural in past and present tense verbs, the same concerns adjectives describing the character’s
qualities.

The next set of examples is to illustrate the last category — an epicene they referring to
an indeterminate antecedent.

They shift uneasily on their legs, and their tail wraps around them the way a child would
hide themselves in their mother’s long skirt (Hollis, 2023, p.13). — Bin wnecnoxiiino
nepemMuHaemsvCsl Ha jaanax i obsusac cebe X60CMOM, NPAMO AK Oumuna, wo xoeaemsvcsl 3a
0062010 CnioHUYero mamepi.

Normally we would preserve in translation the singular pronoun they referring to a
creature whose gender is not specified, however, it was decided to choose one of the binary
pronouns, namely a personal pronoun he. The decision to use contextual equivalent was
motivated by the context: according to the text, there were two sibling dragons involved in
one scene. Therefore, referring to one of them by the pronoun they would have likely confused
the target readers since it may be easily mistaken for plural form under such circumstances.

Thus, in the study we have performed the analysis of the gender-neutral lexical units
both in the source and target text focusing on means of conveying gender-neutrality in
Ukrainian, a language with a grammatical gender. Therefore, when translating the source text,
we applied such translation techniques as established equivalent (57%), compensation (26%),
contextual equivalent (11%), adaptation (4%), and descriptive equivalent (2%). Even though
we cannot completely avoid using feminine and masculine nouns, the presented examples
show that it is possible to maintain a certain level of gender-neutrality by means of the
Ukrainian language.
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Conclusions

Hearts Forged in Dragon Fire is a young adult fantasy novel written by a queer author
Erica Hollis. It was originally published on June 26, 2023 by Entangled: Teen, an imprint of
the Entangled Publishing.

This book has not only exciting story full of magic, fantasy creatures and adventures but
also a proper LGBTQA+ representation with the main characters of the book being inspiring
examples and to some extent role models for queer youth making them feel seen and validated.
Such qualities make the book a solid fantasy novel with some unique elements in its world-
building that appeals to its target audience, consisting mainly of teenagers and young adults.
Suitable for fantasy enjoyers it provides a perfect entertaining alongside with the
representation adding to the visibility of queer people.

Moreover, it poses a challenge for translators, being a work that represents non-binary
people which requires different inclusive strategies to be taken into account while performing
translation. Lots of attention must be paid to the differences in grammatical systems of the
source and target languages to perform a faithful translation with preserved gender-neutral
lexical units. Thus, we aimed to compensate the lack of gender-neutral lexical units in
Ukrainian and reduce the degree of androcentrism as much as possible in order to adapt the
source material for the target audience in a faithful way.

In our research we characterised the source text in the context of the current literary
process, analysed the concept of non-binary gender and the category of gender in linguistics,
and explored the attributes of the gender-neutral language.

Thus, while translating the source text, we applied various translation techniques
suitable for gender neutralisation of the target text. These include such techniques as
established equivalent (57%), compensation (26%), contextual equivalent (11%), adaptation
(4%), and descriptive equivalent (2%) (see Appendix A). As we can see, the most common
technique was using established equivalent, as it was crucial to be faithful to the source text.

The perspectives for further research on the topic lie in discussing the subject of gender-
neutrality, non-binary gender and inclusive language that will lead to further establishing rules
and guidelines for conveying gender-neutral lexical units in the Ukrainian language.
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Appendix A

Chart of applied techniques in translation

= established equivalent = compensation = contextual equivalent
= adaptation m descriptive equivalent
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