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Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I startled awake to the smell of smoke and my father gripping my shoulders, shaking me.

      “Thatch, get up!” he shouted over me. “Hurry!”

      I fell out of bed, tripping over my own feet as I scrambled to yank on my boots. “W-What’s going on?”

      He didn’t have to reply—the answer was written all over his face. With his eyes wide and face blanched with panic, my father shoved a lumpy saddlebag into my hands and spun me around, roughly steering me out of my tiny bedroom and into the hall. “Go to the stable! Run!”

      Terror sent a jolt through me like a lightning strike. What was happening? Was it the Tibrans? Were they attacking the city?

      For the last few months, our kingdom of Maldobar had been under attack by a foreign enemy. The Tibran Empire had come with war machines and soldiers beyond counting, and they only had one goal—to conquer and kill. So far, they’d done a good job of it. City after city fell to their hordes of soldiers. Not even our prestigious dragonriders, the finest knights in the king’s entire army, had been able to hold them off.

      Not yet, anyway.

      “Go!” Father roared at my back.

      I took off at a sprint. Pumping my legs as fast as I could, I darted down the hall to the narrow staircase that led into the stable below. We’d lived in the loft directly above it for as long as I could remember.

      The horses were panicking. They whinnied and bucked, kicking at their stalls as smoke and embers swirled in the air. Gods, was the stable on fire?

      My legs locked up, bringing me to a screeching halt before the open door. No—it wasn’t just our stable.

      Outside, every building up and down our street glowed red, swallowed in roaring flames that licked and crackled against the night sky. Men shouted. Women screamed. Children wailed. Horses ran wild in the streets, dragging burning wagons as they searched for a way out.

      Gods and Fates, what was happening?

      My father appeared as though he’d materialized out of thin air. He gripped the reins of our buckskin mare and snatched the saddlebag out of my hands to fling it over her back. “Get on, now.”

      “What about you?” I slipped a foot into one of the stirrups and swung my other leg over the saddle.

      His eyes squeezed shut, jaw clenched as he shoved the reins into my hand. “I’ll be right behind you. Go. Ride to the North River Bridge and take the river road through the marshlands. Head for Mithangol. Don’t stop. Do you hear me, Thatch?”

      “B-But, Father—”

      He grabbed the sides of my face, yanking me down close enough to press his mouth to my forehead. “Do as I say, Son. Go!”

      My father smacked the mare on the rump. She reared and pawed at the air before she bolted out of the stable at a frantic gallop. We burst into the fire-lit streets, hooves thundering over the cobblestones.

      I gripped the reins for dear life. My heart thrashed in my ears as I leaned down against her neck. My body shook and my mind blurred, tangled up in wild panic. What was going on? Why wasn’t Father coming with me? We should have left together! How would I ever find him again?

      There were burning heaps of something—maybe debris—piled on the streets and sidewalks. My mare skirted around them and jumped the ones she couldn’t avoid. It was only when we rounded a corner, heading for the North River, that I realized those heaps weren’t debris.

      They were people.

      A dark shape appeared through the smoky gloom, blocking the path ahead. A barricade? Had someone blocked the street?

      As I got closer, I could pick out the shapes of people—men dressed from head to toe in heavy bronze-colored armor. They brandished swords that dripped with fresh blood. Their broad, round shields were spattered with it, too. Marching shoulder-to-shoulder, the soldiers at the front of the line held up torches. Occasionally, they would toss them through the window of a building they passed, setting fire to whatever was inside.

      Terror hit me like a fist to the throat.

      Tibrans.

      I sank my heels into my horse’s flanks. She shrieked and poured on more speed. We charged through the plumes of black smoke that poured from buildings on either side of the street.

      They spotted me immediately. My muscles seized up as my blood froze in my veins. No stopping now.

      I pulled hard on the reins, bringing my mare around in a sharp turn that nearly sent me flying out of the saddle. Arrows zipped past my head, pinging off the cobblestones all around me. We bolted back the way we’d come, zigzagging through narrow alleys and avenues. I had to find another way out of the city—now.

      My horse puffed, her mouth dripping with foam and her flanks shining with sweat as we crested a steep road into a small square. Here, nothing was on fire yet, but people still rushed out of every building in droves. They fled toward the North River, toward the bridge. It was our only way out.

      Hope gave me new strength. I squeezed the thick leather of the reins harder. We could make it. Just a bit further.

      I heard the twang of a bowstring. Wait, no, not a bow. Something else. The sound was much sharper and more abrupt. But what would make a sound like—?

      A short, thick-shafted arrow caught right in my mare’s chest. She crumpled, legs instantly buckling.

      I didn’t even have time to scream.

      I flew over my fallen horse’s head and hit the street hard, bouncing like a stone across a pond. My head cracked off the ground, and my arms and legs flailed until I finally landed in a heap, sprawled on my back.

      For a moment, all I could do was lie there. My vision faded in and out. My ears rang.

      I couldn’t pass out. Not now. Up—I had to get up. I had to get out of here.

      I clenched my teeth and forced myself to move. Rolling over onto my stomach, my arms shook as I pushed myself to my hands and knees. Something hot and wet drizzled down my face, making my shaggy hair stick to my cheeks and forehead.

      My mare lay on her side a short distance down the street, but she wasn’t moving. The arrow had hit with so much force, it was buried in her breast all the way to the black-feathered fletching. She was gone.

      I’d have to run on foot.
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        * * *

      

      Shambling to my feet, I staggered toward the nearest alleyway. My head spun, and bright spots winked in my vision. I stumbled and caught myself against the side of one of the buildings. Maybe, if I could just rest for a moment, my head would clear and I could—

      “He went this way,” a man’s throaty voice growled. “I already winged him for you. He won’t get far. Best hurry, before those Tibran dogs steal the kill.”

      Spinning around, I met the glittering eyes of two men as they stepped into the alley behind me. Their dark silhouettes loomed over me, ominous against the faint moonlight and orange glow of distant flames.

      Oh no.

      I backed away. Run—I had to run!

      The heel of my boot snagged on an uneven stone. I staggered, arms flailing as I fell backwards and landed on my rump.

      One of the men barked a laugh. He was shorter and huskier than the other, and his dark eyes glittered with primal malice as he studied me. “There’s an easy mark for you, pup. Look at him, helpless as a newborn fawn. Pathetic.”

      My whole body shook. I sat, totally paralyzed, as I watched them prowl closer and closer. They wore the same clothing—matching black leather armor, cloaks, and boots. Something like soot was smeared across their faces, just a single swipe over their eyes.

      The shorter one of them carried a large, black crossbow slung over his shoulder. He stroked the trigger with one finger and grinned wickedly down at me, still chuckling under his breath.

      The other man was taller, with wide shoulders and a leaner, more efficient build. He had a black handkerchief tied over his nose and mouth that covered most of his face. I couldn’t see much more than the whites of his eyes and some of his dark hair poking out from under his hood.

      He stalked toward me, his polished black boots crunching on the gravel. Reaching for the hilts of two long, slightly curved scimitars, he drew them from the sheath across his back. The metal hummed, singing in the dark as he spun them over his hands.

      Oh gods. He … he was going to kill me.

      Every alarm in my head wailed at once. Get up! Go! Get out of there, stupid!

      But fear turned my muscles to mush. I couldn’t move. I could barely breathe. I trembled as I sat, staring up at the man brandishing those flawless scimitars.

      Tears welled in my eyes. I-I didn’t want to die. Who were these people? They weren’t Tibrans, were they? Where was Father? What was happening?

      “Hurry it up! We don’t have all night. The Tibrans will be here any minute. We’ve got orders, you know,” the man with the crossbow snarled.

      “P-Please, I just want to go home.” My voice came out in a broken, breathless sob. “Y-You don’t have to do this. You don’t have to hurt me or … or anyone else. You can make a different choice. You don’t have to be like them!”

      The warrior in black tightened his grip and raised one of his blades. His eyes narrowed into lethal, emotionless slits.

      I sucked in a breath and waited for that blade to fall. For pain. For death. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe I’d finally meet my mother.

      But he didn’t move.

      The hand gripping that raised blade began to shake. His eyes went round, brow skewing with an expression I didn’t understand. What was he waiting for?

      The other man yelled louder, his voice cracking over us like the snap of a whip. “Hurry it up, you useless mutt!”

      In one fluid motion, the guy brandishing the scimitars whirled into a spin and hurled one of his weapons through the air. It sailed down the alleyway, wind howling over the blade.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.

      There was an awful gurgling sound like someone choking on water.

      Only, it wasn’t water.

      Peeling my eyes open, I sucked in a gasp. My heart sank to the soles of my feet. The other warrior in black dropped to his knees, crossbow clattering to the ground. His body hit the street, limp and lifeless, with the scimitar sticking straight up out of his chest.

      I gagged. Bile burned in my throat as my eyes watered. I couldn’t bear to look anymore. If I was next, I didn’t want to see it coming. But I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      The remaining warrior stalked toward his fallen comrade, wrenched his blade free, and tucked both weapons back into the sheaths strapped between his shoulders. Then he grabbed the crossbow and whirled around.

      He stormed straight for me, eyes ablaze.

      Oh … oh no.

      I drew back, shaking as I gaped up at him. Was he going to shoot me instead?

      He thrust the crossbow out toward me—almost like he wanted me to take it.

      What …?

      “Take this and go,” he commanded, his deep voice muffled by the handkerchief covering his mouth. He sounded young, like maybe he wasn’t much older than I was.

      I eyed the weapon. I didn’t want to touch that thing. I’d never held a sword, crossbow, or any other kind of weapon in my life! I was a farrier’s son—not a fighter. I didn’t even know how to shoot it! “B-But why?”

      “Listen to me, kid,” he growled as he seized the front of my nightshirt and dragged me to my feet. “Your home is gone. Your family is most likely gone, too. The Tibran army is moving on the royal city of Halfax tonight. So you have two choices: you either run and maybe you get out of here alive, or you stay and die. What’s it going to be?”

      My pulse roared in my ears as I stared at the crossbow, then back up at the guy holding it out to me. Why was he doing this? He could have killed me—he was supposed to, wasn’t he? But he’d saved my life instead. I didn’t understand it.

      “Why didn’t you kill me?” I managed to wheeze.

      One of his eyes twitched. “Are you dense? I said get out of here, now.”

      “What about you? Where will you go?”

      His brows snapped together into a sharp scowl. He shoved the weapon against my chest hard enough to make me stagger and almost fall over. Then he turned and began to leave.

      “Hey! Wait up!” I wobbled after him, my knees still shaking.

      He didn’t look back or slow down. “Get away from me. I told you to run.”

      “But I don’t have anywhere to go. If the Tibrans are attacking Halfax tonight, then—”

      He stopped so suddenly that I crashed into his back.

      “Don’t you get it? This is it. This is the end. The Tibran Empire is going to raze this whole kingdom to the ground. There won’t be anything left. And if you stay here, you’ll end up dead in a ditch somewhere, along with everyone else.” He barked each word as though it tasted bitter on his tongue. “The king is making his final stand at the royal city right now, but it won’t matter. A few dragonriders against the entire Tibran army? They won’t last the night. By morning, Tibran banners will hang over every city in Maldobar.”

      It was true, then. The Tibrans really were going to destroy us.

      I shivered, staring down at the sleek, elaborate crossbow in my arms. It was heavy. The wood was stained black. Someone had even taken the time to cover it with intricate silver scrollwork and designs. It was wickedly beautiful—you know, in a “murdered-my-favorite-horse-in-a-single-shot” kind of way.

      But I didn’t want this thing. I hated it.

      “You don’t know that,” I heard myself mutter. My face was so numb I couldn’t feel my lips moving. “The dragonriders could still win.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” the warrior in black snapped. With a growling curse under his breath, he started off toward the street again.

      Then he froze.

      More of those soldiers in bronze armor were storming the streets directly in front of us. There must have been hundreds of them. The noise of their synchronized marching filled the night like the droning rhythm of war drums. It thundered in my ears until I could feel my teeth rattle. The only other sound, the one that never stopped, was the screaming. Townspeople—the ones who hadn’t run when they had the chance—were being dragged from their homes.

      Suddenly, the warrior slammed an arm across my chest. He flattened me against the side of the nearest building and stood with his back to it, completely motionless. A group of soldiers passed right in front of the alley where we hid in the shadows. One of them glanced right at me.

      My heart stopped.

      I held my breath.

      The soldier paused, blinked twice, and then glanced away, moving along with the rest of his group without ever looking back.

      He hadn’t seen us.

      As soon as they were gone, I sagged back against the wall. I wheezed and fought for breath, wiping away some of the blood that still dripped down my face from the deep gash on my forehead.

      “It’s too late,” the warrior growled quietly under his breath. “They’re patrolling the streets, so they’ve got the city surrounded. There’s no way to get past them now without being seen.”

      “So what do we do?” I whispered, almost falling over as he moved his arm away.

      The warrior pulled the black handkerchief down away from his face, revealing his surprisingly young features. I’d been right. He really wasn’t much older than me. Taller, sure, but maybe eighteen at the most. His thin mouth was set in a grim, focused frown, and his gaze darted around the alley. Every move he made seemed so quick, sharp, and aggressive, as though he were ready to cut off someone’s head at a moment’s notice.

      Gods, I just hoped it wasn’t mine.

      “Come on.” He pushed away from the wall, quickly moving to the far end of the alley.

      I ran after him, lugging the crossbow with me. “Where are we going?”

      He glanced back at me, but only for a second or two. The glow of the fires caught his sharp features, revealing bands of gold and green hidden amid his amber eyes. “I know a way out.”
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Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      My father had always joked that I was a terrible judge of character. He’d said that I only saw what I wanted to see in people—good things—even if they weren’t actually there. He’d warned that I couldn’t believe every sob story someone told me. If I did, I’d wind up swindled, robbed, and left for dead on the side of the road someday.

      As I watched the warrior in front of me, dressed in black leather armor with his blood-spattered weapons sheathed at his back, I wondered if this was that day. I had absolutely no reason to trust this guy. He’d murdered someone, most likely one of his own comrades, right in front of me. And if his skill with those blades was any kind of evidence, then it was a safe bet that this wasn’t the first time he’d killed someone.

      But right now, he was my only shot of making it out of the city alive.

      A few old, wooden crates were scattered around the back of the alley, empty and long forgotten. He stacked them one on top of the other until he’d made a teetering tower. It was just tall enough to reach the eaves of the roof.

      If you jumped for it, that is.

      He scurried up first, scaling the tower in an instant and springing like a cat to catch the edge of the slanted roof with his fingertips. In one smooth motion, he hoisted himself over the ledge and crouched on the rooftop—all without making a single sound.

      Wow.

      I swallowed hard.

      “Come on. Hurry up.” He turned around, holding out a hand.

      I took a few steps back, trying to mentally prepare myself for what I was about to do. Right. Okay. This was fine. I could handle it. I could make the climb. I might even be able to catch the edge of the roof when I jumped.

      But hoisting myself up like that? Not a chance.

      This guy, whoever or whatever he was, had clearly gone through some rigorous physical training. My physical training amounted to moving boxes of supplies for my father around the stable, trimming hooves, and occasionally weeding the garden. Not good.

      Gods help me.

      Threading the thick leather strap on the crossbow over my shoulders, I took a deep breath and charged forward, clamoring up the tower of crates. At the last second, I jumped. My arms stretched, reaching for the roof. The air rushed out of me as my fingers brushed the edge.

      Then I started to fall.

      Before I could scream, the warrior lunged out and caught me by the wrists. With his heels braced on the edge of the roof, he cursed through his teeth and steadied himself with my weight.

      I dangled over the alley, helpless, staring up at him with frantic desperation. It took everything I had not to yell or freak out. Oh gods, if he dropped me, it was all over. The soldiers would hear it when I crashed into the crates.

      “You are useless,” the warrior grumbled under his breath as he dragged me up. With one last, incredibly powerful yank, he hauled me over the edge and dropped me onto the roof next to him.

      I lay there sprawled on my stomach, panting, trying to figure out why I wasn’t dead.

      The reason was simple, though … and currently glaring down at me with his lip curled.

      “Get up,” the warrior commanded.

      Shakily, I shambled to my feet again and took off after him. We ran the lengths of the rooftops, racing up and down the sloped pitches and leaping the gaps between buildings. Every step made my arms and legs burn with fatigue. My lungs ached, and my heart felt like it might punch right out of my chest. Where were we going? I couldn’t keep this up for much longer.

      All around us, the city blazed in the night. The air was filled with smoke, flames, embers, and screams. Occasionally, the ringing and clanging of metal on metal, the clashing of swords and shouts of combat, broke over the noise. Some of the townsfolk were resisting. But it wasn’t enough.

      As we skidded down another steep incline, the warrior cut a path to the right, sprinting all the way to the very end of the narrow ledge. He kept stealing quick glances back at me, as though making sure I hadn’t fallen behind. Or maybe he was hoping I’d fall and die, so he wouldn’t have to worry about me anymore. Seemed like a toss-up, honestly.

      I tripped and flailed after him, barely able to keep up with his swift, soundless pace. Every move he made was so solid, sharp, and precise. He never stumbled, never lost his balance. When we got to the end of the roof, he jumped, executing a perfect spin in the air to catch the ledge with his hands. He dropped into a crouch on the balcony below.

      Nope. I couldn’t do that. Not going to happen.

      Shambling to the edge, I sat down and eyed the drop to the balcony where he had landed. It had to be ten or fifteen feet, at least.

      Oh, gods.

      “Don’t go stiff. Land on your feet. Keep your legs loose, bend to adjust for impact,” he called up to me. “And quit stalling. The longer you wait, the more you give yourself a chance to panic.”

      Right. Okay. But I was already panicking.

      I set my jaw and tried to focus. Concentrate. I could do it.

      Maybe if I just eased down slowly …

      My hands slipped. I lost my grip on the roof. I fell, kicking and flailing, as I dropped like a rock toward the balcony.

      THUD!

      I landed flat on my stomach—right on top of my warrior-guide-sort-of-friend.

      “I hate you,” he groaned, his voice muffled as he lay facedown beneath me.

      “S-Sorry,” I wheezed as I scrambled off him.

      He muttered a few more curses as he got to his feet and dusted off the front of his black silk tunic and elaborate leather breastplate. Everything he wore seemed to have been made specially to fit his tall, wide-shouldered frame, crafted with excruciating care and detail. Every piece matched seamlessly. The only thing that wasn’t black was the single silver-plated cuff he wore over the vambrace on his right arm. It shone like platinum in the pale light of the moon, the relief of a snarling wolf’s head engraved into its surface. Odd. The wolf had a third eye right in the middle of its forehead. What sort of symbol was that?

      It was a little strange that he only had one of those vambraces, too. He wore a black leather vambrace on his other arm, but there was no cuff to match. Had he lost the other one?

      There wasn’t time to ask about it then.

      We continued above the chaos-filled streets. I tried not to look down or listen to the shouts and screams echoing from the dark. I just wanted it to stop—to wake up in my bed and for all of this to be a terrible nightmare.

      But I wasn’t that lucky.

      Ahead of me, my new warrior friend came to a halt. I crashed into his back, rocking onto my heels and flailing to keep my balance. “Okay. You know what? You’re going to wait right here.”

      Panic ripped through me and I took a reflexive step closer. “What? Wait, please don’t—”

      He turned and shot me a glare of warning. “I’ll get this done faster on my own. Just wait here. I’ll be back.”

      There was no arguing with him.

      The warrior unclasped his black cloak and threw it in my face before he prowled to the edge of the balcony. “Stay down. Don’t make a sound,” he ordered as he crouched low and sprang over the railing. He must have landed somewhere below, but I never heard it. His clothes didn’t even rustle.

      Draping his black cloak around my shoulders, I sat down to wait. There was nothing else I could do. The balcony itself was about four stories up, and the house it was attached to seemed like it had already been abandoned. At least it wasn’t on fire, though. I decided to count that as a good sign.

      My mind immediately circled back to my father. Where was he? Was he still alive? Had he made it out of the house? Why hadn’t he come with me?

      I had no answers. No chance of getting them at the moment, either. My only hope for even living to see daylight again was that warrior in black, somewhere in the city.

      That was if he actually came back for me at all …
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        * * *

      

      Minutes passed. About the time I’d made up my mind that my mysterious warrior-friend had left me for dead, the clatter of metal against stone made my whole body go rigid. I peeked out from under the cowl of the cloak, shaking as my heart pounded in my ears.

      The warrior had returned with an armload of what looked suspiciously like blood-spattered Tibran armor.

      “Here,” he said as he shoved a breastplate and helmet in my direction. “Put this on.”

      “Where did you get this?” I squinted at the crimson speckling the metal. “Is this blood?”

      “It’s tomato juice.”

      I blinked. “It is?”

      He cut me another exasperated glare. “Of course it’s blood, you idiot. Put it on. Now.”

      I tried. Sliding the crossbow off my shoulders, I picked up the breastplate first. My shaking fingers fumbled over the clasps and buckles. I’d never put on armor before. I’d never had a reason to. Being a farrier’s son meant I was a commoner. I ran errands and helped my father around the shop. I looked after horses, swept the stables, mucked stalls, and cleaned hooves. Nothing about my life had ever been violent. I’d never fought anyone, or even wanted to.

      Now, I sort of wished I had. Maybe then I wouldn’t be so useless, or I could at least put on a breastplate without looking like a complete moron.

      I knew that it was a sloppy job. The straps weren’t right. The metal front of the breastplate hung off me crookedly. I looked like a poorly dressed scarecrow.

      With a grumble and a huff, the warrior stomped over to help. He’d already buckled his own outfitting into place right over the leather armor that he already wore. Breastplate, pauldrons, gauntlets, even greaves—he’d put them on in a matter of seconds.

      “For crying out loud,” he hissed through his teeth as he began roughly adjusting all the straps. “What good are you?”

      “Not much,” I admitted quietly. “Not when it comes to things like this. I-I’m sorry. You spared my life, and I can’t even …” My voice died in my throat. I couldn’t look him in the eye as shame bore down like a lead weight on my back, making my shoulders droop.

      He puffed a tight sigh and stood back, giving me one last appraising look from head to toe. “Look, not everyone is cut out to be a fighter. But if you want to survive this, then you’re going to need to do a good job of faking it. The Tibrans have the city locked down. They’ve closed off the bridge and roads to everyone except their own forces. If we want to get across, then we have to look like them. Got it?”

      I nodded.

      He didn’t look convinced. “What’s your name?”

      “Thatcher,” I replied, swallowing hard. “Thatcher Renley.”

      His eyes narrowed, studying me for a second before he gave a satisfied nod. “I’m Murdoc.”

      “No family name?” I asked.

      He turned away. “No.”

      Okay, that was a little odd. Then again, he wasn’t exactly normal. In size and age, we didn’t seem to be all that far apart. He was taller and obviously a few years older, but standing next to him somehow made me feel like a frightened little kid by comparison. I didn’t know how to handle anything that was happening. If he left me behind, I wouldn’t last five minutes. Better—I had to pull myself together and do better than this.

      “We’re going into the street now. You need to prepare yourself. It’s bad out there,” he warned. “Try not to look. Just keep your eyes on me and do what I do. We’ll get out of here and make a break for the marshes.”

      I stared back at him, silently wondering why my arms and legs had begun to feel so cold and heavy. My ears were ringing again. Oh Fates, what was I doing?

      “Hey!” He snapped his fingers in front of my nose.

      I cringed back.

      “Stay with me, Thatcher.” Murdoc handed me the Tibran helmet. I tried not to notice how much blood was on it. “Stay close. Keep the visor down, and don’t look anyone in the eye.”

      Swallowing against the growing tightness in my throat, I forced myself to nod. Then I slipped the helmet over my head and pulled down the visor so that it covered my face. The long, narrow slit cut across the face of it gave me a limited view—but it was enough. I could follow him. I could do this.

      Picking up the crossbow again, I held it tight against my chest. I didn’t even know how to fire or load it. But Murdoc was right; if I at least looked the part, maybe I stood a chance.

      Maybe I’d get out of here alive.
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Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving that house was like walking into the darkest pits of the abyss. Everywhere I looked, Tibran soldiers marched in small groups, searching the rubble for survivors. Anyone they found was either slapped in chains or murdered on the spot if they were too old or wounded to be useful as one of their slave-soldiers. The horizon glowed red against the night because of the fires still swallowing up block after block, spreading fast over the straw-thatched rooftops. The air was thick with the smell of smoke, and blood ran in the streets like rainwater.

      Gods and Fates, how were we ever going to get by without someone noticing we weren’t actually Tibran soldiers?

      “Stay right with me,” Murdoc whispered suddenly, jostling me to get my attention. “If anyone stops us, let me handle it. They are only looking for civilians now. And with the bulk of their forces being slave-soldiers, you can bet they aren’t trained thoroughly enough to second-guess anyone wearing their armor.”

      I met his fiercely determined stare through the eye-slit in my helmet. How did he know all this?

      “Who are you?” I whispered.

      He turned his gaze away and didn’t reply.

      I tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter. He was helping me. I shouldn’t question him. He could have left me on that balcony or killed me on sight, but he hadn’t. I should just be grateful.

      Murdoc led the way through the war-torn streets, stepping smoothly into formation with a group of soldiers marching past. I scrambled in beside him. We kept with that group until we reached another city square. Then, as quick as a shadow, Murdoc whirled out of the line and into a darkened corner between two shops. I clambered after him, almost tripping over my own feet.

      His eyes panned the square like a hawk surveying its territory—fast and focused. He nodded toward another group of the Tibran soldiers approaching. They weren’t marching, just strolling along casually while leading a string of captured Maldobarian townsfolk all tethered to a heavy iron chain.

      I tried not to look at their faces, afraid I’d recognize someone.

      What if …what if I saw my father?

      With one wide step, Murdoc assumed a position at the end of the line of prisoners—as though he were making sure none of them escaped. I jumped in after him. As we rounded the square, the formation departed down a large avenue to the right. We veered to the left, making our way toward the northern side of the city.

      Step by step, minute after grueling minute, we moved in and out of Tibran formations like phantoms. I was getting better at marching like they did, with my shoulders back and my head high, hand resting on the grip of the crossbow like I actually knew what to do with it. But if someone had actually confronted me, I’d have probably resorted to hurling the whole weapon at them rather than actually firing it. Or throwing up on their boots in terror.

      Thankfully, neither happened.

      The bridge wasn’t far now. We were only a mile or so away when we stopped in another darkened alley to wait for a chance to join another formation. Reaching under my helm, I wiped the sweat from my forehead. It kept running down, mixing with the blood dried onto my skin and dripping into my eyes.

      “Almost there,” Murdoc whispered.

      I nodded.

      A thundering roar shook the ground under my boots and rattled the cobblestones like chattering teeth. I knew that sound.

      Murdoc and I glanced skyward just as two huge, scaly bodies zoomed past. They were flying low, barely above the rooftops. I sucked in a breath. My pulse raced, thrumming wildly in my ears. Just the sight of them set my blood ablaze with awe.

      Dragons.

      Outside our hiding place, crowds of Tibran soldiers began running past with their weapons drawn. Suddenly, a column of fire exploded through the street before us. It blasted through the ranks of soldiers and sent them flying in every direction. The wave sizzled over my body, stinging my eyes through the slit of my helmet. Something reeked like acid.

      Dragon venom.

      Murdoc and I staggered back as two more dragons whooshed overhead. I spotted the glint of firelight off the armor of a rider. It wasn’t just a lone dragon—others zoomed by, scales flashing in the night. The Dragonriders of Maldobar had come. But weren’t they supposed to be defending the royal city? What were they doing here?

      “The tide has turned.” Murdoc’s voice was low and ominous as he ripped off his helmet and threw it aside.

      “What?”

      “They must have overtaken the Tibrans at Halfax. They’re winning. That’s the only reason they would split their forces and mobilize elsewhere.”

      “T-That’s good, though, isn’t it? That means they’ve come here to retake the city.”

      His expression darkened, hard lines creasing across his brow. Something was wrong. I didn’t understand at all.

      Then, it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      “You there! Drop your weapons and get down on your knees!” an enraged voice shouted from the street.

      I looked up, straight into the faces of two Maldobarian soldiers. They advanced toward us with their blades drawn.

      Murdoc bristled, baring his teeth like a wild animal. What was he doing? These guys were on our side, right?

      Behind the soldiers, a large scaly head suddenly blocked the entry to the alley, leering at us with huge, piercing green eyes.

      I froze. Everything below my neck went numb. The crossbow slipped out of my hands and clattered to the ground at my feet.

      The dragon snarled, its lips curling back over jagged black fangs and cat-like pupils narrowing to slits. Its huge body rumbled with a growl and its ears slicked back.

      “You won’t be given another chance! Surrender now or face our flame!” From the dragon’s back, a figure dressed out from head to toe in gleaming battle armor barked down at us.

      I dropped to my knees immediately.

      Next to me, Murdoc bit angry curses under his breath as he unbuckled his scimitar sheaths and tossed them aside before coming to his knees as well. He put his hands behind his head in a gesture of surrender and shot me a meaningful look. I quickly did the same.

      None of it made any sense. Why were they treating us this way? They were our allies. Why would they …?

      Oh gods—the armor! Murdoc and I were still dressed like Tibran soldiers. We looked like the enemy.

      “We aren’t Tibrans!” I cried as the two soldiers stalked toward us, one holding the point of his blade at our faces while the other roughly bound our hands behind our backs. “Please, you have to believe me. We’re from Maldobar. We were just trying to—”

      “Silence!” The soldier tying my hands planted a boot right in my back and kicked me the rest of the way to the ground.

      I lay, wheezing and coughing under my helmet, as they dragged Murdoc toward the street. They didn’t forget about me, though. After snatching me to my feet and ripping off my helmet, they patted me down for any more weapons before shoving me forward. As I staggered ahead of them, my eyes locked upon the dragon still crouching right outside the alleyway entrance. Its huge green eyes followed me, tracking me for any false moves, as its snout twitched in a challenging growl.

      The dragons of Maldobar had quite a reputation. They were powerful and highly intelligent creatures, but also notoriously spirited and temperamental. And while their lean, muscular bodies weren’t much larger than a big draft horse, they had strong, leathery wings attached to their front legs like those on a bat. They also breathed plumes of flame—or rather, they could spray sticky acidic venom from their mouths. The venom caught fire whenever it was exposed to the air and couldn’t be doused by water. I’d only heard about them from stories I’d heard around the city. I’d never seen one so close before. We were miles away from Southwatch, the nearest fortress where the dragonriders were posted, so they didn’t come around this area very often.

      The sight of the creature made my whole body shake with primal fear. Every shred of sense in my brain begged me to run—not that it would have helped. You didn’t run from dragons. All it would take was one wrong step, one breath, and my life would be over. I’d be nothing but a black scorch mark on the ground.

      “Wait,” the rider sitting astride the creature’s back called out.

      The soldiers paused, jerking me to a halt between them.

      The dragonrider dismounted with a flourish of his long, dark blue cloak. I’d heard they all wore cloaks like that; it was part of what distinguished them on the battlefield if they weren’t in the saddle. The edges of it were trimmed with gold and a thick mane of white fox fur lined the collar.

      I’d never owned anything that nice. And at this rate, I never would.

      The dragonrider stalked toward me, a towering man in full battle dress, with his cape rustling at his boot heels. He slid the visor of his helmet back, revealing a scrutinizing scowl. “You’re sure this is a Tibran?” He didn’t sound convinced. “He’s hardly more than a child.”

      “They’ve been taking locals from every city they conquer and slapping them in armor. They force them to fight under threat of death or torture,” one of the soldiers explained. “No doubt these are two of them.”

      “They didn’t even take the time to brand or shave these,” the other soldier scoffed. “That tyrant Argonox must have thought hurling every fighter he had at us would help tilt the odds in his favor.”

      The dragonrider’s frown deepened as his gold-toned eyes looked me over from head to toe. “Put them with the others, then, and see they’re sent to Halfax. We’ll let the king sort them out.” He waved us off.

      I started to protest—to insist they had it wrong. We weren’t Tibran soldiers. We were just pretending so we didn’t get killed!

      No one listened.

      “You’re wasting your breath,” Murdoc grumbled as they tossed us into the back of a large armored wagon. The door was barred and locked tight with a thick iron crossbar. You couldn’t hope to open it from the inside.

      I floundered around to sit up, which wasn’t easy with my hands still tied. “What’ll they do to us?” I panicked.

      He snorted. “If we’re lucky? Lock us away as traitors with the rest until we rot in some prison cell.”

      “A-And if we’re not lucky?” My voice hitched with terror. I’d never been an exceptionally lucky person.

      He flashed me a meaningful glance, his jaw cocked as though he were gnawing on the inside of his cheek. “They put us to the sword along with the rest of the Tibrans.”

      My stomach dropped, and I lost my breath again. I stared at him, praying for some sign of hope. There had to be something we could do—some way we could prove we weren’t really Tibrans or traitors.

      Through the bars of the prison wagon, I watched the dragonrider climb back into his saddle. His beast, a powerful monster with black stripes mottling his turquoise scales, gave another bone-rattling roar before it launched into the sky. The blast of wind from its wings stung my eyes.

      I sat back, watching them soar away and join with another formation of riders cruising over the city. Murdoc was watching them, too. I noticed his sharp features were drawn into a grim, almost resolved frown when his gaze panned back to me. “Do you know anyone here who could vouch for you?”

      “I don’t know. My father is … he, uh, he stayed behind. I don’t know if he’s still alive.”

      “What about in Halfax?”

      I shook my head.

      He let out a sigh. “Then we’ll just have to wait.”

      The wagon lurched into motion, rumbling over the uneven stones and taking us out of the city. It joined with other wagons, packed with the blood-spattered faces of Tibran soldiers. Some of them were even younger than me.

      I tried forcing myself not to look for too long at all the carnage we passed. I was afraid I’d see my father amidst the flames and tangled bodies. But I never did. I couldn’t decide if that was a good or bad thing. If he was dead, then I’d lost all that was left of my family. If he was alive, he might never find me. I doubted he’d ever think of looking for me in a prison camp.

      Resting my head against the bars, I let my eyes roll closed as I listened to the clop, clop, clop of horse hooves and the groaning of the wheels. My chest ached as my heart wrenched. Part of me kept hoping this was a nightmare. Maybe I would wake up back in my bed to the smell of hay, oats, and the musk of the horses from the stable below. Father would scold me for sleeping late. I’d get to work with my daily chores. None of this awfulness would be real.

      But the pungent stench of battle, shouts of men, crackle of flames, and roar of dragons was all too real.

      And I had a feeling that the worst was yet to come.
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Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d heard stories from years ago about a large prison camp that once stood outside the royal city of Halfax. Back then, during the Gray War when Maldobar fought against the elven kingdom to the north, that’s where many of the captured elven warriors had been taken. But after King Felix took the throne, he’d ordered it to be torn down. He’d even built a monument in its place to honor all who had died there.

      I’d never seen it, of course. I’d never left the tiny city of Thornbend in my life. The farthest I’d ever gone was across the bridge when Father and I went to work with some of the horses at the farms outside of town.

      When the prison wagon rolled over a steep hill, leaving the farm country and the smoldering remains of Thornbend far behind, my muscles tensed. I cringed back away from the bars. My home, everything I’d ever known, was gone. And I was headed for a prison cell somewhere in Halfax.

      Not exactly how I’d imagined my first trip to the royal city would go.

      Murdoc and I sat close together, staring in mute awe, as we crossed the open country toward Halfax. Carnage and destruction stretched as far as the eye could see. The rising sun revealed plumes of dark smoke still rising from the battlefield outside the city from miles away. The closer we got, the worse it became.

      The battle for our kingdom was over. By the look of things, the Tibran Empire had thrown everything they had at Halfax. Trebuchets and catapults sat in embers. Monstrous war beasts lay dead—creatures I’d never dreamt of in my wildest nightmares. Fallen dragons lay alongside their riders, motionless. The bodies of soldiers from both sides lay in numbers beyond counting, thousands upon thousands as far I could see in every direction. The coppery flavor of blood and acrid stench of dragon venom hung like fog in the air.

      I blinked back tears and swallowed hard. We’d apparently won the war somehow. Maldobar was free from the threat of Tibran invasion. But the cost of that victory? It lay scattered around us like a field of charred corpses.

      And in the thick of it all, men and women wearing the white and gray robes of healers searched for anyone who might still be alive.

      Our line of wagons rolled and creaked past the monument where the old prison camp had once stood—directly into a new one. Granted, this one was probably only temporary.

      Maybe. Hopefully.

      The prison camp was not very large and looked as though it had been built in a rush. The walls were made of stacked sandbags and ropes that had been coated with resin and rolled in crushed glass. Inside, several lines of canvas tents gave soldiers somewhere to get out of the elements. But as far as comforts went—there weren’t any.

      I stayed as close to Murdoc as I dared. I didn’t know what else to do. He was the only person I knew here.

      If it bothered him, he didn’t say. In fact, he didn’t say anything at all as we were marched into the camp along with the rest of the captured Tibran soldiers.

      The Maldobarian guards manning the only entrance checked each new prisoner thoroughly, taking their time as they stripped away every bit of armor and clothing we had. I stood shaking in nothing but my smallclothes until they herded me to an open-air washing station. I was given a bar of lard soap and a bucket of water to wash myself off before they handed me my boots and a new set of clothes to wear—a coarse, crudely sewn prison uniform that amounted to a bright red pair of pants and tunic. I wondered if those color choices made us easier to spot in case anyone tried escaping.

      Beside me, Murdoc’s face was the picture of grim focus, eyes blazing like cold steel behind dripping wet bangs and jaw set in a firm line. Standing nearly naked, I tried not to look at anyone else for too long. It was humiliating. But before I could stop myself, my gaze caught on a strange mark that marred Murdoc’s throat. A raised band of gnarled, scarred flesh went all the way around the base of his neck. I’d seen the same kind of marks left behind when someone left a collar on a dog or a halter on a horse for far too long—until the flesh was forever disfigured. I hadn’t noticed that scar before because the collar of his tunic covered it. He had the same marks around his wrists, as well, as though he’d worn shackles.

      I cringed as his eyes suddenly flicked in my direction, catching me staring. I swallowed against a hard knot that rose in my throat, and I looked back down at my red and white clothes. I was a prisoner now. How, by all the gods, had this happened?

      My hands shook as I hurried to get dressed. The rough, burlap fabric of the tunic itched something awful, and the sleeves were a little too long, too, so I rolled them up so they didn’t get in the way. The pants, unfortunately, weren’t much better.

      The sun was setting by the time we were finished being processed. Murdoc and I were assigned to the same tent at the furthest corner of the camp, handed a bedroll, and sent on our way. My stomach growled as I staggered after my silent companion. Stealing a glance his way, I got my first good look at Murdoc’s face without darkness, blood, and black war paint disguising his features.

      Somehow, he didn’t look nearly as menacing now. Angry, yes. Miserable, oh yeah. But significantly less like he might murder me in my sleep than when we’d first met.

      Murdoc’s clean-shaven jaw was sharply angled and he had a thin, frowning mouth. His pitch-black hair hung in a silky, fine mop over his brow, veiling his dark hazel-amber eyes and brushing at the collar of his tunic. He had an efficiently lean build, which was something I couldn’t relate to at all. Not that I was pudgy, but when it came to corded limbs and chiseled pectorals, mine … er, well, they needed some work.

      Okay, a lot of work.

      I was shorter, skinnier, and my light blond hair was a shaggy mess. My father liked to say it looked like a rumpled haystack. I’d let it grow out a bit, which helped because then I could tie it back in a short ponytail at the base of my neck. At least then it didn’t stick up everywhere.

      Our tent was only big enough for about six people to sleep comfortably stretched out on the floor, but there were about ten of us packed inside. Of them all, it seemed like Murdoc and I were the only ones who weren’t actual Tibran soldiers. The others had all the telltale signs: shaved heads, the Tibran symbol branded into the sides of their necks, and that dead-to-reality glazed look in their eyes. They didn’t even glance up when Murdoc muscled his way in, staking out a place for us in the corner of the tent. He threw his bedroll down first and then yanked mine from my grasp to toss it down nearby.

      “Get some sleep,” he commanded.

      I blinked at him owlishly. What? Was he insane? I couldn’t sleep here. Not after what had happened. Gods—what was happening?

      His jaw clenched as his eyes narrowed, staring me down for a few uncomfortable seconds. Then he let out a deep, growling sigh. “What’s wrong with you?”

      I gulped and hung my head. “I-I’m sorry. I know I’m not much help. I’ll try harder, I promise. I’ll do whatever it takes. Just please don’t ditch me. If you do, I’ll be alone, and I … I won’t …” My voice caught and I ducked my head lower. My ribs seemed to squeeze around my lungs, making it harder to breathe and putting a sharp pain in my chest.

      Murdoc didn’t reply.

      When I dared to look up at him again, his mouth had scrunched into a sour frown and his brow was skewed as though he were utterly bewildered. He rubbed the back of his neck and glanced away. “Fine.” His tone softened some, as though he was making a conscious effort to keep his temper in check. “Look, there’s nothing we can do about our situation right now. They think we’re Tibrans, and we have no way of proving otherwise. But the good news is they aren’t planning on executing anyone outright. So, until we come up with a better idea on how to get out of here, we have to focus on surviving. So sleep. I’ll keep watch. Then we’ll swap.”

      He was right. Our situation was bad—worse than bad, really. I couldn’t come up with a single good idea of how we could ever prove we weren’t traitors. They’d caught us in Tibran armor.

      But there had to be a way. I just hadn’t thought of it, yet.

      Sitting down on my bedroll, I stayed awake for a long time while Murdoc settled in beside me. He didn’t lie down or try to get comfortable, though. Instead, he sat with his legs crossed and his elbows on his knees, his gaze fierce as he panned the other prisoners around us—as though silently daring one of them to make a false move. He reminded me of a guard dog on patrol.

      Curling up on my side, I shut my eyes tightly. I couldn’t sleep. Even with Murdoc standing guard, I jerked at every sound. My stomach ached and growled, feeling like it was scraping up against my spine. I couldn’t stop shaking, and I didn’t know if that was because I was cold or still terrified. My mind raced, blitzing between wondering where my father was and wondering if I was going to die in this prison camp. How could I prove I wasn’t a Tibran?

      There had to be a way.
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        * * *

      

      Days turned into weeks. Then months. And after the second month came to an end, I started to wonder if we would ever leave this place. Or would I be a prisoner here forever?

      The prison camp was packed tight with former Tibran soldiers—some of them recruited straight from our own kingdom. Most, however, had been brought over during the initial invasion when the Tibran Empire’s hundreds of ships had first struck our shores. There were people from corners of the world I hadn’t even known existed. They didn’t speak our language and seemed to regard one another like starving jackals rather than former comrades.

      They all had one thing in common, though. Every one of them had the Tibran symbol, a letter T with a serpent wrapped around it, branded into the side of their neck. Not all of them had been shaved bald, I discovered. That was usually only done to the most recent recruits, to humiliate them and make them more obvious to the Tibran officer who was in charge of watching them. They fought over everything—food, water, sleeping space, and anything else they’d managed to get their hands on. Murdoc didn’t seem nearly as shocked by it as I was. Maybe he’d seen more of that kind of thing in his life.

      The fights over food were a problem, though. Many of the former Tibran soldiers were severely malnourished. And even though there was plenty of food to go around, they scrapped like wild dogs every time the Maldobarian prison guards came through to dish out our daily meals. That was when you were most likely to get attacked, beaten within an inch of your life, and left for dead while someone made off with your dinner. More Maldobarian guards had to step in with long, leather whips to drive them back and keep them in line, but it didn’t always work.

      Because of that, I didn’t get much to eat at first. Throat-punching strangers over loaves of bread didn’t come as naturally to me as it did to some. But Murdoc could hold his own in a brawl, and he wasn’t afraid to deliver whatever physical force he deemed necessary to keep what was his.

      The first two fights were the worst by far, and it gave me a new, healthy respect for my sort-of friend. Our first week at the camp, a much bigger, older man prowled over to try intimidating us into handing over our rations. Murdoc, well, he did give the guy a chance to walk away. When the guy tried to grab Murdoc by the neck, I stood in frozen horror while my friend broke both his arms, his jaw, one of his legs, and left his face a purple, bleeding mess—all in the span of about ten seconds.

      The second fight took longer. A group of four guys cornered us after we’d gotten our evening rations. I guess they thought their numbers would tip the odds in their favor. It didn’t help. Murdoc wrecked every last one of them with systematic precision, his expression never changing from its usual look of cold, distant thought. I didn’t know for sure, but I heard that one of the guys had died from his injuries. Regardless, that fight had sent a clear message to the rest of the camp: Murdoc was not a guy you wanted to mess with. By the end of the first month, the other prisoners were so scared of him that they never challenged him over anything he claimed.

      Once again, I owed him my life. He always got enough food for both of us. He took the first shift to keep watch while I slept. Without him there, I wouldn’t have lasted three days.

      Apart from that, life in the prison camp droned on and most of the days were relatively uneventful. The Maldobarian officials running the prison camp were at least making an effort to give their Tibran prisoners some basic human comforts. It was probably more than the Tibran Empire had given to any of their own soldiers; it helped keep everyone calm, for the most part.

      Once a week, we got shuffled through the bathing line. Men, women, old, young, it didn’t matter. We stripped down to our smallclothes and took our turn with buckets of water and soap. After a while, you quit caring if anyone saw you standing there in your underwear. You were just happy to get the grime off your skin and the grit out of your scalp … especially if you were one of the unlucky prisoners selected for clearing the battlefield.

      We all had jobs assigned to us during our first week in the camp. Some portioned out the food, washed the clothes, or cleaned out the chamber pots. But there was one job no one wanted to do—so naturally, that was the one I wound up with.

      Murdoc and I were in a group of over a hundred other prisoners who got up at dawn to help clear the battlefields. We left the camp at sunrise, led by a company of guards in full battle armor. They loomed close by, always watching, as we loaded the bodies of the dead soldiers onto wagons. We sorted them according to armor—Maldobarian and Tibrans.

      There were so many Tibrans they had to be buried in mass graves. The soldiers from Maldobar, however, were laid out so families that were still looking for their loved ones could come through and identify them. If they were too badly decomposed or unfit to be seen, we would wrap them in clean sheets and load them onto a separate series of wagons. Those soldiers would have unmarked graves and be given proper burial rites, even if there was no one there to mourn them. I decided that was better than being tossed into a mass grave … if only a little.

      At first, the job made me sick. I threw up at least twice every single day. The smell was terrible, and I knew I must have reeked like death all the time, even after bath day.

      But after a while, I learned not to look at the bodies any longer than necessary. The smell quit bothering me so much. Moving around to the various wagons became more mechanical, although it still made my chest grow tight and my eyes water sometimes. It was hard to get over the sheer number of dead left behind by the battle for Halfax. There were thousands of fallen soldiers lying out in the open fields around the royal city; so many lives cut short because of one tyrant’s cruelty.

      It wasn’t right.

      After three months, I’d quit expecting to be summoned for my chance to prove that I wasn’t a Tibran soldier. Very few from the prison camp ever were. Murdoc suspected that the royals were trying to decide what to do with all of the prisoners. There were so many, and most weren’t in Maldobar by choice. Still, letting them all go might not go over well with the citizens of Maldobar, and keeping them locked up like this was an expensive, temporary solution. No doubt it cost a lot to keep us all fed and contained.

      Sooner or later, they’d have to come up with something more permanent.

      “You think they’ll kill us?” I asked around a mouthful of bread.

      Murdoc shrugged, still chewing on his own ration. He had secured enough for both of us to have a decent dinner, so we sat in the shade of our tent and ate.

      I still knew basically nothing about my grim-faced companion. And honestly, what I did know about him was a little disturbing. I knew that he was strong; the sight of death and gore on the battlefield didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest; he refused to talk about himself; and he could knock a full-grown man unconscious with one well-aimed punch. He’d demonstrated that skill several times over the past three months.

      After seeing how he could fight and climb the night we met, I had no doubt that Murdoc could have escaped if he really wanted to. Even the Maldobarian guards would likely have a hard time taking him down. But for whatever reason, he stayed. I tried not to get my hopes up that I might be that reason. It seemed stupid to think he’d want a friend like me dragging behind him like a panicky goat—clumsy, noisy, and always in the way. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who cared if he had friends or not.

      He’d certainly made a habit of looking out for me, though.

      I’d just crammed my last bite of bread into my mouth when a commotion in the narrow aisle between the tents made me stiffen. Fights were still common, especially around mealtime. But this didn’t sound like a fight.

      Murdoc got up, his expression going colder than usual as he rounded the corner to investigate. A few tents down, a small company of guards came our way. They stopped at every tent, peered inside, and occasionally dragged someone out to get a better look. The man at their forefront wasn’t dressed like a common prison guard. He wore the outfitting of an infantry officer and kept one hand resting on the pommel of the sword belted at his hip.

      My stomach dropped—this was new. What did it mean? Were they beginning executions to get our numbers down?

      “What’s going on?” I whispered, glancing sideways at Murdoc.

      His mouth twisted into a pensive frown. “I don’t know. Let’s go.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. I turned on a heel, ready to find a good place to hide, when a booming man’s voice shouted down the line.

      “You there! Hold your position!”

      Murdoc and I halted, turning around to face the infantryman as he stomped toward us, his heavy armor clunking with every step. “These are the ones?” He motioned at us to the group of guards following him.

      A few of them nodded.

      The officer’s eyes narrowed as he stopped right in front of me. He stood so close I could see my own reflection in his bloodshot eyes. After studying me for a moment, he took a step over to Murdoc and did the same thing.

      Then he gave a huff and snapped his fingers. “These two, then. Take them away.”

      At once, four of the guards began slapping heavy chains on our wrists and ankles.

      I trembled with fear as I stared, wide-eyed, at Murdoc. He wasn’t resisting. Why? What was happening? Were we about to be put to death? Hung? Beheaded?

      Tears flooded my eyes and ran down my face as they shoved us away from our tent, forcing us to walk side-by-side toward the exit of the prison camp. I didn’t want to die, but I was too scared to even attempt begging for my life. I choked on every word, barely able to draw a breath.

      Taking one last look over my shoulder, I noticed a small crowd of prisoners had gathered to watch us being marched away. Maybe they were as surprised as I was that Murdoc had surrendered without a fight. Their expressions were a mixture of confusion and fear.

      Farther away, the infantry officer had already moved on to the next row of tents. He never even looked our way again as we staggered out of the prison camp’s gate. It shut behind us with a sharp, final clang.
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Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      By nightfall, Murdoc and I were sitting in a prison cell in the dungeon of the royal castle. I still didn’t have a clue why we were here. If they were going to execute us as traitors, why would they bring us here? Wouldn’t they have just marched us somewhere outside the camp and gotten it over with? This didn’t make any sense. Was this part of a public demonstration? To make an example of us?

      Then again, this was my first experience as a convict in the royal prison system. Maybe this was normal. Maybe our execution would be public, right in the middle of the royal square.

      Chained beside me, Murdoc stared listlessly ahead into the gloom. He hadn’t said a word all day. I couldn’t think of anything to say, either. Only the faint crackling of the torches mounted to the walls filled the heavy silence. They cast a warm, orange glow through the darkness.

      The distant creak and groan of rusted hinges and approaching footsteps made my body tense and my back straighten. I held my breath. It was probably nothing—just a prison worker bringing us something to eat or drink. No reason to panic.

      It wasn’t a prison worker.

      A man stepped before our cell, eyeing us through the bars. He looked a good bit older, maybe in his thirties, with wavy dark blond hair that came almost to his shoulders. His blue eyes were flecked with gold that caught in the gleam of the torches as he looked us over.

      Who was this guy? What was he doing here? He didn’t have the armor of a guard or an infantry soldier. He wasn’t wearing fancy noble clothes, either. If anything, his attire had a very efficient, no-nonsense look about it. He had a sword on his belt and a single golden clasp on his cloak in the shape of the royal eagle. A knight, maybe?

      “Well, you two look awful. Like death warmed over,” he mused as he crossed his arms. “But you don’t look like Tibran soldiers, and I’ve seen enough of them to be able to tell the difference. You.” He pointed at me. “You’re not even a soldier, are you?”

      I shrank back and hung my head like a scolded puppy.

      “And you.” He panned his gaze to my friend. “You may be a fighter, but you don’t look scared enough to be Tibran.”

      Murdoc snorted and snapped a defiant look away.

      “And yet, I’m told you were found in Thornbend, near Two Rivers, wearing Tibran armor.” The leather gloves on his hand squeaked as he rubbed at his lightly stubbled chin. “Care to explain?”

      “Will it make any difference?” Murdoc’s tone was sharp and defensive.

      “It might. Tomorrow, you’ll be taken before the Queen of Maldobar. She’ll give you a chance to explain yourselves, plead your case, and then she will decide your fate,” he explained with a strange little smile playing over his lips. “I’m here as a courtesy—to investigate whether or not you are Tibrans or more common folk caught up in the fray. There’s been quite a lot of that. No surprise, really, since the Tibran Empire seized almost every major city on our coastline. If you can convince me that you aren’t traitors to the Tibrans, maybe I can bend my sister’s ear in case she doesn’t believe you.”

      “We’re not Tibrans or traitors,” I blurted, before I realized two very important things. One, that’s exactly what a traitor would say if he were trying to save his own neck, and two, I didn’t know for sure that Murdoc wasn’t a Tibran. He’d been fighting alongside them before, and that’s why he’d been ordered to kill me. He hadn’t gone through with it, though, and that’s all I cared about. Regardless of what he’d been doing up to that moment, he wasn’t a Tibran anymore.

      That’s what I told myself as I stared back at the man through the prison bars, doing my best to look brave.

      Then it hit me.

      S-Sister? He’d said sister, hadn’t he? Did that mean …?

      “You’re Prince Aubren,” I gasped aloud.

      He chuckled. “A bit slow, aren’t you?”

      I blushed and ducked my head again. “Please, Your Highness, I—we—we’re not Tibrans. My name is Thatcher Renley. My father was a farrier in Thornbend. And this,” I hesitated as I looked at Murdoc. “This is my cousin.”

      “Cousin?” Prince Aubren arched an eyebrow as though he weren’t buying that.

      I nodded. “Murdoc Renley.”

      “Cousins with the same last name?”

      “Well, not originally, of course. His parents died when we were little, so we took him in.”

      “You’re not a very good liar either, boy.” The prince rubbed his chin again.

      I struggled to keep my expression steady.

      “I’m not his cousin, or any relation,” Murdoc murmured suddenly. “I found him hiding in an alley while Thornbend was under siege. He’s an idiot and would have died quickly left on his own, which I’m sure you can now understand, so I took him with me.”

      The prince pursed his lips, his sharp gaze halting on Murdoc. “Now that sounds a bit more like the truth.”

      “I killed a couple of Tibran soldiers and stole their armor, hoping to get us out of the city after they’d overrun it,” Murdoc continued. “It would have worked if the tide hadn’t turned before we were clear of the river bridge. The dragonriders found us, and we were detained.”

      “You’ve been at the prison camp all this time?” the prince asked.

      Murdoc and I nodded in unison.

      “All right,” he sighed. “I’ll have a word with my sister regarding your hearing. Try to get some sleep.”

      “Wait!” I called out as he began to turn away.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you … do you think you could find out if my father is still alive? He might be in another camp or still in Thornbend.” Saying it out loud like that made me realize how small the chances probably were. I’d looked for Father in our prison camp for weeks after we first arrived. He wasn’t there. None of the guards would tell me anything about Thornbend, either, but I got the impression there might not be much left of it.

      Prince Aubren’s steely eyed expression slackened a bit and his mouth opening slightly.

      “His name was Cohen Renley,” I added. “If he escaped the city, then he might’ve gone to my grandfather’s in Mithangol. That’s where I was supposed to go. My grandfather is Bren Renley; maybe you can find him, too.”

      “I’ll make an inquiry.” He nodded, and then he disappeared into the gloom.

      The night passed slowly. I couldn’t sleep—even if the accommodations in this cell were a bit better than in the prison camp. We at least had cots to sleep on. Murdoc stretched out on his and was still, although I couldn’t tell if he was sleeping or not. It was too dark to see his face.

      I lay on my cot, too, staring up at the ceiling where the torchlight cast flickering shadows over the stones. My thoughts raced, drifting back to my father and those last few seconds before he’d sent me away to escape. If he’d survived and somehow made it to Mithangol, he would come for me. I knew he would. Providing, of course, that the prince really did make an inquiry. I’d never met my grandfather—there was a lot of bad blood on that side of the family. But I could still hope.

      Hope was all I had now.
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      Early the next morning, Prince Aubren returned with a couple of royal guards. They shackled us before leading the way from the cell up into the halls of the castle itself. I’d never felt so out of place in my life. Walking across the polished marble floors in my filthy boots and prison uniform, I stared around in amazement at all the cavernous halls and rooms. Iron chandeliers shed sparkling light over vaulted ceilings and grand foyers. The walls were adorned with portraits of past kings and queens, their haunting gazes seeming to leer down at me with disgust and disapproval. I did not belong here.

      At the end of a long hall, the doors of the throne room opened before us. Inside, a strip of royal blue carpet trimmed with swirling gold designs led the way to the raised platform where two thrones stood, bathed in the light of bronze braziers in the shape of crouching dragons.

      The Queen of Maldobar sat on the largest of the two thrones. The seat next to her was empty, although a much older man stood beside it clad in a noble tunic, intricate ornamental breastplate, and familiar blue cloak with a white fur collar. A dragonrider’s cloak. But the man wearing it seemed too old to be a dragonrider. His shaggy, dark-gold hair fell to his shoulders, mottled with silver, and his neatly trimmed beard was completely gray.

      “Sister, I present to you Thatcher and Murdoc Renley, formerly of Thornbend.” Prince Aubren stepped forward and gave a formal bow. “I’ve brought them for your consideration because Sergeant Lamlock didn’t believe either of them are Tibran sympathizers. After speaking with them, I tend to agree.”

      “Is that so?” The queen leaned forward in her seat, resting her chin on her fist. She sounded young, although I didn’t dare look her in the eye to see.

      To be honest, I hadn’t even known we had a queen now. I’d heard about Princess Jenna before, sure. She was the younger of the king’s two children, one of the few female dragonriders to ever take the saddle, and supposedly a brilliant fighter. Still, it came as a shock to most everyone in Maldobar when King Felix had announced she would be his heir, not his firstborn son Prince Aubren. No one understood why, except that it may have had something to do with her being a dragonrider like her father. Aubren had opted for infantry and specialized in cavalry, instead.

      With her on the throne now, I wasn’t sure what to expect. She must have been crowned right after the end of the war while Murdoc and I were still in the prison camp. I had no idea if she’d be understanding of our bizarre situation or not.

      “Explain yourselves, then,” Queen Jenna demanded. “If you were imprisoned, I can only assume you were doing something to get yourselves mistaken for Tibrans. My men are not idiots—for the most part, anyway. So? What happened?”

      This was my chance. I had to make it count. If I was as bad at lying as Prince Aubren said, then surely his sister would be able to see that I was telling the truth.

      With my gaze trained upon the floor at her feet, I told Queen Jenna everything. Well, except for the bit where Murdoc stabbed someone through the chest after being ordered to kill me. I left that detail out, for his benefit. I didn’t want them to think he had anything to do with the Tibrans. He’d saved my life so many times over—I owed him this much.

      “I see,” the queen mused after I had finished. “Look at me, Thatcher.”

      I gulped and slowly raised my eyes to meet hers. She was every bit as beautiful as I’d heard, with eyes of cornflower blue and hair like bolts of spun golden silk. A curious hint of a smile caught at the corner of her lips.

      “Gods, boy. You can’t be more than fourteen.” She shook her head slightly, as though in pity.

      “Uh, I-I, uh, I’m sixteen, actually,” I rasped, my throat going dry as my cheeks burned with embarrassment.

      She looked genuinely shocked. “Sixteen? Then you’ve got a face like a cherub.”

      Ugh. There it was—the curse of the baby-face, back to ruin me again. My mouth mashed into an uncomfortable frown as I looked back down at the toes of my boots. The other guys in our neighborhood had teased me mercilessly ever since I hit puberty. The only thing that hadn’t matured, apparently, was my face. I still looked like a kid.

      “Oh, don’t worry too much about it, Thatcher Renley.” There was a flavor of gentle teasing in Queen Jenna’s voice. “Girls like that sort of thing.”

      Even my ears were burning now. “T-They do?” No one had ever mentioned that. I was terrible with girls. In my experience, they preferred guys like Murdoc—strong, dark, brooding, and practically oozing that vibe of potential danger.

      I had none of that. According to my father, I was about as dangerous-looking as a dandelion puff.

      She laughed and motioned to the royal guards. “Let him go. This boy is not a Tibran. Although he may be the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Great—I was “cute.” In my experience, that word was the kiss of death. I hated it. Somehow, it always felt patronizing even when it was probably meant as a compliment.

      The royal guards unlocked the shackles on my wrists and ankles. I rubbed gingerly at the places where the metal had bruised my skin. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “What about this one?” Prince Aubren tipped his head toward Murdoc, who had yet to say a word.

      Queen Jenna’s eyes narrowed slightly as she studied him. “Normally, I wouldn’t smile upon murder. But I’m not sure that killing Tibran invaders qualifies as murder. Besides, if this boy is willing to risk his life vouching for you, I can only assume you’ve done something to earn such loyalty. See that you don’t betray it.” She motioned to the guards again. “Let him go, as well.”
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Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      By dinnertime, Murdoc and I were free men.

      The queen was generous, and she even apologized for what we’d been through in the prison camp over the last three months. She gave us both a fresh change of clothes, new shoes, a place to stay, and jobs in the royal stable—which was a relief since I had nowhere else to go. I struggled to wrap my mind around our good fortune as Murdoc and I walked out of the throne room without shackles or a death sentence.

      According to Prince Aubren, my hometown of Thornbend had been left in shambles, which wasn’t hard to believe considering how things were going when we were taken away in the back of a prison wagon. The Maldobarian infantry was still going door-to-door looking for survivors or remains and trying to make things safe for townspeople who wanted to return to their homes. I wanted to go back immediately. I wanted to find my father. But Prince Aubren insisted I should wait until he had some definite information on my father’s location.

      Honestly, I think he just didn’t want me to be the one to find my father’s body in the ashes of our home.

      At any rate, I didn’t have much of a choice except to stay put for now. Other than striking out on foot over the open prairie, vulnerable to every highway gang and thief in a ten-mile radius, I had no way of getting back to Thornbend. Making that long journey, only to find I had nothing but a pile of ash and charred wood left of my home, would not be ideal. I needed a better plan.

      Fortunately, I was used to being in a stable and dealing with horses.

      I’d worked with my father all my life. I could muck stalls, groom the horses, clean and clip their hooves, and even shoe them. It came easily to me, and the royal stable was home to some of the finest stallions and mares I’d ever seen. There were robust chestnuts whose coats had been groomed until they shone like polished copper, and sturdy dapple grays the color of ominous storm clouds. Proud white stallions stamped and tossed their heads, their flowing manes and tails neatly combed and arranged in braids tied off with blue and gold ribbon. These were completely different from the plow nags and merchant horses I’d worked with before.

      But the royal stable didn’t just keep horses.

      At the far back of the royal castle’s well-guarded grounds, a large, circular building stood off away from the others. They called it the Deck. Five stories tall with each level holding dozens of stalls that faced inward and no exterior wall to block them off, the Deck dwarfed any stable I’d ever seen before. And its tenants were every bit as monstrous. A broad, paved courtyard of white stone in the center of it was open to the sky above—a landing pad for the leathery-winged monsters that came and went with booming roars. It was like a ring-shaped beehive, only these stalls weren’t for bees.

      The royal family could easily house over a hundred dragons there, and the Deck was always buzzing with activity. The other stable hands liked to reminisce about what chaos it had been when the king recalled all the able-bodied dragonriders in the kingdom there. They’d run out of room and been forced to begin housing some of the dragons in the undercrofts of the castle itself. Feeding so many of those scaly beasts had been a struggle—one I didn’t envy in the slightest. I’d only been into the Deck once to run an errand for the stablemaster, and I didn’t plan on making a habit of strolling through that place. Too many huge creatures that might try to eat me packed into one space. No thanks.

      Needless to say, I didn’t go out of my way to get assigned to work the Deck. Dragons were considerably more dangerous than horses, what with the fire and all, and I had no experience with them beyond getting snarled at once. That was more than enough to make me steer clear. Just the sight of them zooming over the castle grounds, sun glimmering off their scales and horns, made my knees want to buckle. They were beautiful, magnificent, impressive, and powerful—and they also scared the crap out of me.

      So when I was assigned to an entire week of feeding duty in the Deck, I briefly considered running from the room screaming. My stomach hit the soles of my boots. I must have angered one of the gods. That was the only reason I could think of that I’d gotten chosen for this.

      Well, that and Stablemaster Godfrey liked to taunt me about my dislike of dragons. I didn’t get the impression he was doing it to be mean, though. Godfrey teased everyone, and sometimes the other stable workers—the ones who had been there a lot longer—would tease him back. He was a towering man, nearly seven feet tall, with big hands that could have crushed my head like a walnut. The other workers had mentioned in passing that Godfrey had once been a knight, a member of the infantry cavalry. But a wartime injury left him with a limp and a crippled knee. He couldn’t fight after that. Rather than retire a man with his experience, the royal family offered him a job managing the royal stables.

      He was gruff, intimidating, and had one of those steely gazes you only saw in men who had been on the battlefield. I’d never seen him raise a hand to anyone in anger, though, and he always saved working with the more spirited, aggressive horses for himself rather than putting one of his workers in danger.

      “Get used to it, boy. We’ve got nobles coming in by the dozens for the Court of Crowns, and we’re already shorthanded. Everyone’s got to do a shift rotation at the Deck. Pull your weight or find another job.” Godfrey gave a throaty cackle as he hobbled by me in the servant’s dining hall.

      I stared after him, holding a tray of my empty breakfast dishes. He was almost out of the hall by the time I remembered to call out, “Y-Yes, sir!”

      Murdoc snorted, appearing beside me so suddenly it was as though he’d materialized out of thin air. He had a habit of doing that—coming and going like a phantom. I still wasn’t used to it.

      “It’s not that bad,” he murmured.

      I sighed, dragging my feet as I went to return my tray of dirty dishes to the kitchen. “Maybe not for you. You’re not afraid of anything.”

      “Don’t be such a baby. I’ll be there to make sure you don’t get eaten.” His thin mouth split with a dark, almost mocking smirk. “Or scorched.”

      “You’re on Deck duty, too?”

      He gave one of his classic noncommittal shrugs and looked away. “I swapped with someone else.”

      I tried not to read too much into that. Murdoc wasn’t the kind of guy who called anyone his friend, not even me. But for whatever reason, he’d hung around even after he was offered a better position inside the castle. His almost brotherly interest in my survival made absolutely no sense, and he’d brushed off all of my attempts to get him to explain why he cared what happened to me. Whatever. I was just glad to have him around. It’d be nice to see a familiar face in all this strangeness—especially when there were dragons involved.

      Uggggh. Dragons. I shuddered at the thought. Why me?

      “Let’s go; move your feet.” Murdoc gave me a shove as he started off for the Deck. “Best not to keep hungry dragons waiting.”

      I groaned and jogged to catch up.
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      Feeding dragons turned out to be exhausting, dirty work. And that was without the threat of being snapped in half or burned to a crisp if I didn’t move fast enough.

      When we arrived, Murdoc and I were given long, leather aprons and gloves that came up to our elbows because of the, er, blood. We filled two wheelbarrows full of big slabs of freshly cut meat while another stable worker talked us through the process. It wasn’t complicated. We had to make sure each dragon was fed and, of course, not get killed or maimed in the process. Simple.

      Except for all the teeth.

      And the fire.

      Gods, help me.

      “Just be fast about it. They’re interested in the meat, not you, so toss it in the trough and get out. Don’t antagonize them. Don’t try to touch them. And for the love of the Fates, remember to lock the door when you leave. Oh, and when you get to the stall marked number four, do not try to open it. That one only gets it through the window. Understand?” the young female worker huffed, her eyes lingering on Murdoc for a couple of seconds longer than they did on me.

      He got looked at like that a lot—not that he seemed to notice or care. I got a twinge of jealousy as I pushed my wheelbarrow toward the door. Girls never looked at me like that. Was it because of the baby-face thing? Or because I wasn’t as muscular? Maybe I could start doing pushups every morning … Hm. But that might make me late for breakfast.

      Murdoc took one side of the circular building while I took the other. That was how we were going to do every floor, working half and meeting up on the other side to reload our wheelbarrows for the next level. Easy, right?

      Right.

      At the door of the first stall, I brought my wheelbarrow to a halt. I took a few deep breaths, mentally preparing myself. No big deal. Just a big, hungry, possibly angry dragon. I could do this.

      My pulse thrummed in my ears as I unbolted the lock and rolled the heavy wooden door open a few feet—only far enough to stick my head through. I peeked inside, squinting into the sunlight that poured in from the stall’s open exterior wall. There, curled into a massive heap of gleaming yellow and black scales, was a dragon. A real, actual, hungry dragon.

      It cracked a big eye open and stared straight at me.

      Oh, gods. They were even bigger than I remembered.

      “R-Right,” I choked under my breath. “You just, uh, just … stay right there.”

      The dragon raised its head, ears perking as it gave a wide yawn. I got a great up-close view of every one of its jagged, dagger-sized teeth. I gulped. Just one of those fangs was about the length of my finger.

      Ducking back out of the stall, I picked up two huge hunks of meat from my wheelbarrow. I made a point not to look at the dragon again as I dashed over to the trough, flung the meat inside, and blitzed back to the door. All told, it took about three seconds. Then I pushed the door shut and threw the bolt back into place.

      Done.

      But that was just the first one. I had about fifty more to go before I was finished. Sweet Fates. Why? Why me?

      It got easier with every stall I finished. Granted, I never stopped shaking. But I did get faster. I deliberately ignored the dragon that was usually snoozing or preening itself somewhere nearby as I rolled the door open and deposited the meat in the trough. It was better not to look. I decided that if I was about to get my head bitten off by a hungry, impatient dragon, then at least I wouldn’t see it coming. That was bound to be better, right?

      Everything went smoothly … right up until we got to the very last level of the Deck.

      “Looks like I’m short a few pieces,” Murdoc called as he exited a stall not far down the curved hall. “Be right back.”

      I nodded, watching as he wheeled away back toward the supply room.

      We were almost finished. The last level of the Deck wasn’t fully occupied like the others had been. There were more than a handful of empty stalls, so we could skip over those. Only three left to go, then this would all be over. Well, for today, anyway.

      We still had to keep doing this all week.

      I tried not to think about that as I came to the very last stall on my side, armed with two slabs of meat and a mission to get this over with as soon as possible. My clothes stuck to my skin, damp with sweat underneath the heavy leather apron, and my hair kept falling in my eyes. I didn’t dare wipe it away, though, not while I was wearing gloves smeared with blood. Gross.

      I didn’t care what the others said—this was way worse than working in the horse stables. I’d take shoveling horse dung over this any day. At least horse manure was basically just a bunch of chewed up grass.

      Stopping before another stall door, I seized the slabs of meat in one hand and steeled my nerves for my last feeding. Just one more, then I was out of here. I tried not to think about it too much as I reached for the bolt to unlock the door. The metal mechanisms groaned. But the door didn’t budge.

      I tried it again with a little more force.

      No luck.

      Standing back, I peered up at the huge door. It must have been eight feet tall and half a foot thick—which was fairly standard. It was large enough to keep an angry dragon from being able to slam through it. But this one was different than the others. All of the other stall doors I’d worked with that day were wooden. But this door had been plated with solid metal. Nearly every part of it was made from thick, black iron, as though it were meant to withstand much more abuse from whatever was on the other side. The bolt mechanism keeping the door locked was larger, too. Weird.

      A big number four was painted onto the door. That’s when I remembered; this was the one stall we weren’t supposed to open. Chills crept up my spine. What could possibly be in there? It had to be a dragon, right. So why was this one locked up? Was it more dangerous than the others?

      A single sliding panel blocked off a narrow window at the far end of the door. It wasn’t very big, hardly wide enough for me to cram the slabs of meat through even if I opened it all the way. Was that where I was supposed to put them? I couldn’t remember.

      I glanced around. There was no one in sight—no one to ask what I should do. Murdoc wasn’t back yet. And this stall was the only thing standing between a well-earned bath and me.

      I set my jaw and made up my mind. Time to get this done.

      Sliding the panel open, I peered inside, just to make sure there was actually something in there. The interior of the stall was pitch black. More chills prickled along the back of my neck. That meant the exterior wall wasn’t open to the courtyard like the other stalls. Whatever was inside there, it was not free to come and go like the other dragons were.

      I took a step back.

      A low rumbling sound echoed from inside the stall, bouncing off the metallic walls from somewhere in the dark.

      I tensed, blood running cold as I stared into the blackness beyond the window. Where was it? I couldn’t see a thing except—

      An enormous green eye opened right in front of the window.

      I stumbled back another step, sucking in a sharp breath.

      The eye was as big as a dinner plate and so close I could see my reflection in the wide, cloudy silver pupil. I’d never seen a dragon with eyes like that. The colored part of its eye was strange, too—like milky jade rather than a sharp, focused color.

      The eye moved, darting around as though it were looking for something, and never focusing on me.

      Wait—couldn’t it see me?

      I held perfectly still, watching as the eye continued to search until, at last, it blinked and moved away. A loud snort blasted against the door. I cringed, my heart hitting the back of my throat.

      Maybe I was wrong—maybe that wasn’t a dragon at all. It could have been anything, really. The Tibrans had brought all kinds of horrible creatures with them when they invaded. It could have been one of their monstrous hounds or one of those venomous felines the traders talked about.

      I glanced down to the hunk of meat on the ground at my feet. My pulse raced. Gods and Fates. Maybe I should just ask Murdoc to feed this one.

      No. I had to pull it together.

      Steeling my nerves, I picked up one of the slabs of raw meat and moved quietly back to the window. My hands trembled as I crammed it through the opening, giving it a few good punches just to make it fit. It left bloody slime all around the edges of the window and made a wet smacking sound as it hit the ground on the other side. Yuck.

      “Dinnertime.” My voice squeaked with anxiety. “Er, I mean, breakfast.”

      Nothing—no sound.

      My shoulders relaxed, and I started to turn away.

      Suddenly, the entire iron-forged door shook with a powerful BOOM.
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      I staggered back, tripping over my own feet and landing right on my rear.

      A thundering roar rattled the ground and made the ironwork groan. Something huge wailed against the door, slamming it hard enough to make the ground flinch underneath me. My body flashed cold, every muscle drawing tense. Merciful Fates, what was that thing?

      The eye reappeared in the window, staring out and blinking like a huge milky green moon.

      I stared back.

      Before I could even think to move or scream for help, someone stepped swiftly past me and right up to the door. A man? Where had he come from?

      Without a word, he shut the sliding panel over the window, sealing that creature back in the dark. Then he turned to stare at me over one of his broad shoulders, his expression severe. “Who are you?” he demanded, his pale eyes narrowing.

      I’d never met this guy before in my life. I knew that. And yet, as soon as I saw his face, something about it struck a chord in my panic-addled brain. I’d seen him, or maybe just his face, somewhere before. But where?

      He was a halfbreed, I could tell that much, and he was probably close to Murdoc’s age. Halfbreeds were a mix of human and elf, and they weren’t common around Thornbend. So I could be pretty confident I hadn’t seen him around back home. My father had done some work for Gray elf merchants in the past, so I at least knew what they looked like. But halfbreeds? Not so much.

      All Gray elves came from the mysterious kingdom to the north. They called it Luntharda—the wild jungle. As strange as they were mysterious, their hair was always as white as snow and their skin was a much deeper, warm bronze hue. They all had the same eyes that shimmered in a thousand different colors, changing with the light like opals. It was bizarre but undeniably beautiful. No human had eyes like that.

      This guy was somewhere in between human and elf. He had the sharp, distinctly Gray elven features—complete with sloping pointed ears and darker toned skin. But his jawline was wider, more square, and his eyes were an icy shade of blue instead of multicolored. His ash-gray hair was cut shorter than the Gray elves usually wore it, and he had the distinct royal blue, black, and gold uniform of a dragonrider. He even had a breastplate buckled over his torso and a pair of polished metal greaves fastened to his shins. Weird.

      As far as I’d heard, no full-blooded Gray elf had ever sat in a dragonrider’s saddle or worn their cloak before. Not because it was forbidden, of course. Not anymore. Rather, my father had told me the Gray elves held dragons in the highest esteem above all other animals. They feared them like vengeful gods and kept a healthy distance from their nesting areas. I had to agree with that philosophy, honestly.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, turning away from the door.

      “I-I, uh …” I wheezed as I scooted back farther away from the door. “What is that thing?”

      “He’s not a thing,” the man corrected, his tone calm as he offered a hand to help me up. “He’s a dragon. His name is Fornax.”

      I glanced between the man and the door. Booming roars still raged on the other side. The massive door flinched and rattled on its hinges every time the beast wailed against it, almost as though he were throwing himself into it over and over, trying to break free. Okay, thing or not, that creature was absolutely terrifying.

      “Are you his rider?” I took the man’s hand and got back to my feet. My knees shook as I dusted off the back of my pants.

      “No.” His glacier-colored eyes narrowed slightly as he looked me over from head to foot. “He doesn’t have a rider.”

      “I-I wasn’t … I mean, I was just supposed to feed the dragons. I wasn’t going to mess with him,” I tried to explain.

      “I see.” The man’s expression relaxed some and he turned away to face the stall door again. His pensive gaze focused on the door with an uncertain frown. There was something quietly dignified about him, something beyond just your average dragonrider. I saw plenty of those guys coming and going from the Deck, and they all had that somber, battle-hardened look to them. This guy, though. He was different. I caught a glimpse of a faint scar over one of his eyes. It ran from his eyebrow all the way down to his cheek.

      That look. And that scar …

      My stomach fluttered with nervous energy. I knew I’d seen him somewhere before. But where? I didn’t know any dragonriders personally. At least, not that I was aware of.

      “Is he wild? The dragon, I mean. I, um, I thought it was against the law to capture wild dragons now.”

      “It is,” he replied. “Fornax isn’t wild. Or at least, he wasn’t. Not before.”

      I knew I shouldn’t ask. I was just a stable hand. It wasn’t any of my business and this man, a real dragonrider, was so far above me in the social pecking order it was hilarious to think he’d even answer any of my questions. What did I know about dragons, anyway? Nothing, that’s what.

      But I couldn’t help myself. I had to know. “What do you mean? What happened to him?”

      The dragonrider slid a sideways glance down at me again, almost like he was sizing me up. “His spirit is broken.”

      I frowned, gaping up at the rider, who must have been about half a foot taller than I was. What kind of an answer was that? “What do you mean?”

      “He was one of many dragons who fought bravely to defend this city from the Tibran Empire. And like many others, he was also one who lost his rider in combat,” he answered in a low, quiet voice. “But Fornax lost much more than that.”

      My gaze locked back on the stall. The roaring and banging had begun to grow quieter, as though maybe the beast on the other side was getting tired … or simply giving up. Maybe both.

      “What do you know about the Tibrans?” he asked.

      I stiffened. “They’re evil.”

      “Are they?” One corner of his mouth quirked slightly, hinting at a bemused smile. “That does seem like the easiest explanation. But what’s easiest isn’t always right. And in the case of the Tibrans, most of them are not evil. Most of them are people just like you and me. The Tibran Empire invaded their kingdoms, but they weren’t as fortunate. They lost their wars, and the Tibran Empire enslaved them, took them far from their homes, and forced them to fight to invade other kingdoms. That cycle continued, on and on, until they came here.”

      “And we defeated them,” I finished for him.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Therein lies the problem. Now, we have thousands of former soldiers with nowhere to go and no means of getting back to their homes. They were forced to come here to fight a war that wasn’t theirs against their will, and now they’re stranded. Many of them have been enslaved to the Tibrans since they were children.” A hint of sorrow crinkled his brow as he looked away. “As much as many people here in Maldobar would like to see them all killed or imprisoned, it simply wouldn’t be right, would it?”

      “No,” I said, sinking back on my heels. “I … I guess it wouldn’t. But what does this have to do with Fornax?”

      The dragonrider straightened somewhat, letting out a heavy sigh, as though this issue was just one of many weighing on his mind. “Fornax was struck by a Tibran weapon; an orb of burning oil. It killed his rider, scarred his face, and has left him permanently blind.”

      My stomach twisted like it was winding up into knots. I had been right—that dragon was blind. “But you said his spirit is broken.”

      “Even in that state, gravely injured and blind, Fornax protected the dead body of his rider until the battle was over. He wouldn’t let anyone come near him, even other dragons. I suspect that because of his injuries, he couldn’t tell that his partner had already died.” The man’s eyes closed as he bowed his head slightly. “Even now, he won’t let anyone touch him or even come close. It’s as though, for him, the battle still isn’t over. Fornax is lost in the dark, so full of directionless rage and fear that his soul itself is fractured.”

      I couldn’t speak. For a moment, I stood there beside the dragonrider, staring at the iron door as the sounds of the dragon’s struggle finally faded away to silence. That’s when I realized I was breathing fast. My heart was racing, too. “What’s going to happen to him?” I asked, my hands curling into fists at my sides.

      “I’m not sure,” the rider admitted. “No one can touch him, so he cannot be ridden. He attacks anyone or anything that comes close, including other dragons, so he cannot be released back into the wild. The only solution anyone has been able to come up with is condemning him to that cell.”

      “But that’s not—!” I started to shout. Catching myself, I set my jaw and shot the dragonrider a challenging glare. “That’s not a solution. It’s torture! He can’t live in that tiny box forever!”

      “I agree.” He stared back, his piercing gaze seeming to cut straight through to the very depths of my soul. “So, what are you going to do about it?”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t have an answer. Even hours later, while sitting outside the royal stable while the swollen orange sun sank below the distant mountains, I still had no idea what I could do. I wasn’t a dragonrider. I was a stable hand. I was nobody—the nobody of all nobodies. I couldn’t even handle a sword, let alone …

      The whoosh and rumble of a dragon passing low over the castle drew my gaze up. The creature was enormous, bigger than any of the other dragons I’d ever seen, with scales of deep blue. His spines and horns were as black as obsidian and sparkled in the light of the setting sun. With a few mighty wing beats, the dragon disappeared above the clouds, as swift and silent as the east wind.

      I knew that dragon right away. There was no mistaking him—not if you grew up in Maldobar hearing all the stories of the Gray War. That was Mavrik, the king drake. He reigned as the dominant male over all the dragons in Maldobar. He was also the dragon who’d belonged to the famous war hero Jaevid Broadfeather.

      My father had told me stories about Jaevid when I was little, about how he’d been chosen by that dragon and fought to stop a long and brutal war between the humans and Gray elves long ago. He’d been able to use divine magic and speak to animals, and had even fought alongside the former king.

      Only … Jaevid Broadfeather had died at the end of all those stories. He’d sacrificed himself to appease the ancient gods and basically saved the whole world. There were mosaics, statues, and paintings of him everywhere. You couldn’t walk a mile in any city in Maldobar without seeing his face, with his sharp halfbreed features and that scar over one of his—

      Realization hit me like a punch to the gut. I choked and wheezed out loud, making Murdoc glance over from where he was stretched out on the grass next to me.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he mumbled.

      “J-Jaevid,” I gasped. “Jaevid Broadfeather!”

      “What about him?”

      “I-I-I think I saw him in the Deck today!”

      Murdoc rolled his eyes. “Hallucinations don’t count, you know. Jaevid’s been dead for forty years. Everyone knows that.”

      “I wasn’t hallucinating. At least, I don’t think I was.” I sank back, trying to wrap my mind around it. Was that really him? Jaevid was the most famous dragonrider to ever take the saddle. His magical powers had been what ultimately ended the Gray War. He was more than just a hero—he was a legend.

      And he was here in Halfax—alive.

      Gods, no wonder his face looked so familiar. Granted, he looked a lot younger in person. But still, there was no mistaking that scar. It was him; it was really Jaevid!

      “No.” I set my jaw. “I did see him. He talked to me. He’s back.”

      “Well, some of the other workers were talking about him passing through now and again. Supposedly, he’s in charge of the Dragonrider Academy now, when he’s not helping to sweep up the rest of the Tibran mess, that is.” Murdoc plucked a long strand of sweet grass and stuck it in the corner of his mouth.

      I cast my friend a smoldering glare. “But you just said he was dead.”

      One corner of Murdoc’s mouth quirked into a smirk.

      “You were teasing me?!”

      “A little. I’m not sure it even counts with you. People do it all the time, and you rarely notice.”

      “Great. Good to know I’m everyone’s favorite mockery punching bag.” I fumed in silence for a minute, glaring at the horizon again.

      “Oh, relax. Usually, it’s girls doing it, which I can only assume is because they think you’re ‘cute’ or something,” Murdoc said, still nibbling on the sweet grass.

      I groaned and flopped back onto the ground next to him. “Why does it always have to be cute? I hate being called cute.”

      He shrugged. “Well, if it’s any consolation, I think you’re ugly.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” He folded his arms behind his head, still smirking to himself as he asked, “So, what did the famous Jaevid Broadfeather say to you?”

      What had he said? I gnawed on the inside of my cheek while I thought it over. He’d said a lot, actually. And I hadn’t been able to get that last question out of my head. What could I do about Fornax? Nothing, really. I wasn’t even allowed to open the door to his stall.

      I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what it was like. This dark, empty, nothingness was all Fornax ever saw now. His whole world had gone up in flames during the battle. According to Jaevid, it was still burning.

      But what could I possibly do about that?

      “Nothing important,” I lied quietly. “Jaevid … just wanted to know my name.”
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Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I was about to do something stupid.

      Er, well, stupider than usual, anyway.

      Nothing I did, nothing I thought about, could get Jaevid’s words out of my head. I didn’t know him beyond stories of all the amazing things he’d done in the war. And he didn’t know me. But something about the way he’d looked at me—something about that question—stuck in my brain like a thorn. I couldn’t shake it.

      Days passed, and I kept going to Fornax’s stall, opening that tiny window, and feeding him like I was supposed to. But the question remained. Every time I stood before his stall, I could practically hear Jaevid’s voice still ringing in my ears.

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      I raised my gaze to the iron-plated door of Fornax’s stall. No—not a stall. That was a prison cell.

      What was I going to do about it? Something stupid and potentially life-threatening. I was going to help him. I was going to save him.

      I was going to find Fornax in the darkness.

      Easier said than done, though. While Murdoc probably thought I was a complete idiot, I wasn’t dumb enough to jump into that dark metal box without a plan. I needed information. I needed to know more about Fornax and his former rider if I was ever going to stand a chance of gaining his trust. I had to start at the beginning.

      I had to learn about dragons.

      “Finicky beasts,” Stablemaster Godfrey warned when I asked him what he knew about his largest, carnivorous wards. “As temperamental as house cats and stubborn as mules. They’re hard to work with, and I’ve never had a hand for it, myself. You can’t outthink them. They’re smarter than most people are.”

      “Ah.” I tried not to sound too interested. I didn’t want anyone to know what I was up to. They’d probably try to stop me because, well, it was basically suicide. “What about the saddles? What do they look like? I’ve never seen one up close.”

      “You wanna see a saddle, boy? There are plenty of them in the Deck. Check the tack room on the first level, if you want, but don’t touch any of them,” he warned. “Do it on your own time, though. Don’t you have horses to feed?”

      I did. And it took the rest of the day to finish all my work before I had any time to slip away. Feeding dragons in the morning and working with the horses the rest of the day usually left me exhausted. But I had a new goal to focus on now.

      The sun sank over the royal castle’s grounds as I slipped into the Deck and crept around to the tack room. There was no one in sight as I shut the door behind me. So far, so good.

      Inside the tack room, the strong smell of freshly oiled leather reminded me a little of home. It put a pang of pain through my chest. I set my jaw and pushed those memories away. Now wasn’t the time.

      Saddles were set up on sawhorses all around the broad room in organized rows. I walked slowly past each one, my eyes scanning for some idea of which dragon they belonged to. Then I noticed each sawhorse stand had a number burned into it—a number to match each stall in the Deck.

      I already knew Fornax’s stall number. I’d been there to feed him several times now. Walking past row after row of saddles, I stopped in front of one with a big number four burned into the wood. My gut tensed.

      This was his saddle—the one his rider had died in.

      Like all the others, it was bigger than a regular horse’s saddle, and it had a sloped, sleek shape crafted from layer upon layer of molded black leather. The buckles and decorative tacks were all plated in bronze, and the saddle’s two large handles looked like they were solid bronze, as well. I couldn’t resist. I ran my hand along the side of it, tracing the swirling design work pressed into its glossy surface. It was like a piece of art. The only flaws were a few areas around the seat that had been burned or melted away.

      My fingers stopped short of one of those marks. My mouth scrunched. Was that left from the burning oil that had blinded Fornax and killed his rider? Just the thought made my heart pound harder.

      Shutting my eyes tightly, I took a few steadying breaths. This wasn’t why I came here. I needed to find a way to reach Fornax in the darkness. I needed to figure out how his rider had communicated with him. I could use that information and then, with an insane amount of luck, I might be able to help him adjust to being around other dragons. Or at least get him calm enough to let Jaevid work with him. Then he might have a real chance at being released into the wild. He could have a normal life or, at the very least, a happy one. Anything was better than living in that tiny iron box for the rest of his life.

      I studied the saddle over from one end to the other, exploring the design and trying to understand it. From the look of things, the saddle had been made to mold against the dragon’s back, fitting snugly over the ridge of horns that ran down his spine. The rider sat on a padded seat shaped into the leather and slid his legs down into the two deep pockets on either side. That must have been what kept him anchored to the saddle during flight.

      Steering was a little harder to figure out. This wasn’t anything like a horse’s saddle. There was no bit, bridle, or reins to guide the dragon. So how did they do it?

      The answer was simple, and it gave me an idea.

      The two brass handles on the front of the saddle weren’t just for holding on. They were fixed to a pair of rotating discs built right into the leather itself. When I twisted one of them, a smooth metal plate about eight inches across descended from underneath the bottom of the saddle. It would put pressure right up against the dragon’s side—a gesture the beast could feel against his scales. Twisting the handle the other way retracted the plate and removed the pressure.

      I sat back with a satisfied grin. That was how they did it. They used those rotating handles to give signals. Twisting them in various combinations would be easy to translate into a language of commands, not totally unlike reins on a horse.

      They communicated using touch, and that was something I could use. Fornax was blind, but I was willing to bet he could still feel things well enough. He’d lost his visual language, so he needed a new one. A language of touches, just like this saddle provided. Maybe sounds, too. Now, I just had to figure out how to make one for him.

      Oh, and somehow teach it to him without being burned to a crisp first, of course.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This wasn’t going to happen overnight. I understood that. I’d seen my father work with hundreds of horses throughout my life. He’d taught me a lot about how to approach the skittish, high-spirited, or even aggressive ones without getting trampled to death. It was like a dance, a complicated conversation of touches and sounds, body language and energy. I hadn’t mastered it yet, and it was quite a stretch to think I could translate any of that training into dealing with a dragon. Horses and dragons couldn’t have been more different.

      But fear was fear, anger was anger, and the energy was the same. Those were my obstacles. I just had to learn a new dance.

      I had to learn to dance with a dragon.

      I started simple. With a few coins from my paycheck, I took an afternoon walk down into the royal city marketplace. Murdoc didn’t come—he never wanted to leave the castle grounds. Good thing, too. I didn’t want to explain to him why I was buying a small brass whistle intended for training dogs and horses. The pitch was too high for most people to hear it, but animals could. I was willing to bet Fornax could, too.

      Whenever I came to Fornax’s stall to feed him, I stood before the door and made a trill of two short blasts on the whistle. That was going to be the first word in our language—a request for his attention. Then I opened the sliding window, dropped his dinner inside, closed the window, and backed off.

      He was a fast learner. By the third day, I could hear his heavy breaths sniffing around the door when I blew the signal notes.

      On the fourth day, I took it a step further. I blew the signal and stepped to the window. Standing before it, I held my breath and stared straight ahead into the darkness of the stall. His breathing echoed off the metallic walls. Then I saw his eye appear, staring straight at me. His growl rumbled like thunder; a warning. He couldn’t see me, but he could smell me … and probably hear my pulse thrashing wildly.

      Yeah, I was scared. Terrified, actually. He could still scorch me through that window. One blast of burning venom and I wouldn’t have a face—or an entire head—anymore.

      I blew the signal again, asking for his attention, but then I added another command. Three short blasts this time. This would be our second word.

      “Ease off.” I commanded, keeping my voice low and firm.

      Fornax blasted a snort that rattled the door. His huge eye blinked.

      I did it again. Three short blasts on the whistle. “Ease off, Fornax.”

      His eye shrank, as though he were moving away from the window. Whether intentional or pure luck, he’d done what I wanted; he’d moved away from the window. I rewarded him with his supper and quickly shut the window.

      A few feet away from the door, my knees almost buckled. Gods and Fates, what was I thinking? Was I losing my mind? Or … were we actually making progress?

      It was too soon to celebrate. I had his attention. Now I had to keep it. I had to keep building our language.

      After three more days, I was pretty-mostly-almost sure he understood the “ease off” command. But there was only one way to be certain.

      Aaand this was where my plan went from somewhat reasonable to downright stupid.

      I only had one day left with Fornax. Stablemaster Godfrey had tacked on a few extra days to our duty in the Deck, claiming we were still shorthanded. This was my last try before I’d have to start coming at night, sneaking in when no one was watching, to keep working with him. It would be way riskier. If something went wrong, no one would know until the next morning when they found a Thatcher-shaped scorch mark or headless corpse on the floor.

      Today would determine if that was even an option.

      Jaevid had said no one could get close to Fornax. No one could even go in his stall. Time to see if that was really true or not.

      My hands shook as I stood before the door, prepared but not exactly ready. My knees shook and my heart pounded so fast I thought it might launch right out of my chest. Sweat ran down the back of my neck as I sucked in a deep breath.

      This was it—do or die.

      I murmured a quiet prayer to the gods, hoping they might let me survive this, before I took a deep, steadying breath. Then I put the whistle to my lips and blew the attention signal.

      Immediately, Fornax gave a huff and snort from the other side of the door. He was already waiting. I opened the window and gave him half his portion of raw meat as usual.

      Then I went to the door.

      I’d figured out how to work the heavy-duty locking mechanism on the stall’s reinforced door days ago. It worked like a vault, with a twisting wheel in the center studded with bars. If you turned it just right, the lock would activate and retract the two heavy bars that were anchored into holes cut into the stone floor and ceiling.

      I set my jaw and started to crank. I cringed every time the ironwork groaned and creaked, giving me away. With two complete turns, the door was unlocked. I pushed it open, only two feet—just far enough that I could slip inside.

      Armed with my whistle and the other half of Fornax’s dinner, I stood shaking in the doorway. My legs were so numb they felt like two columns of jelly. Any second now I’d faint, collapse, and that would be the end of Thatcher Renley—idiot extraordinaire.

      The light from the hall spilled into the gloom, revealing … nothing. Just old hay and the smell of animal musk, old blood, and dung. Hmm. That couldn’t be right. Where was he?

      Something moved off to my left and it took everything I had not to scream and bolt. No—I had to hold my ground. No fear. No negative energy.

      A deep, rumbling growl and hiss made my blood freeze in my veins. I stiffened and slowly turned to face the direction of the noise. My heart pounded in my ears as I gave the signal again—three short blasts of the whistle.

      Immediately, the growling stopped.

      The silence made my skin crawl. Gods, what was he doing? I couldn’t see anything except for a few feet in front of me thanks to the light spilling in from the hallway.

      I tossed the hunk of raw meat onto the ground about four feet away from where I stood. It hit the ground with a smack, lying barely within the shaft of light. He’d have to come close to get it, close enough that I could see him.

      Scrapes like claws over stone and the rustling of something huge stirred in the dark. Strange clicking, popping sounds echoed off the walls. He sniffed loudly, blasting snorts that sounded closer and closer. At last, the light caught over the gleam of scales.

      My heart stopped.

      Fornax’s head appeared in the light, his scales gleaming in a rich, vivid orange color adorned with stark black stripes. Black horns swept back from his head and ran along the ridge above his eyes. Gods and Fates. He was incredible; the most beautiful dragon I’d ever seen.

      Opening his mouth revealed rows of those jagged teeth as he unfurled his long black tongue, snaking around the meat and drawing it into his mouth. He chewed it, bones and all, crunching the last of his meal in a few bites. He licked at the blood on the ground where the meat had been and then looked directly back up at me.

      I let out a slow, shaking exhale. Steady—I had to be steady. No sudden moves. No freaking out. Calm energy.

      His small ears swiveled, probably picking up on my frantic pulse and tight, shallow breaths. He’d be able to tell I was afraid, no matter how I tried to hide it. His milky jade eyes blinked. He let out a low, rumbling growl again as his lips began to twitch into a snarl.

      This was it. The moment of truth.

      I gave three short blasts of the whistle. The ease off command.

      His eyes blinked, huge nostrils puffing and ears swiveling.

      “Ease off,” I said.

      Fornax hissed, scaly little ears slicking back.

      “I said, ease off, Fornax,” I warned, keeping my tone steady. “Ease off.”

      He stopped growling. His ears kept moving, listening, until … at last he moved away. His vivid orange scales disappeared back into the darkness of the cell.

      I didn’t waste a second. As soon as he was gone, I stepped back out of the stall and scrambled to shut and lock it. With the iron door securely back in place, I slowly backed away. I made it about four steps before my knees buckled. I collapsed onto my rear in the middle of the hall, gaping up at the door.

      I-I’d done it. I’d stood in the same stall with Fornax, only feet away. Not even Jaevid had been able to do that. But Fornax had listened to me.

      He wasn’t beyond saving.

      I coughed a breathless chuckle, still trying to shake off the tremors of adrenaline as I staggered back to my feet. Pumping a fist in the air, I allowed myself one quick shout of victory before whipping around—

      —and almost crashing right into Murdoc.

      He stared down at me with his mouth hanging open and his face pasty with horror.

      Oh no. How long had he been there? Had he seen me?

      “Tell me you did not go in there with that monster,” he whispered, his eyes wide and chest heaving with panicked breaths.

      Yep. He definitely saw.
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Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can do this, Murdoc! You don’t understand,” I shouted as Murdoc shoved me out of the Deck and into the cool early morning air. “Just please, let me explain. He’s starting to trust me!”

      “No!” Murdoc thundered back. “You know we aren’t supposed to open that stall. You may be thick in the head, but I’m sure you heard the same instructions I did.”

      “Murdoc, listen,” I tried to reason.

      He cut me off, grabbing the collar of my tunic and shoving me backward so hard I nearly tripped. “No, you listen to me, idiot! That dragon trusts the smell of fresh meat. That is not some feral dog you can tame. That animal will kill you, and I’ll end up scraping whatever’s left of you off that stall floor.”

      I stood up straighter to face him, balling my fists as I shouted back, “You don’t know that. You didn’t see what happened. He listened to me. I can help him. I will help him!”

      “No, you will end up a smoldering corpse,” he snarled. “You don’t get it. There are some things you can’t fix, no matter what you do—some people can’t be helped. They’re just … too broken. Too far gone.” Murdoc’s expression darkened. His jaw clenched and his mouth screwed up as he looked away, breathing hard through his nose. “You don’t know what it’s like to be in real combat or what that kind of violence does to a person’s mind.”

      “Oh, but you do?” Crap. I regretted those words immediately.

      I knew Murdoc had a past. I wasn’t the brightest guy, sure, but that much wasn’t hard to figure out. He knew his way around his blade. I’d seen him kill that man in black, his former partner with the crossbow, the night we met. He’d done it so fast and without any hesitation. I could only guess that meant it wasn’t the first time he’d put a blade through someone else. And then after everything that happened at the prison camp, beating those people and possibly killing another with only his bare hands, there was no denying it. It couldn’t have been the first time he’d done that, either.

      All around us, the dawn wind rustled through the trees and shrubs. The sound filled the tense silence while Murdoc glowered at me, his hazel eyes smoldering with quiet rage in the moonlight. Little by little, the anger drained from his features. His expression went cold and he looked away again, as though dismissing my existence altogether.

      “Fine. Go back in there and die if you want.” He waved a hand at me dismissively. “I don’t expect some soft, squishy, baby-faced little kid from Thornbend to understand.”

      “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that,” I stammered as I followed.

      “Stay away from me,” he warned without looking back.

      “No, Murdoc. It was out of line. You’re my friend, and I shouldn’t have—”

      He spun suddenly, seizing the front of my shirt again and dragging me closer. He snatched me up onto my toes and snarled down into my face, baring his teeth like an angry wolf. “We are not friends.”

      Fear crept up my spine like a harrowing chill. I couldn’t speak. All I could do was dangle there in his grip, staring back into the utter darkness of his eyes. Wrath and chaos crackled there, spinning like a vortex from somewhere deep within his soul.

      “You’re a nuisance. And I’m sick of it. Stay away from me,” he snapped coldly, dropping me back to the ground.

      I landed in a heap. Before I could get back on my feet, Murdoc had already disappeared—as though he’d simply vanished into the night without a trace. I spun around, searching the gloom of the perfectly manicured royal grounds. I called his name.

      There was no answer.

      In a matter of seconds, Murdoc, my only friend, was gone.
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        * * *

      

      After a few weeks and not a single sign, Stablemaster Godfrey finally quit asking me where Murdoc was. He never returned to the servant’s quarters. His bunk was directly across the aisle from mine in the men’s sleeping quarters, but it remained empty every night.

      Guilt gnawed at my insides. I shouldn’t have said that to him. I shouldn’t have lost my temper. But then again, how was I supposed to know it would make him this angry? I didn’t know any of the details about his past or what he’d been through before we met. He’d refused to tell me anything about himself. We’d known each other for six months and he was still basically a stranger to me. How was that fair? Was I just supposed to continue that way? Stumbling along in his shadow, never knowing who he really was?

      Unfortunately, he was also the closest thing to a friend I had. Now, he was in the wind, and I had no idea where to even begin looking for him. All I could do was hope he’d come back. That hope kept me awake at night, watching the door and starting at every sound. My home was gone. My father was probably dead. Any family I might have left in Mithangol—if any of them had even survived the Tibrans—wouldn’t want anything to do with me.

      Without Murdoc, I had no one. I might as well have been alone in the universe.

      On the other hand, when it came to Fornax, now I had nothing left to lose.

      No one even cared if I was alive. It didn’t matter what happened anymore. So why not? Why not risk it all and find out if I was right—if Fornax could be saved?

      It’s not like anyone would miss me if I was wrong and he roasted me.

      On a clear autumn morning, I stood outside the stables watching the other stablehands bring out the horses to be groomed. I breathed in that first, delicious hint of crisp frost in the air. And I decided it was time to find out, once and for all.

      I’d still been working with Fornax with the signals and whistle, using short commands. Now that we’d established a foundation, I didn’t worry as much about working with him at night. So far, the most he had done was growl and hiss when I was with him. Granted, I hadn’t tried to touch him yet. Breaking that barrier with him would require substantially more trust on both our parts. Now seemed like as good a time as any to determine if we had finally reached that point or not.

      Stablemaster Godfrey made a face when I didn’t complain about being assigned to feeding duty at the Deck again. I guess he probably thought I was still upset about Murdoc leaving. I was, of course, but today I had other things on my mind. I focused on my plan, forcing all my fears and anxieties to be silent. It didn’t matter what happened to me now. Fornax was the only thing that mattered.

      I kept my head down and worked through my shift, feeding all the other dragons in the Deck with another stable hand. Only—I skipped Fornax’s stall.

      After our rounds were finished, I hung back and offered to wash off the wheelbarrows, aprons, and gloves by myself. My partner, a younger girl with short black hair, was more than happy to pass that chore off to me without any protest. Washing blood off our gear wasn’t a job anyone wanted, and I was counting on her taking the opportunity to duck out early.

      Once I’d finished, I filled a small bag with little chunks of meat, each one about the size of my fist. Then I snuck down to the tack room and pulled Fornax’s saddle off the stand. No one asked any questions as I walked down the hall, lugging the massive saddle over my back. I was just another stable worker moving gear around. Nothing strange about that.

      At the door of stall number four, I dumped the saddle onto the floor and studied the lock. My body flashed hot and cold and my skin prickled with a shiver. This was a bad idea. Probably the worst of my life. It was reckless. It was risky.

      I was totally going to die.

      I gave two short blasts into the whistle. Inside the stall, Fornax stirred. He made musical clicking, popping, and chirping sounds almost like a greeting. That was how he’d begun acknowledging me, as though letting me know he heard me.

      Gripping the door’s studded wheel, I cranked the lock open and pushed the door ajar. This time, however, I pushed it open halfway. All the stagnant, smelly air inside the stall rushed out. Gods, it had been almost a year since anyone cleaned that stall. Not that I blamed them. They probably thought it wasn’t worth dying over.

      Hopefully, after today, that wouldn’t be a problem anymore. I’d even clean it out myself, if I had to.

      Fornax’s sounds became more anxious, higher pitched, and unsure. He was probably confused. I’d never opened the door this far before.

      I gave the attention signal again and then added our latest verbal command. “Ease off.”

      He obliged, staying in the far corner of the stall, still hidden in the darkness.

      I stepped over the threshold and tossed a few of the chunks of meat down not far from my feet. “Okay. Come up.”

      On cue, Fornax unfurled from his corner and moved into the light.

      My breath caught at the sight of him. I’d never seen his whole body before. He was big, even for a male dragon, but his body was sleek and streamlined. His brilliant orange scales shimmered the same color as flame. The same black stripes that adorned his head also covered the rest of his body and reminded me of a jungle cat. The black spines that ran down his back were long and lethally sharp like barbs of solid obsidian.

      He blinked at me, nostrils puffing as he homed in on the scent of the meat at my feet. He gobbled it up quickly, and I gave him a few more just for good measure. After all, this next part was bound to be tricky.

      I made a long blast with the whistle, going up in pitch at the end. Fornax grumbled with uncertainty as he pointed his snout toward the open door behind me. No doubt he could smell the fresh air coming in from outside. I gave the signal again.

      This time, he chirped and lowered his head before flattening out against the ground. The spiked end of his long tail swished, eyes tracking the sound of my footfalls as I walked a complete circle around him. That was our most recent accomplishment, and frankly, it still terrified me. One wrong step, one bad second, and he could end me. But we had to build trust—mutual trust, that is.

      It was nothing compared to what came next, though.

      I rewarded him with a few more scraps of meat, and then gave the signal for him to lie down again. While he was busy eating, I moved slowly back out into the hall. Hefting his saddle onto my back, I approached and laid it out on the floor next to him.

      Fornax’s nostrils worked furiously as he drank in the familiar scent of the leather. I wondered if it still smelled like his rider … or his blood. Fornax’s ears slicked back and his scaly hide began to shiver as a low growl kindled in his throat.

      “It’s okay,” I said, keeping my tone calm.

      His growling quieted a little.

      I couldn’t rush this part. He had to become calm again in the presence of that saddle before I could do anything else. After nearly an hour and several more chunks of meat, his growling finally went silent. He was back to chirping and yipping, eager to do more tricks in hopes of another bite.

      Only … now it was time for a completely new one.

      Taking a step closer, I gave the lie down command once more, just to be sure he remembered what I wanted. I clenched my teeth, squeezing my hand into a fist to try to stop it from shaking as I reached out toward his head. The wind of his breath blasted through my fingers as I inched closer. Five inches.

      Then three.

      Then one.

      My fingertips brushed his snout.

      I resisted the urge to scream or cringe away. I had to be steady. No fear. Good energy.

      Fornax’s ears turned back a little as he pulled back from my touch. He gave a soft, half-hearted growl. Not like a warning or a threat—more like a reflex.

      I took another step and touched his nose again. I eased my palm down onto the smooth surface of his scaly head. A ragged breath slipped past my lips. Gods and Fates. I-I … I was touching him.

      He didn’t feel at all like I’d imagined a dragon would. His scales weren’t rough or slimy or cold. They were solid, strong, soft like leather, and warm with life. A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. Keeping all my movements slow, I ran my hand gently over the gnarled, scarred areas where his face had been burned. Those scales were slightly discolored compared to the others.

      His body tensed and shivered. His breathing quickened. He was afraid, but he wasn’t growling or snarling. He was trusting me.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I promised in a soft voice. “And I won’t let anyone else hurt you, either. Got it?”

      He didn’t make a sound.

      Standing in the glow of the light that poured in from the hall, I kept my hand on his head and let my eyes roll closed. I tried to pour calm energy into my touch, to reassure him that it would be okay. He had to get used to being handled again, if only long enough to be reintroduced to the wild. It would be enough to show the dragonriders he wasn’t a lost cause. Then they’d let him out of this cell. He didn’t have to spend the rest of his life in this stinking dark hole. He could be saved. He could be free.

      A loud scream tore through the peaceful silence.

      My eyes flew open and I whirled around just in time to see the dark-haired girl I’d been working with earlier standing in the hallway, staring at us with her eyes as wide as moons. Her face went pale.

      She screamed again.

      “No!” I tried to shush her, to get her to calm down. It was fine! I had it under control!

      And then, suddenly … I didn’t.
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Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      With a screeching roar and spray of burning venom, Fornax burst from his stall like a phoenix from the ashes.

      I dove out of the way and immediately sprinted for the girl. She stood in the hallway, frozen in terror, as Fornax rose up onto his hind legs and spread his black leathery wings wide. His ribs expanded, sucking in another breath for a second shot of flame.

      I smacked headlong into the girl, wrapping my arms around her as we went flying across the hall. We rolled, finally coming to a halt with me on top of her to shield her from the blast. Fire flashed in the hallway as Fornax unleashed another spray, painting the wall and ground around us with burning venom. I hunkered down, pressing us both down as flat on the floor as I could.

      The acrid smell of the venom stung my eyes and burned my throat. When it stopped, I dared to look up. Fornax let out another panicked roar as he tossed his head wildly.

      This was it—my chance.

      “Get out of here! Now!” I yelled as I sprang off the girl and ran straight back toward the raging dragon.

      Fornax floundered wildly, bellowing in a wild frenzy of confusion and fury. His tail smacked against the walls as his wings and head bashed the ceiling. His sightless eyes searched wildly, his mouth agape and jagged fangs dripping with crackling venom. He yowled as he pitched, lashing out with razor-sharp talons that sparked as he clawed at the stone floor.

      I blew the attention command on my whistle.

      His head swung around, ears perked and scaly hide shivering with fear. Through the inferno, his ears swiveled and his nostrils puffed deeply, almost like he was searching for something.

      Gods—it was me! He was looking for me!

      I ducked and dodged through the flames as I ran toward him, blowing the attention command again.

      He made a desperate bleating sound, like a fawn crying for its mother. It made my brain scramble. He wasn’t enraged. He wasn’t even angry—not really. He was terrified.

      “I’m here,” I called. “I’m right here! It’s okay!”

      Less than a yard away, I stretched out my hand to touch his snout again. He needed to smell me, to feel my touch. He needed to know I was here. I hadn’t left him.

      Out of nowhere, pain exploded in my arm. My vision went white and my ears rang. I stumbled and fell flat onto my back.

      Had he bitten me? Snapped off my whole arm?

      I forced myself to look, squinting through the agony.

      My arm was still there. Thank the gods for that, I guess. But there was an arrow sticking straight through my bicep. Blood soaked my tunic and puddled on the floor.

      Someone had shot me. Who? Why?

      Hazily, I searched around for whoever was responsible. That’s when I saw them: a group of soldiers and stable hands running toward me down the curved hallway. The guy at the front of the group, though … he wasn’t a soldier or a stable hand. He wore the armor and cloak of a dragonrider.

      I glimpsed his face through the wavering heat and flashing flames, his sharp features framed by ash-colored hair.

      Jaevid!

      Wait—had someone seriously shot me while trying to aim at Fornax? Whose brilliant aiming was that? I’d about made up my mind to get up and yell at the lot of them, but suddenly the air was snatched out of my lungs.

      Two massive, scaly feet grabbed me by the legs and dragged me, bumping and scraping along the floor. I screamed, struggling and pulling at the big orange toes wrapped around my thighs. What was he doing? Where could we possibly go?

      Unless …

      Oh no.

      If all those people, including Jaevid, had just come inside the Deck through the front entrance, then surely they remembered to close the main door. Right? I mean, Fornax couldn’t see it, but it wasn’t that far. He would certainly be able to smell the fresh air blowing in.

      I yelled for help as Fornax bolted for the exit, his wings flopping and flapping wildly. He smacked into the ceiling and skidded over the floor—dragging me the entire way down to the bottom level. I clawed at the ground, the wall, anything I could get a grip on. My fingers slipped over the worn stones and I left a trail of fresh blood from the arrow sticking out of my arm.

      With a triumphant booming roar, Fornax found the door. He burst out of the Deck and into the open air, spreading his black leathery wings wide. Then he shot upward with one powerful flap. The ground fell away. My heart hit the back of my throat, choking out my screams for help.

      More arrows whisked past me, one punching straight through my tunic but thankfully missing my flesh. What the heck was going on down there? Didn’t they see me?

      Through the flailing chaos, I spotted Jaevid running across the royal courtyards, waving his arms. His mouth moved like he was shouting, but with the wind howling in my ears, I couldn’t make out what he said.

      Suddenly, the arrows stopped buzzing past me. Something else barreled past us, instead, enormous and brilliant blue. Dangling upside down, it was hard to be sure at first. Then I got a good look. Another dragon—a much larger one—wheeled around us. Was that … Jaevid’s dragon?

      The huge blue drake let out an ear-splitting roar, dipping in dangerously close and snapping his jaws. Oh gods, were they going to fight? Was I about to be dragged into the middle of a dragon aerial duel?

      I yelled at the top of my lungs.

      Without his sight, Fornax struggled to orient. He probably had no idea where he was. But he heard the blue drake’s cry and immediately dove downward, back toward the royal city below. He glanced off the castle’s ramparts, smacking me against them, too. My head cracked off the stone, sending everything into a whirling haze. For a second or two, my vision went gray, tunneling in and out of darkness as I clung to consciousness.

      I dangled limply from Fornax’s claws as he struggled to regain enough speed to stay airborne. His wings pumped erratically, floundering in the air. Behind us, the blue dragon roared again.

      Panic made my eyes snap back into focus. Jaevid’s dragon was coming back in for a second assault.

      Oh no, not again. I had to get free—now!

      I writhed my legs in Fornax’s grip and tried to kick my way free. He bore down harder, gripping me so tightly my bones creaked, threatening to snap. It was no use.

      Fornax wasn’t going to let me go.
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        * * *

      

      Warning horns wailed in the city below as we smacked against steeples and bounced off bell towers. Fornax obviously couldn’t see any of that stuff. He was flying blind, spurred on by panic and fear. Every time we hit something, he shot a plume of white-hot flame and swung his head wildly, leaving a trail of fire behind us. People screamed and fled into the streets.

      All of a sudden, something slammed into us from above. It sent Fornax plummeting, twisting and rolling in the air as he fell back to earth. The world spun. Everything was a blur of color and chaos.

      We smacked into the ground with a BOOM.

      Fornax hit first, sprawled on his back, with me still dangling from his grip. Dust, debris, and chips of stone filled the air.

      At first, he didn’t move. His grip on my legs went slack, and I dropped to the ground like a sack of turnips.

      This was my chance. I staggered away, managing to weave and limp a few yards away before I dared to look back.

      We’d landed right in the middle of a large city square, cracking a big marble fountain in half and leaving a sizable crater in the middle of the street. People ran in every direction, scrambling to get away. They pushed and shoved past me, dropping their shopping or leaving their wagons and carriages behind.

      In a matter of seconds, I was the only one left standing there. Gripping my injured arm, I stood frozen in place with the arrow still sticking out of my flesh. Blood soaked through my shirt and oozed down my arm to drip from my fingertips.

      I watched Fornax. My heart thudded hard, clashing in my ears. Get up—he had to get up. It was a bad fall, sure. But he wasn’t dead … right?

      I took a step toward him.

      Fornax shifted. He growled and snapped his jaws, kicking back over onto his belly and shaking the debris off his back. The sun danced off his brilliant orange and black scales, his powerful shoulders rippling as he flared the ridge of spines that ran down the length of his back. He bellowed, snout working furiously at all the smells. It must have been confusing. He didn’t know where he was.

      Suddenly, Jaevid’s massive blue dragon landed in the courtyard. He was easily twice Fornax’s size, with sweeping black horns and eyes that glowed like two yellow moons. No doubt he’d been the one who had knocked us out of the sky. Now he seemed ready settle this, dragon-to-dragon.

      I expected him to lunge, to attack Fornax outright and turn this city square into an arena for an all-out brawl. Instead, Mavrik chirped and made a sequence of low popping, chattering sounds, puffing furious snorts and snapping his jaws.

      Was he … talking to him?

      Fornax replied with a snarl, baring his teeth and flatting his ears. His tail lashed and coiled around his legs as he hunkered back, curling into a defensive ball and hissing like a frightened cat. His whole body shivered as he lowered his head, growling deep in his throat.

      Terrified—he was utterly terrified. Any sudden move might set him off again. He would try to run again, blasting fire and trashing buildings again.

      I-I had to do something.

      I’d barely taken another step when a strong hand grabbed my shoulder. I yelped and jerked away, spinning to find a familiar grim, brooding presence looming over me.

      “Murdoc?” I gasped in relief. “What are you doing here? I thought you—”

      He shook his head, his voice barely above a whisper. “No sudden moves. He’s cornered and he knows it. But any of us try to get close, he’ll attack.”

      I stole a glance back over my shoulder at Fornax, who was still growling and shivering. “It’s … it’s my fault. He wasn’t ready for this yet. I pushed him too far.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. You can bet coin the city guards are on their way right now. If he’s not willing to go with them peacefully by the time they get here, it could get ugly.”

      I ground my teeth as I cradled my injured arm. Warm blood oozed down, soaking through my tunic and spotting the ground at my feet. “You mean that they’ll kill him,” I guessed.

      “If it comes to that. He’s already caused a lot of damage. People could get hurt.” Murdoc’s eyes went cold, narrowing upon the two dragons. “Who shot you?”

      I didn’t know. And right then, I didn’t care. I shambled toward Fornax, leaving a trail of fresh blood drops with every step.

      “Are you insane? What are you doing?” Murdoc shouted, seizing the back of my shirt and yanking me to a halt. “He’s not in his right mind, Thatcher. Right now he can’t tell friend from foe. He will kill you.”

      “I have to try.” My voice shook with the desperation that rose in my chest like a gathering storm. “I won’t abandon him. Maybe he doesn’t want me. Maybe he never will. But right now, he needs me. Can’t you understand that?”

      I glanced back to find Murdoc’s expression fractured. His eyes went wide, his mouth screwing up as though he’d tasted something bitter. Slowly, my tunic slid out of his grip until his arm dropped back to his side.

      “Go, then,” he murmured.

      I did.

      Tripping and stumbling over the rubble, I struggled to make my way toward Fornax. My arm burned, throbbing with agony where the arrow still stuck through my bicep. He’d smell it. He’d know it was me.

      Or so I hoped. With my good arm, I pulled the whistle out from under the collar of my tunic and put it to my lips. I gave the attention signal.

      Fornax’s ears shot forward. His nose pointed straight toward me, cloudy green eyes blinking and searching the dark. His body still trembled and rumbled with an agitated growl as I came closer and closer.

      I blew a long blast, going up in pitch at the very end.

      His snout wrinkled with a snarl. Fornax snapped his jaws and turned his face away, toward Mavrik, slicking his ears back in defiance.

      “Hey.” I was close enough to talk to him, only a few yards away, without having to shout. “Don’t worry about him. Listen to me, Fornax.”

      He clicked and hissed, still focused on Mavrik.

      I blew the attention signal. “Hey! Focus, okay? I know you can hear me, big guy.”

      The orange dragon finally turned to stare in my direction again.

      “Good,” I breathed. “Listen to me. Me—no one else. I won’t let them hurt you; I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again. Okay? I swear it.”

      I shivered, my body going strangely cold as I took a few more steps. Blowing the lie down command again, I tried to shake off the bright spots winking in my vision. My head swam, making it harder and harder to stay upright. My head lolled as everything started to go dim.

      One of my feet snagged on a crack in the street and I fell, dropping like a stone, toward the ground. I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t even catch myself. My eyes wouldn’t focus. My body, especially my injured arm, throbbed with an itchy pain  like I was being pricked with a thousand cold needles.

      Something warm and solid broke my fall, catching me before I hit the street. I lifted my head shakily, staring through the dark spots winking in my vision …

      … right into Fornax’s milky jade gaze.

      He’d caught me.

      With a low whine, he breathed in deeply, sucking up the front of my shirt as I lay draped over the end of his snout.

      “I-I’m sorry,” I rasped, rubbing his scaly cheek with my good hand. “You weren’t ready. I pushed too hard. But we can go slower, if that’s what you need. We can figure this out together.”

      Fornax gave a low, musical chirping sound and closed his eyes. Every muscle in his entire body seemed to relax at once. He made a deep, vibrating, popping sound in his throat. It made me smile. I’d never known dragons could purr.

      “They’ve gotta come take us back. But they won’t put you back in that cell. I won’t let them. You’ll get a proper stall from now on.” I rubbed his bony brow, running my fingers over the smooth, satin-soft surface of his scales. His hide was like warm, polished marble under my fingertips. Something about it felt familiar, comfortable, and calming.

      “I’ll take care of you. We’ll watch out for each other. That’s what … friends do, right?” I slurred between painful breaths. My eyelids grew heavy. The tingling numbness in my arm had spread through the rest of me, making it harder to breathe. “Just don’t cause any trouble when they come, okay? Promise me?”

      He snorted.

      I took that as an agreement. It would have to do. There wasn’t time to double-check to make sure he understood.

      The world around me went dark, snuffed out in an instant like a candle in the night.
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Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      When I opened my eyes again, I found myself staring up at an intricate bronze chandelier hanging overhead. It had at least a dozen candles fixed in it, their wax dribbling down to cool and harden in bizarre shapes.

      Somewhere nearby, the faint melody of a song hung in the air. A lullaby? Was someone whistling? I couldn’t tell.

      My head pounded like my brain was being squeezed inside a giant fist. Every heartbeat sent sharp throbbing pain across my forehead. The soft sunlight seeping through the drapes only made it worse. I groaned and tried to turn my face away.

      The soft whistling of the lullaby stopped.

      “Try not to move around much,” Murdoc grumbled from somewhere nearby. I squinted into the light, picking out the foggy shape of my friend sitting in a chair at my bedside. He was thumbing through a book, his sharp eyes darting over the thick, yellowed pages.

      “W-Where am I?” I asked hoarsely. “What happened?”

      “Prince Aubren’s wing of the royal castle, in one of the guest suites,” he replied with a yawn. “They brought you here after you passed out. Apparently, you cracked your head off one too many buildings while dangling around under that dragon. The healer expects you’ll live, though.”

      “Where is Fornax? Is he all right? They didn’t hurt him, did they?” The more I talked, the more my head began to clear.

      Murdoc shook his head. “He’s back in the Deck—in a normal stall, this time. They’ve got a few seasoned dragonriders and that blue king drake keeping an eye on him. At first, he wouldn’t let anyone get close enough to help you. But Jaevid was able to talk him down. As it turns out, he’s been watching your little training exercises with the dragon from the beginning.”

      I let out a ragged sigh of relief, closing my eyes and relaxing back into the bed. “Good.”

      “They’re saying he chose you, you know.”

      My eyes popped open wide again. “W-What? Who?”

      “Fornax,” he clarified. “They’re saying he chose you to be his next rider.”

      My breath caught. “T-That’s … I mean, I can’t … I’m not … I’m not dragonrider material.”

      “I agree.” He gave a shrug.

      “Wait, who said that?” I was hoping it was just a rumor—something started by the guards or other stable hands after hearing what happened. It was an easy conclusion to jump to, and they liked to gossip, anyway.

      “Jaevid,” Murdoc replied.

      Well, crap. If he was saying it, then it must be true. He knew more about dragons than anyone.

      I slowly sank down into the mattress, staring vacantly up at the ceiling. “I can’t be a dragonrider. I don’t even know how to fight. I just … I just wanted to make things better for Fornax. I wanted to help him get better so he could be released back into the wild. I never intended for this to happen.”

      “That’s how life goes, kid.” Murdoc snapped the book shut and put it back on the bedside table. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a symbol leafed into the front in shining gold. It was the shape of a dragon with a sword in its teeth. The titled pressed into the spine was so worn it was almost indecipherable: The Dawn of Flame—A History of Dragonriders.

      “I have to go to work. The only way Stablemaster Godfrey would give me back my job is if I promised to cover both our shifts until you’re fit to work again,” he announced, standing. “Try not to do anything else stupid while I’m gone.”

      I managed a weak smile. “No promises.”

      He didn’t answer. Striding out of the room, my only friend in the entire world shut the door with a soft click and vanished into the royal castle.

      With him gone, I felt that crippling sense of loneliness creep back into my mind. The room was so quiet. Too quiet. I probably should have slept, but hearing that Fornax had chosen me as his rider spun my brain into a frenzy. What did that even mean? Could Fornax fly in battle again?

      And … what about me? I wasn’t a warrior. Gods, I’d be lucky if I managed to grip a sword from the right end.

      Outside the door, the muffled sound of footsteps and voices approached. I recognized one of them right away—mostly because his words had been ringing in my head for a while now. Those same words had been what spurred me into helping Fornax, and had almost gotten myself and a lot of other people killed in the process.

      “You’re sure he’ll be alright?” Jaevid asked, his footsteps stopping right outside the door.

      “Positive,” another guy’s voice retorted casually. “You do realize I do this for a living, right?”

      “There was a lot of blood, Reigh,” another voice interjected. This one sounded older but familiar, as well. Prince Aubren? I hadn’t seen or spoken to him in months.

      “Look, the arrow got him in the soft tissue of his arm, through-and-through, nice and clean. If you’re going to get shot, that’s the way you want it. Trust me, it was way easier to remove than if the arrowhead was still stuck inside.” The guy, who must have been the healer, breathed an annoyed sigh. “I stitched it up and gave him a little something for the pain, so he’ll be fine. In a few weeks, he’ll be back to shoveling dragon dung or whatever he was doing before all this.” He chuckled a little and added, “Honestly, I was more worried about the crack to his head. If he hit the ramparts as hard as you said, he probably has a concussion. I won’t be able to tell for sure until he wakes up, though.”

      “I think his shoveling days are over,” Jaevid pronounced, his tone softer, as though he were still thinking it over. “Fornax chose him. There’s no denying it. I’m not sure I would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. This means he has a place among the dragonriders.”

      The healer scoffed. “Fornax is blind, you do realize that, don’t you? How do you fly with a blind dragon?”

      Jaevid didn’t answer for a few seconds. “The bond with a dragon is far more than just a relationship between rider and mount. It’s soul-deep—you know that. What tethers those two together now is more profound than anything our normal senses can perceive. If they can tap into that and learn to communicate with it, Fornax’s lack of sight might not be a limitation.”

      “Or it could be a danger to them and other riders counting on them for support in aerial combat,” Prince Aubren countered. “And not to be cruel, but I’ve had my eye on this boy for sometime now, and I’ve seen more fight in half-stuffed scarecrows.”

      My heart sank at those words. A half-stuffed scarecrow? Ouch. Accurate, probably, but still hurtful.

      There was something faintly nostalgic in Jaevid’s voice. “They said that about me, too. I had no business being a dragonrider. They thought that my being chosen was a fluke—a mistake. I almost believed them.” He paused, letting a heavy silence wash over the debate. “We can’t see what lies at the end of our journey. All we can do is take that next step.”

      “What are you gonna do?” the healer asked. “It’s something insane, isn’t it? Oooh yeah, it totally is. You’ve got that look. Poor kid. Someone should warn him to take off now and get a head start.”

      “Whatever you do, Jaevid, don’t even think of trying to duck out on the Court of Crowns,” Prince Aubren warned. “Jenna might actually throttle you if you vanish now.”

      Footsteps, probably Jaevid’s, began to retreat, moving away from the door. “I’m curious about something,” he said. “There’s someone I need to speak to, first. Watch over the boy. I’ll be back.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d just let my eyes fall closed again when the bedroom door opened. Prince Aubren entered first, his brow rumpled with an anxious frown. Behind him, a shorter, younger guy strode in carrying a tray of medical supplies.

      I did a double-take, just to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. He was dressed from head to toe in colorful, Gray elf-styled clothes. Only … he wasn’t a Gray Elf. His long, fiery red hair was pulled back into a messy braid, exposing rounded, human ears. He seemed like he might be about my age, sixteen or seventeen, and there was a very distinct scar slashing from one cheek to the other right across the bridge of his nose.

      “Hey, you’re alive after all.” The redheaded guy laughed when he caught me staring. He plopped the tray of supplies onto the bed beside me and pulled up a chair. “I’m here to change your dressings. Maybe you don’t remember, but one of the castle guards patrolling the Deck turned your arm into a skewer yesterday.”

      “I-I remember,” I groaned.

      “Well, that’s a good sign. We were a little afraid you might have some brain damage after getting towed around by your dragon.” He scooted closer and pulled the blankets down to my waist.

      I winced as he lifted my injured arm and began unwrapping the gauze. “Who are you?”

      “Reigh,” he replied, his light brown eyes sharp and focused on the two small puncture wounds on either side of my bicep.

      “Prince Reigh Farrow,” Aubren corrected.

      The redheaded healer rolled his eyes and sighed. “Yeah, yeah. But please don’t call me that. Reigh is fine.”

      My brain scrambled for a moment. Everyone knew about Prince Aubren and Princess Jenna, but I’d never heard of this guy before. Since when did the king have two sons?

      Reigh must have noticed the total shock and confusion on my face because he gave a shrug and a wry smile. “It’s a long story. The short version is, yes, I’m a legitimate Prince of Maldobar—but without all the stuffy clothing and complete lack of common sense.”

      Aubren swatted him on the back of the head.

      “Hey! Working with a wound, here,” Reigh growled.

      “And you’re a healer?” I was still trying to figure out why a prince was treating injuries for commoners while dressing like a Grey elf.

      “Among other things,” he confirmed. “Jaevid insisted you get the best care. Naturally, they called for the best healer.” He puffed his chest a little, shooting his elder brother a challenging look.

      Aubren’s eyes narrowed. “Hurry it up, Reigh. I know you’ve got business elsewhere.” He folded his arms across his broad chest. I noticed he was only wearing one long, black, leather glove covering his right hand. Weird. Last time he’d been wearing two. So … either this was a strange fashion choice, or he was trying to hide something. Hmm.

      Reigh worked quickly, cleaning the areas where he’d stitched the punctures left behind from the arrow and then smearing them with a smelly green paste. He wrapped my arm in a few layers of clean white gauze and stood up, sighing and rubbing the back of his neck. “Looks like your arm will be fine. Just try not to lift anything heavy for a week or so, eh? How’s the head?”

      “Hurts,” I confessed, using my good arm to rub my forehead with the heel of my hand.

      “Unfortunately, that’s to be expected. As long as you don’t have any vision loss, bizarre mood changes, or memory lapses, there’s not much we can do besides wait and see. Until then, get some rest.” He patted the edge of the bed before picking up his tray of supplies. “You’ll need it. Sounds like Jaevid is going to have a full schedule lined up for you once you’re on your feet again.”

      I still didn’t quite understand that. I was supposed to be a dragonrider? How? Fornax couldn’t see. I’d never ridden him—unless you counted being dragged through the royal city like a garden plow behind a cow. Not to mention … Murdoc and Prince Aubren were right; I wasn’t a fighter. I’d never make a good warrior.

      Reigh left without another word, closing the door and leaving me alone in the room with Aubren. Still standing at the foot of my bed with his arms crossed, he stared down at the floor with his expression shadowed in grim concentration. After a few uncomfortable, silent seconds, he finally spoke. “Thatcher, I’m not sure how to tell you this.”

      My stomach dropped. Oh no. This wouldn’t be good news—I could hear it in his voice.

      Aubren hesitated, drawing in a deep breath. “I dispatched men, people I know I can trust to give me results, to search for your father in Thornbend. They investigated, talked to every survivor and soldier they could find. No one has seen or heard from him since the night the city was invaded.”

      Slowly, he lifted his gaze to meet mine. There was genuine sorrow in his eyes, crinkling his brows, and drawing his mouth into a strained frown. “Your family home, the farrier’s shop, was burned to the ground along with nearly every building on that street. They’re still working on cleaning up the damage but … several bodies were found in the debris in that area. They couldn’t be identified because of how badly they were burned. But it’s believed one of them might be your father.” His voice softened to barely a whisper. “I am so sorry, Thatcher. I wish I had better news.”

      I stared back at him and only managed to swallow stiffly.

      “I’m still waiting to hear back from your extended family in Mithangol,” he added. “If you want to go and be with them, or if they want to come here and retrieve you, I’ll help make sure that happens.” He walked around the edge of the bed, slowly making his way over to put a hand on my shoulder. “I will let you know as soon as I hear anything.”

      “Thanks,” I rasped quietly. “You know, for trying.”

      “What about your mother? Is there no one else we can try to contact for you?”

      I shook my head. “My mother disappeared when I was a baby. Father searched for years, but he never found a trace of her.”

      Aubren didn’t reply.

      “It’s … it’s okay. I sort of had a feeling, you know?” I cleared my throat, trying to keep my voice steady. It didn’t work. Tears filled my eyes, blurring my vision. I swallowed hard, trying to keep it in.

      “It’s all right to grieve for him, Thatcher,” Aubren said calmly.

      “Y-Yeah,” I sniffled, wiping my face on the sleeve of my good arm. “But it’s not very warrior-like, is it?”

      “You think hardened warriors don’t weep for their loved ones?”

      I blinked up at him, surprised to find a thin, almost painful smile ghosting over his features.

      “Feeling things doesn’t make you any less of a warrior. It doesn’t make you less of a man,” he explained, his voice quieter. “Apathy is something all warriors should fear more than anything else. It’s the silent enemy, Thatcher, and the most formidable of all. Because if you lose that ability to feel, to experience grief over loss and compassion for the less fortunate, it means you’ve lost yourself. Losing yourself like that will tear a person apart from the inside out. It will split your soul. And wounds like that … well, sometimes they never heal.”
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Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay in silence—not moving or blinking. I didn’t even know if I was still breathing. Aubren’s words replayed in my head over and over hours after he left.

      Alone in the room, I honestly didn’t know what to feel. Father was gone. He hadn’t made it out. I couldn’t understand why—why hadn’t he left with me? Why send me ahead alone? We could have ridden out together. Why would he stay behind? What was he thinking? It made no sense.

      The questions swirled and stirred in my head, rising and falling like the swell of stormy ocean tides. There were no answers. Maybe there never would be. Even if Prince Aubren managed to find some of my family members still living in Mithangol, I didn’t know if they’d want me to come stay with them. I barely knew them, anyway. Did I even want to go? It would feel like living with strangers, and I wasn’t sure if that was what I wanted.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure what I wanted, at all.

      At some point late in the evening, a servant came in to deliver my dinner. The platter of roasted lamb, small baked potatoes topped with rosemary-infused cream, and a slice of baked bread smelled incredible. My stomach growled and cramped at the smell of it. I just couldn’t bring myself to actually pick up the fork.

      Pushing the blankets off my legs, I sat up and stared at the door. It was late. I hadn’t heard anyone walk by my room in hours. Murdoc had said this was Prince Aubren’s wing of the castle. I had no idea where that was exactly. It didn’t matter, though.

      I spotted my small bronze whistle sitting on the bedside table. It still hung from the long chain I’d worn around my neck.

      Suddenly, I knew what I wanted. I grabbed the whistle and strung it back over my head so that it hung against my chest.

      There was a new change of clothes and a new pair of boots waiting for me folded neatly inside the large mahogany wardrobe on the other end of the room. I hissed and cursed through my teeth as I worked the tunic over my head, trying not to mess up the bandaging on my bicep. It burned like fire to move my arm—not that I had much of a choice. I couldn’t go out in my underwear.

      Once I was dressed, I crept out into the dimly lit hallway and started walking. A full moon hung in the clear night sky, casting eerie silver shafts of light through the massive windows of the castle. Huge portraits hung in intricate golden frames, the ghostly faces seeming to watch me as I went past. It took a long time, but eventually I found my way outside.

      The cool night wind rustled in my shaggy hair, blowing it around my face and over my eyes as I walked toward the Deck. It was probably getting close to midnight, so I doubted I’d see anyone else around. Inside, the Deck had been secured for the night.

      I went to stall number four first—the iron cell where I’d found Fornax.

      It was empty.

      My shoulders sagged with relief. Thank the gods they hadn’t put him back in there.

      After searching nearly every other stall, I finally found Fornax on the top level of the Deck, curled up on a bed of clean hay. They’d given him a regular stall, just like I promised. The interior door was closed to the hall, but the one that faced the courtyard below was open. He wasn’t a prisoner anymore.

      I left the stall door standing open a little as I went inside, putting the whistle to my lips and blowing a soft attention command. Fornax lifted his head, his cloudy emerald eyes staring in my direction, but not seeing me. I was sort of glad he couldn’t. I probably looked like a total wreck. Or, that’s how I felt, anyway.

      “It’s me,” I said as I walked toward him slowly.

      His nostrils flared as he breathed in my scent. His ears swiveled, snout following the sound of my footsteps as I came to stand in front of him. He chirped and clicked curiously.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, stretching out a hand to lightly touch the end of his nose. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      Fornax closed his eyes, his chest thrumming with a deep purr as he pressed his head into my hand.

      My breath caught. I set my jaw, gritting my teeth against the emotion that rose up from somewhere deep inside. My eyes welled up again. My chin trembled. Before I could stop it, a gasping sob leaked past my clenched teeth.

      Father was gone, and somehow, deep down, I’d known that for a while now. It just hadn’t felt real until Aubren said it out loud. Now, it was a fact. I was alone. I didn’t have a family or a home anymore.

      Fornax was all I had.

      “There you are,” someone muttered from the doorway. “I’ve been looking everywhere.”

      Murdoc leaned against the frame, his thumbs hooked on his belt and head tilted to the side slightly, as though trying to figure out what I was doing here. “You’re not supposed to be walking around yet, you know.”

      I tried to be discreet as I wiped my face on the sleeve of my shirt again. I didn’t want him, or anyone else, to see me losing it like this. Maybe Aubren was right. Maybe it was good to let it out. But I couldn’t handle anyone teasing me about it—not right now. Murdoc already thought I was weak and pathetic. This wouldn’t exactly help my case.

      “I just wanted to see him,” I mumbled back.

      “Prince Aubren told you, didn’t he?” He cut straight to the chase.

      My mouth screwed up and I looked away.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I lied in a hoarse, cracking voice. Pathetic. No way he’d buy that.

      Murdoc’s eyes narrowed like he didn’t believe me. Thankfully, he didn’t push it. “Let’s go back, then. I’m starving.”

      I gave Fornax one last pet on the nose before closing the stall door and following Murdoc back out into the night. I stared at his back as I trudged along behind him. Before I could think it over, a question rose up in my throat. “Why do you care what happens to me?”

      Murdoc stopped.

      “Do you want me to leave?” he asked without looking back.

      “N-No, that’s not what I meant,” I stammered. “I just … you said before we weren’t friends. And we don’t really know anything about one another. Then you disappeared and … and I guess I thought you were probably relieved that you didn’t have to put up with me anymore. I’m just trying to figure out why you came back.”

      His broad, powerful shoulders dropped slightly. Turning, his piercing hazel gaze caught mine under the wash of sterling moonlight. “You’re a good person, Thatcher. You’re naïve, overly trusting, and impulsive—which is a ridiculously dangerous mix, by the way—but you’re good. You mean well. And I know it doesn’t make sense to you, but believe me when I say that I am not someone you should want to be your friend.”

      It took me a moment to realize that wasn’t exactly an answer. “So why did you come back?”

      He looked away again so that I could only see the side of his face as his expression dimmed, tightening with a guarded scowl. “Because … I suppose, even demons dare to dream of being something better, sometimes.”
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        * * *

      

      After nearly a week of staying in the royal guest room, I finally convinced Reigh that it was okay for me to go back to the servant’s quarters. Even though he only dropped by every so often to check my healing process, he didn’t like the idea of me being out of his direct supervision. According to him, if I didn’t wait for my arm to heal, I could do permanent damage to it.

      It took me repeatedly promising not to overdo it for him to finally groan, roll his eyes, and give me a nod of approval. I could go, so long as I stuck to the lighter jobs like feeding and grooming until I was back to my old strength.

      He threw his hands up and growled in exasperation as I sat on the edge of the bed, lacing up my boots. “Fine. Suit yourself. You wanna go play with horses, I’m not gonna try to stop you.”

      I didn’t stick around for him to change his mind.

      Not that I wasn’t enjoying the plush bed, downy-stuffed pillows, silk sheets, hot baths with fancy soaps, and delicious meals—but I didn’t belong there. The other servants doing the cleaning and daily chores wouldn’t talk to me, as though progressing from a fellow worker to a royal guest meant we spoke a different language now. I didn’t like it. Not to mention I still had to sneak out to see Fornax. It felt wrong leaving him out there by himself. I tried to see him every day, but my visits were always short. I didn’t have time to work with him on any new commands.

      Murdoc only came by every other day to make sure I wasn’t getting into trouble. I hadn’t seen Jaevid at all, and—frankly—I was pretty sure Prince Aubren was avoiding me altogether. That, I suspected, was because of our last conversation. I couldn’t blame him, really. I didn’t know what to say, either.

      Gathering up my work clothes and belongings, I struck out through the main foyer of Prince Aubren’s royal wing. Reigh followed not far behind, carrying a leather shoulder bag full of his medical supplies. I wasn’t sure what to make of him. He certainly didn’t act like a prince. I hadn’t had a chance to ask him about that because he wasn’t as chatty as he had been the first time we met. If anything, he seemed angry about something. I didn’t know him well enough to ask what it was, though.

      Still, my curiosity about him made it hard not to stare. Why would the king have a secret son? By the look of him, Reigh had spent a lot of time in Luntharda, the wild jungle of the Gray elves. He dressed in their style and spoke with their accent sometimes. He even wore his hair in their long, traditional style, although it was a vibrant auburn red instead of white.

      I’d almost made up my mind to finally ask him about it when a familiar figure stepped into my path.

      “Reigh, Thatcher, could I borrow you both for a moment?” Prince Aubren offered a thin, veiled smile. Dressed out in formal court attire, complete with decorative silver breastplate, pauldrons, and bracers, I wondered if he’d just come from an official meeting.

      Reigh stopped beside me and stiffened, his light amber eyes glittering with suspicion like a wary fox as he studied his brother. “Uh oh. You’ve got your fancy pants on. What’s this about?”

      The elder prince shook his head, making his feathery golden hair swish across his brow. “I’m not at liberty to say. Her Majesty insisted she be the one to have this discussion with you—both of you.”

      “Great,” Reigh grumbled. He threw his head back with an exaggerated sigh. “Fantastic. Why do I have a feeling this is going to end badly for me? Because it always does, that’s why. Held hostage by Tibrans, tortured, strapped to the front of a war chariot like an ornament, dragged through a battle …” He began counting on his fingers. “What could possibly go wrong this time?”

      A challenging smirk crept over Aubren’s features. “Well, if you’d rather tell our beloved sister no—”

      “Hey!” Reigh cut him off with a panicked yelp. “I said ‘what could possibly go wrong,’ not ‘I wonder how many of my bones Jenna can break in ten seconds.’ I don’t have a death wish. Of course I’m going.”

      Aubren’s smirk broadened, dimpling his cheeks at the corners of his mouth. “What a shame. I was hoping for a good show.”

      Reigh didn’t answer, but he gave Aubren a solid punch in the arm as he swaggered past. He waved in my direction, gesturing for me to follow.

      I swallowed hard and hesitated. What did this have to do with me? I wasn’t a royal. I wasn’t even a noble. I was a servant, the son of a commoner. What could I possibly contribute to this meeting? Advice on how to properly muck a horse stall?

      Shifting uneasily, I stole a glance up at Prince Aubren. “I-I’m sorry, Your Highness, but … but I don’t understand. Why would Queen Jenna want to see me?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I believe she plans on asking for your help.”

      I choked and sputtered. “M-My help?”

      “Whether you realize it or not, being chosen by a dragon is going to change things for you. Simply having the options you now have is something many young men work their entire lives for. I would consider your next move very carefully, Thatcher. You don’t have to become a dragonrider. It’s not a requirement. But rejecting it is not something you should do lightly. Listen to her offer. Think it over. Then do what feels right. I have faith you’ll make the right choice.” He gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder before striding away, his long blue cape licking at his heels.
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Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Her Royal Majesty, Queen Jenna, waited in a private parlor off from the grand throne room. But she wasn’t alone.

      Reclining on one of the sofas close to the crackling granite hearth, Jaevid Broadfeather was dressed out in his formal dragonrider armor. I stared in silent awe at the single scimitar  belted to his hip—the one with the head of a stag engraved on the pommel. That legendary weapon had been in every story my father had told me about him. Now I was seeing it in the flesh.

      Jenna sat across from him, her long royal blue gown the same color as Jaevid’s cloak. It even had a bodice made of solid gold crafted to mimic the style of a knight’s breastplate, although it stuck out a bit around the bottom, like she’d stuffed a pillow or something under it. Weird.

      She looked up when we entered, her keen blue eyes studying us carefully, one at a time. Her lovely face practically glowed when she smiled at me. It made my stomach flutter and my face flush with embarrassed heat. I never knew how to act around pretty women, so I usually wound up acting stupid.

      “Welcome. I’m glad to see you’re on the mend, Thatcher,” she said as she motioned for us to sit. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

      Reigh plopped onto the sofa next to Jaevid, crossing his legs with an ankle over his knee as he lounged back and sighed. “So? How was the meeting?”

      Jaevid’s expression tensed. “It’s not going to be easy—not that we expected it would be. There’s still a lot of fear. Lord Argonox carved a meaningful mark upon the world. It won’t be soon forgotten.”

      Jenna dipped her head in agreement. “But we’re beginning to move in the right direction. That’s what counts.”

      Sitting down in a chair beside Jenna, I shakily raised my hand—which made Reigh snort. “Uh, I-I, um … I’m sorry, but what’s going on?”

      Jenna shot Reigh a glare as he began choking, suppressing laughter.

      Jaevid elbowed him in the ribs, hard enough to make him nearly fall over sideways.

      “Maybe it’s best to start at the beginning.” Jenna sat straighter as she stared into the flames dancing in the large, intricately carved fireplace. “You know that the Tibran Empire invaded our kingdom. You know that the war was costly. We nearly lost everything. The leader of the Tibrans, Lord Argonox, was not easily overthrown. Many good soldiers died ensuring that Maldobar would not be added to his empire.” Her eyes fell closed. “But I’m afraid we only glimpsed the surface of his cruelty. The Tibran Empire was enormous, far larger than we ever anticipated. So far, we have counted eight other kingdoms that fell to his invasions. All of them were crushed, forced into submission. Their native cultures and traditions were torn apart. Their people were enslaved as soldiers or worse. Their royal families were either publicly executed or forced into exile. It’s been a struggle to lure the ones who survived out into the open. They still fear Argonox, even after his death. I suspect many of them also fear me—as though I might try to take up his sword and seize control of his empire.”

      “We are hoping that, by inviting some of those royals here to meet with us and discuss the future of our kingdoms, they will spread the word to the rest who are too afraid to come right now,” Jaevid added. “But we’ve also begun learning more about Argonox, himself, too.”

      Jenna’s expression darkened, her brows knitting as she opened her eyes again. They flashed like cool blue steel in the light of the flames that licked in the hearth. “We only knew him for half the monster he truly was.”

      Reigh wasn’t laughing anymore.

      “Indeed. And one thing we learned very quickly about Lord Argonox is that he had a special appetite for experimentation when it came to people with magical or divine talents,” Jaevid added, his tone heavy. “Powers like that were uncommon here, but that was not the case for everywhere else in the world. Some kingdoms have entire races of people endowed with magical abilities.”

      “And Argonox was fond of taking such people prisoner and torturing them.” Jenna’s voice halted, and she looked to Reigh for a brief instant. “Some, he killed outright. Others he subjected to … unspeakable tests. It seems he had an obsession with learning how these magical or divine abilities worked. He wanted to learn to use them for his own gain or how to transfer them between hosts. In most cases, he wasn’t successful. But in some cases …”

      “He was,” Reigh finished for her, his jaw skewed to one side as though biting back anger. His brow hardened into a wrathful scowl, glowering down at the floor.

      “After we defeated him here at Halfax, Lord Argonox’s forces dispersed. Some surrendered, but others have fled into the general population where they are now trying to hide. Most are common soldiers, former slaves just trying to find a new way of life in a foreign land,” Queen Jenna explained. “We aren’t too concerned with them causing trouble. In fact, we intend to extend an offer to help them return to their homelands, if they wish, and rebuild what Lord Argonox destroyed. I expect many will take that deal.” She fidgeted with the voluminous skirt of her gown, locks of her long golden hair spilling over her bare shoulders. “That’s part of the purpose of the Court of Crowns—we hope to help these other kingdoms reestablish stability. Then we can forge a unified network between all of our nations, working together to ensure something like this never happens again. It will benefit everyone. New trade routes will open, which will give lots of these now freed slave soldiers jobs and a means to return home.”

      “Court of Crowns?” I’d heard that phrase tossed around before, but I still wasn’t sure what it meant, exactly.

      “It’s my solution,” Jenna explained. “Or, at least, I hope it will be. Since a lot of the issues on the proverbial table involve kingdoms and families far beyond the borders of Maldobar and Luntharda, I want those places and their ruling monarchs to have a say in what happens to their people. I also want to assure them that I have absolutely no intention of laying claim to their lands now that Argonox is defeated. I’ve invited one representative from each kingdom conquered under the Tibran Empire to come to Maldobar and be a part of the Court of Crowns. Some of the key figures from Argonox’s forces will be tried for their crimes, and we will deliberate together to determine the fate of many others. Hopefully, we’ll also form a stronger alliance between our kingdoms.”

      “There are just a few problems.” Jaevid sat back, rubbing his chin. “Not that we were expecting it to all go off without a hitch, but tracking down some of these notorious figures from Argonox’s army is proving difficult. The war nearly broke Maldobar in more ways than one. We’re low on manpower. Supplies are scarce. We have to plan each move down to the last detail because we don’t have any time or resources to waste.”

      “As you know, Reigh, Jaevid has agreed to take on the post of Academy Commander at Blybrig, teaching a new generation of dragonriders the way of the saddle.” There was a flavor of satisfaction and pride in Jenna’s voice as she regarded Jaevid with a thankful smile. “More riders will help extend our reach and provide security to the four watches again. But they won’t be ready soon enough to help with tracking down any of these war criminals for trial.”

      “And?” Reigh asked, eyes narrowing suspiciously.

      “And some of those people I mentioned before—the one’s Lord Argonox experimented on—have the potential to be extremely dangerous. There is one, in particular, who is of great concern to us.” Jenna’s expression went steely, her gaze panning to me with what I sincerely hoped wasn’t expectation.

      Oh gods. It was. It had to be. That was the same look father gave me when he discovered I hadn’t finished my chores before sitting down to supper.

      “We know her as Devana. According to our sources, she was one of the first magically gifted subjects Argonox ever imprisoned. It’s been extremely difficult to track down any record of her, but we have reason to believe she came from the kingdom of Nar’Haleen. It’s a very long journey from our shores, and we’ve yet to receive any word or ambassadors back from our attempts to make contact. However, if our accounts of that kingdom are correct, and if Devana survived the battle and is now loose in Maldobar, we could be dealing with a potential threat capable of unspeakable violence. Nar’Haleen is said to have a very prominent population of people with magical abilities.”

      Reigh leaned forward, his shoulders tensed and hunched defensively. “I’d ask which ‘source’ gave you all that information, but that would be the stupidest question of all, wouldn’t it? You’ve got a professional snitch now, right?”

      Jenna flashed him an irritated glare. “She wants to help, Reigh. And we need help like hers. If you have another suggestion for how we can learn about the inner workings of Argonox’s forces, by all means, share it now.”

      He looked away in silence, his features tense with a defiant scowl.

      “We must find out what happened to Devana,” Jaevid spoke up, getting back to the point. “The kingdom of Nar’Haleen was home to a race of elves called the Lunostri—moon elves, in the common tongue. Very little is known about them, but they are said to be descended directly from the moon goddess, Adiana. Pre-stone magic, Reigh. Not like us. Direct blood descendants. You know what that means, don’t you?”

      Reigh didn’t answer.

      “I, uh, well, um … what does that mean?” I dared to ask.

      Jaevid’s eyebrows drew together as he clasped his hands. “To defeat Lord Argonox, I struck a deal with the ancient gods. The result meant that people like Reigh and myself, who were given our abilities because of being chosen by a patron god, would lose those powers forever. I can’t bend nature to my will or speak telepathically with animals anymore. Reigh also lost his control over the forces of death and decay. But my pact with the gods wouldn’t apply to those with inborn magic. Someone like Devana would still be capable of an alarming amount of destruction. She could hurt a lot of people.”

      “Who’s saying she hasn’t already and we just don’t know about it?” Reigh countered, his tone still edged with rebellion.

      “No one,” Jaevid admitted. “But I’m fairly sure we’d have heard about it if she were on a killing spree already. We should count ourselves lucky.”

      “But who knows how long that luck will last? I can’t afford to wait and see. We need to find out if she’s still alive, and if she is, where we can find her,” Jenna insisted. “As quickly and as discreetly as possible. We don’t want to cause a panic by making all the other former Tibran soldiers think we are going door-to-door, rounding them up. After carefully considering our approach, Jaevid and I have come up with a solution we think might work. Reigh, I want you to lead a small group of people to help track Devana down and bring her back here to Halfax for trial—by whatever means necessary.”

      Reigh dropped his head into his hands and scratched at the top of his head, mussing up his already ragged braid even more. “I knew it—I knew this would happen,” he muttered through clenched teeth.

      “I’m sorry, Reigh. Truly, I am. I know what I’m asking, but we don’t have a choice,” Jenna pleaded. “Jaevid already has his hands full at the academy—not to mention his wife is in a delicate state. He can’t go off chasing down shadows and rumors for months on end. I’m stuck here for obvious reasons. Someone has to manage these incoming royals and bring them up to speed. Aubren and Phillip are too conspicuous, and both of them are busy helping our noble courts here recover and rebuild. There is no one else I can ask to do this.”

      “Eirik?” Reigh suggested.

      “He’s taken on a job as a combat instructor at Blybrig Academy training new recruits to help replenish the ranks,” Jaevid replied.

      “Haldor?”

      “He’s taken over as Southern Sky General,” Jenna answered. “He’s been leading the efforts to stabilize the southern coast.”

      “Aedan?”

      “Phillip has been working nonstop to help mentor him as he adapts to his position as the new Duke of Barrowton and rebuilds the city. It’s been an uphill battle. Aedan is clever, but he is young. It’s taking time for him to earn respect among the noble houses, even with Phillip’s support.”

      “Judan?”

      “He’s agreed to help supply you with any relevant information his network of spies might uncover, but he’s already stretched thin helping us track down other prominent Tibran officials who scattered to the wind. We should have some useful information in the coming weeks—at least enough to get you started.” Jenna shook her head, her lips thinning as she studied her younger brother. “Please, Reigh. You have unique knowledge that will help. Kiran trained you to be a proficient scout and hunter. You might be able to reason with Devana. You aren’t just the best choice for this—you’re the only choice.”

      The crackle and pop of the flames filled the heavy silence. After nearly a minute, Reigh sat back and breathed a deep, defeated exhale. “Fine,” he relented. “I’ll look for Devana. But I can’t do this by myself, you know. I don’t have Noh running point for me anymore.”

      “I know,” Jenna agreed, her gaze shifting to me.

      Jaevid stared at me, too.

      Oh … oh no.

      I stiffened. “B-But I’m just a stable hand! I don’t know how to—” I began to protest.

      “Yes, you are a stable hand,” Jaevid interjected. “But this moment, right now, is your chance to change that. You were chosen by a dragon, and by law, that permits you to enter the ranks of the dragonriders. You have a chance to make a difference. You can help your queen and your kingdom. So, the question is now, what do you intend to do with that opportunity?”

      My thoughts raced, whipping around in my head like leaves in a hurricane. Once again, Jaevid Broadfeather was asking questions I didn’t have the answers to. On the one hand, I wasn’t a soldier—I wasn’t even a fighter. But on the other hand, Fornax needed me. He trusted me. If I stayed here, working as a servant, I didn’t know what would happen to him. I didn’t have the money to take care of him, and I didn’t know how long he’d be able to stay at the Deck on charity.

      Besides, that wasn’t any kind of life for him. He needed to get back out into the world and learn to be a proper dragon again, either in the wild or in the dragonrider ranks.

      “What, it’s not enough to send me off on a potential suicide mission looking for someone with unknown magical abilities armed with nothing but my winning smile? You gotta drop this in my lap, too? You said it yourself, it’s not like I can use my power anymore, Jae.” Reigh flashed me an irritated glance. “I’m not interested in babysitting a tourist and his useless blind dragon.”

      Anger flared in my gut, sparking out of nowhere and rising in my throat before I could stop it. “I’m not a tourist,” I snapped back. “And Fornax may be blind, but he’s not useless.”

      Reigh narrowed his eyes. “You’ve flown together once. Which, by the way, amounted to him dragging you around by the legs while crashing into every bell tower in the city.”

      “I know that!” I shouted, snapping to my feet. My hands curled into fists as I glared down at him, pulse thrashing in my ears. “I know I’m not a warrior. And I’m probably an idiot, too. My family’s gone, my home is gone, and I don’t even own the clothes I’m wearing. But Fornax is all I have, and he chose me. He thinks I’m worth something. I need … I need to figure out if he’s right.”

      Still reclined on the sofa, Jaevid stared at me with his pale, glacier-colored eyes catching in the light of the hearth. “Well, then.” His smile was cryptic. “I suppose you’ll need a patron.”

      “No.” Reigh snorted and rolled his eyes. “He’ll need a miracle.”
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Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “You did what?” Murdoc’s head popped off his pillow to glower at me from across the bunkroom.

      “I took their offer. I’m going with Reigh. We leave in three weeks. Jaevid needed some time to get our gear together, so—”

      A shoe whizzed past my head, smacking against the far wall and leaving a dent.

      “Are you completely brain-dead?” Murdoc snarled, brandishing his other shoe like a weapon. “You can’t even fire a crossbow. You can barely run without tripping over your own feet. But you want to go riding off into battle against some Tibran witch?”

      I ducked as the second shoe hurtled over my shoulder, missing my face by an inch. “It’s not a battle, Murdoc! We’re just looking for her. We don’t even know if she’ll want to fight us or not. She might come peacefully.”

      “Tibrans DO NOT come peacefully, you idiot!” he fumed.

      “Look, I know it seems bad but … Jaevid said he’d start helping me learn to fight. And the Gray elves trained Reigh. He was the queen’s honored scout in Luntharda, so he’s a master with a blade. He has a dragon, too. It’s okay, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’ll be dead!” He stormed across the room to grab a fistful of my shirt and jerk me up onto my toes. His earth toned eyes glittered with wrath as he mashed his lips together, as though he were having to physically restrain himself from throttling me. “Being chosen by a dragon doesn’t instantly gift you with the ability to wield a blade or any weapon, for that matter. Dragonriders undergo years of brutal training. Not to mention, you have about as much ferocity as an overcooked noodle. You are talking about stepping into the path of someone who will kill you.”

      “I know.” My tone didn’t sound nearly as certain and defiant as I’d hoped. More like someone had stepped on a mouse.

      His tone was almost as unsettling as his expression as he leaned in to whisper, “So please explain to me, if you can, how this is a good idea.”

      “W-Well, I was sort of hoping you might help me, too.”

      Murdoc blinked. “What?”

      “You’re good with a blade, right? Couldn’t you teach me?”

      “You want me to teach you the intricacies of bladed combat in three weeks?”

      “Um, well, maybe not all of it. Just the basics?”

      Murdoc dropped me like a newborn foal. I hit the floor on my rump with a thud. “You’re an idiot,” he growled under his breath as he went to retrieve his shoes.

      Getting back to my feet, I dusted myself off and watched him angrily slamming his boots back down at the foot of his bunk. “Or you could come with me!”

      He paused, his shoulders tensing. “And why would I do that?”

      I didn’t have a good answer. The longer I thought about it, the dumber the idea sounded. Why would he want to tag along on this mission? According to him, we weren’t even friends, so basically it was like asking him to babysit me.

      “I … I don’t know,” I finally admitted under my breath. He was right. I was being an idiot. But I couldn’t shake the feeling—the sense that I was meant to do this. And more than that, I wanted to do it. I didn’t want to be the guy people felt sorry for. I’d only survived in Thornbend because Murdoc took pity on me. I only had a job and a place to sleep now because Queen Jenna and Prince Aubren felt sorry for me, too. I didn’t want that to be my life’s only legacy. I wanted to be able to stand on my own. To fend for myself. To be someone worthwhile. I couldn’t do that if I kept relying on Murdoc to be there in case everything went wrong.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to tell him any of that. And I wasn’t sure he’d even care.

      Leaving Murdoc behind, I stormed out of the men’s bunks in the servant quarters without saying anything else. I wandered back through the stable and out into the open royal grounds. The cool evening air tingled over my flushed face and neck as I let out a heavy sigh. Autumn already had the kingdom of Maldobar firmly in its grip. Soon, frost and snow would dust the open plains like a sheet of sparkling white. It hadn’t snowed all that much in Thornbend. I wondered if I would see a lot of snow this year.

      Before I knew where I was going, I looked up and realized I’d wandered all the way out to the Deck. Fornax was probably asleep. Even so, I wanted to see him. Maybe ask him if he was sure he really wanted me as his rider. This was his chance to reconsider. Someone like Murdoc would have been a much better choice. At least he already knew how to fight.

      A commotion echoed down the curved hall to my left. Rounding the corner, I noticed the door to the tack room was cracked open. Warm light spilled out into the dark, cold hallway. Was someone messing around in there? At this hour? Most of the servants had finished their shifts hours ago and were getting ready to go to bed. Who else would be out here this late?

      Creeping toward the open door, I held my breath and dared to lean around and peek inside.
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      I almost didn’t see her.

      She was crouching down in front of one of the saddle stands, leaning all around it and scribbling in a small notebook. I noticed her hair first. It was a riot of fluffy, ginger-colored curls that hung all the way down to the base of her back. Those wild curls swished and bounced when she moved, catching the light from the candelabra nearby like spools of copper. She wore a plain, teal blue dress and a long leather-working apron that looked as though it had been tied up in every possible way to fit her tiny frame without dragging the ground.

      When she turned around, she immediately froze in place. Her big, periwinkle-blue eyes widened. The odd-looking quill she’d been holding in her lips rolled out as her mouth opened in surprise.

      I froze, too. Heat rose in my cheeks and blazed all the way down to the center of my chest. Suddenly, my shirt collar felt too tight. I’d never been good at talking to pretty girls. I could have sworn it was like they enjoyed watching me squirm and choke on myself whenever I tried. Not fair.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize anyone else was still here,” she blurted quickly, ducking to chase down her quill as it rolled away across the floor. “I won’t be long, I promise. I just have to get a few more measurements and sketches of the handle mechanisms. Are you here to lock up?”

      I tried to talk. My mouth moved, but nothing would come out. Oh gods. What was happening? Talk, stupid! Use your words!

      “Is everything okay?” She stood up again, those chaotic curls framing her small, heart-shaped face. It was difficult to tell how old she was. She was tiny, not an inch over five feet, and so petite she made even me seem like a big guy. But her delicate features were a little too mature for her to be any younger than fifteen or so.

      “No—yeah, um, it’s fine. I wasn’t, I mean you’re not bothering me,” I choked and stammered like a complete idiot. Crap. Why couldn’t I say just one intelligent thing at times like this?

      Her whole face brightened with a broad smile. “Are you one of the stable workers?” She tipped her head to the side slightly, making all those pretty red curls swish around her.

      “No. I mean, I was, but not now.” I cleared my throat and stood a bit straighter. “I’m going to be a dragonrider.” That wasn’t a lie, right? I was, eventually. Hopefully.

      Okay, so I hadn’t exactly thought it through. And if Murdoc was right, I probably wasn’t dragonrider material anyway.

      “Oh, I see.” She sounded impressed. “You’re very lucky, then. They’re magnificent animals. It’s been exhilarating to observe them in such close proximity. They demonstrate intelligence that far surpasses any other species I’ve studied before. Truly impressive.” She stopped suddenly, drawing back slightly and curling her shoulders up. “I-I apologize. I ramble sometimes. I don’t get out much. I work—a lot. And when I start on a new project like this, I tend to get hyper focused. Sometimes, I forget to eat or sleep for days. Then I fall asleep at my desk, or in the middle of reading, or making notes, and I’ll wake up with blotches all over my face because the ink hasn’t dried yet. Once, I—” She stopped short and cowered again, dipping her head with an embarrassed little grin. “Sorry. I did it again.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from smiling back at her as I stepped into the room. “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

      Her slender brows shot up as though she were genuinely surprised. “Really? Most people find it … annoying. Or they just stop listening, but they keep smiling and nodding, you know, to make it seem like they’re still paying attention. You can tell they’re not, though. Their eyes get all glazed and it’s like they’re silently wishing you’d just shut up—” She halted again. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. My name’s Thatcher.” I stretched out a hand toward her. “You can call me Thatch, if you want.”

      She beamed. Standing that close, I could see the faint dusting of hundreds of tiny freckles that dotted every inch of her fair skin. She slipped her small, dainty hand into mine and shook it. “Phoebe. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Thatch. So which dragon is yours?”

      “Oh, good. You two already know one another,” a deep voice suddenly spoke from the doorway.

      I cringed, whipping around to find Jaevid leaning in with a bemused grin glinting in his frosty colored eyes. Until tonight, he’d always been sporting some manner of dragonrider armor. Now, all he wore was a plain, black tunic with a little gold trim, dark gray pants, and tall leather boots that matched the bracers on his forearms. A white, bone-carved necklace hung around his neck on a woven cord. The design looked like something crafted by the Gray elves, with intricate details etched into the pearly white surface. I wasn’t used to seeing him dressed so informally. Somehow, it made him seem younger—like he might be in his early twenties.

      Heat crept into my face as he cast me a knowing look and tipped his head toward Phoebe. “Clever, isn’t she?”

      “I-I, uh …” My brain scrambled as I glanced back and forth between them. I honestly didn’t know. We’d only just met. “I guess so?”

      “Phoebe is an artificer. One of the finest this kingdom has ever seen. She’s in charge of making your new saddle,” Jaevid explained.

      “Oh.” I looked back to find her beaming up at me again, eyes as wide as saucers.

      “You mean, it’s you?” she gasped. “You’re the one the blind dragon chose?”

      “I … um … well, yes.”

      She squealed with delight, bouncing up onto her toes and clenching her fists under her chin. “Why didn’t you say something sooner? That’s incredible! I’m so excited to work with the two of you! I’ve never made a dragon saddle before, but I promise I’ll work extra hard to make a very special saddle that you’ll love!”

      I couldn’t reply. Not while she was grinning and gawking at me like that. My face burned, and all I managed was a stiff little nod. It was embarrassing to have anyone stare at me like that, but when it was a girl, it was a thousand times worse.

      “As long as we’re all here, we should talk about designs and get his measurements.” Jaevid chuckled.

      “Right!” Phoebe agreed, producing a spool of measuring tape from one of the pockets of her apron and holding it up proudly. “Don’t worry, Thatch. I know this won’t be easy, but I promise I will make you a saddle that will allow you to communicate with your dragon just as well as any other rider. It’ll take some practice, but if everything goes according to my schematics, then this saddle will allow you to be his eyes.”

      “You … you really believe we’ll be able to fly like the other dragonriders?”

      “That’s our hope,” Jaevid added with a sigh. “But she’s right, it will take a lot of practice. The dragonrider code demands that anyone chosen by a dragon be given the opportunity to become one of our brotherhood—but it doesn’t guarantee anything more than that chance. You’ll still have to complete the same training as any other rider. It’s not easy, even for dragons with sight and young men who have trained from childhood to handle a blade. I barely survived it, myself.”

      My stomach sank and my shoulders drooped. Jaevid Broadfeather, the legendary war hero, had barely survived dragonrider training? Great. I stood no chance, then.

      He seemed to notice my deflated hopes and dreams. “Don’t lose spirit just yet.” He gave my shoulder a consoling pat. “You’re still too young to start official dragonrider training. Most incoming fledglings start at eighteen. And this mission with Reigh will be an excellent time to build your bond with Fornax and learn some basic swordplay.”

      Wow. He really was counting on this being a non-violent retrieval mission, after all. Somehow, hearing that made me a little more confident. If this was just to get some flying experience, then maybe I didn’t need Murdoc’s help after all.

      Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Exactly! You’ve already laid down a good foundation of trust with your dragon. Now, you just need to hone it. And that’s where I come in!”
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Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks—according to Jaevid and Queen Jenna, that was how long it would take to get everything ready to begin our search for Devana. We had to wait for an informant from the Gray elf spy network to give us a place to start searching, and there were a lot of important details to be sorted out before we could begin. Not to mention, I had a lot of work to do learning some basic combat moves and how to fly with a dragon.

      I swallowed hard, standing in the royal garden right outside the Deck while Jaevid said his farewells to Prince Reigh. Checking over the saddle straps and bags fixed to the back of a sleek, lime green dragoness, Reigh shouted back at me, warning me not to try anything dumb while he was gone since he was the only half-decent medic in the kingdom. His dragoness snapped her jaws in agreement, swishing her long tail and flexing broad, leathery wings. Somehow, I got the feeling she wasn’t thrilled that I was going to be tagging along on their quest, either.

      “Say hello to Kiran and Enyo for me,” Jaevid called as Reigh climbed into his saddle. “Jace and Araxie, too, if you see them.”

      “Are you kidding me? The word’s out now. I can’t walk a block in Luntharda without being harassed by people trying to give me stuff,” Reigh grumbled as he crammed his riding helmet down over his head and buckled himself into his saddle. “Kiran is inches from a nervous breakdown because of it. I keep expecting him to banish me to live in the palace.”

      A wry, knowing grin curled up Jaevid’s face as he stood back to give them space to take off. “Don’t fall for that act. He’s so proud of you that he can barely stand it.”

      Reigh barked a laugh that echoed from under his helmet and gave Jaevid a thumb’s up, then leaned down against his dragon’s neck. With a thundering roar and a rush of wind off powerful wings, Reigh was gone—making steam toward the wild jungle of Luntharda. He wouldn’t be back until it was time for us to leave on our hunt for Devana.

      “So, Prince Reigh is from Luntharda?” I dared to ask as Jaevid walked back toward me. “But he’s human? And I thought he was a Prince of Maldobar?”

      He gave a heavy, exhausted sigh and combed a hand through his shaggy, ash-gray hair. “Well, that’s … sort of a long story. The short version is, yes, Reigh is a Prince of Maldobar. He is Queen Jenna’s youngest brother, but he wasn’t raised here. He grew up in Luntharda among the Gray elves.”

      “But why? I didn’t even know there was another prince besides Aubren.”

      “No one did,” he replied. “Not even Reigh. It was kept a secret from everyone because of his birthright.”

      A secret birthright? Geez, I hadn’t heard about any of this. Not surprising, really. I was a nobody from nowhere and by the sound of it, these were the secrets and scandals of royals. Not exactly any of my business, right?

      I guess my bewilderment was obvious because Jaevid paused, his glacier-eyed stare boring into me for an uncomfortable moment. “What do you know about me, Thatch?”

      Oh gods. Why did this feel like a test? I was awful at tests. “Um, well, everyone thought you were dead. You, um, you were the hero of the Gray War forty years ago. You’re a halfbreed, but they let you become a dragonrider even though it was against the law back then. And you wound up battling ancient gods and basically saving the world, right?”

      His piercing gaze softened, and he laughed under his breath. “I didn’t battle gods. Is that really what they’re saying?”

      My face burned as I ducked my head. “I, uh, well, yes.”

      He muttered something I couldn’t understand and shook his head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what happened back then—not right now. That’s a story for a different time. What you need to understand, Thatch, is that up until a few months ago, Reigh and I were the hosts of two ancient gods. I was the chosen one of Paligno, the god of living things, and Reigh was chosen by Clysiros, the goddess of death and decay. That’s how it had been for as long as anyone can remember, honestly. The gods were unable to physically manifest in this world, so their essence was contained within two artifacts and normal, mortal people like Reigh and me were selected to guard them and wield some of that god’s power.”

      I tried to process that without bleeding from the ears. No one talked about the old gods much anymore. Their stories had become nothing but ancient myth—so distant that no one took them seriously.

      “This was meant to create a balance between the forces of life and death within the mortal world,” he continued. “But the problem was that it was far too easy for incredible divine power to fall into the wrong hands. Men filled with malice and greed, like Argonox, came searching for it. They killed many innocent people trying to claim it for themselves. That was why Reigh was sent away in secret to Luntharda as an infant—it was the royal family’s hope that he would be protected there and that no one would try to force him to use his power for evil purposes. It worked, but only for a while. When the Tibrans came here, it became clear things would have to change.”

      Gesturing for me to follow, Jaevid started for the broad, open doorway of the Deck. I fell in step beside him as we passed through the cavernous front entry. “I had to make a bargain with the old gods,” he continued. “I had to strike a new balance to make it safer for everyone.”

      “What was the bargain?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “First, like I mentioned before, Reigh and I surrendered all the divine power we’d been given. Neither of us serves the gods anymore. Not like that, anyway.”

      “But I thought you said that’s how things were kept in balance?”

      “It was. Now, however, the gods themselves have returned to the mortal realm. They can walk among us as they did at the dawn of time.”

      Chills crept up my spine, making my pulse skip and race. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      He gave a shrug as he stopped in front of the round, open courtyard in the center of the Deck. “Maybe. Time will tell. At least this way, we won’t have to worry about anyone stealing and abusing divine artifacts … or the people bound to them. Reigh suffered a great deal at the hands of the Tibran Empire. He was tortured and forced to use his power for despicable things.”

      I hesitated, stumbling to a halt. “Why are you telling me all this?”

      Jaevid didn’t answer right away. He stood with his back turned, hands in fists at his sides as though he were searching for the right words. “Because Jenna and I are asking a lot of him by sending him to hunt down Devana, probably more than we should be. And I honestly don’t know if he’s up to it. This will most likely bring back a lot of bad memories for him.” He fell silent for a moment, keeping his back turned like he wanted to avoid my gaze. “He doesn’t want to go, and he’s well within his right to refuse. If this gets hard for him, or if you notice him struggling, please … try to help. Think of it as a favor to me. I’ll owe you one.”

      I scratched at the back of my neck and stared down at the toes of my boots. “Okay, but you don’t have to owe me anything. Really, I’m just happy to help. And, you know, to not be living on the streets or still stuck in that prison camp.”

      A heavy, warm hand landed on my shoulder. Lifting my gaze, I met Jaevid’s relieved smile as he gave my shoulder a light squeeze. “You have a good heart, Thatch; I could tell it the first time we met right here in the Deck. That’s why Fornax decided to trust you.”

      For a moment, with the great Jaevid Broadfeather looking at me like that—like I was someone he truly believed in—I almost believed I could actually pull this off. I could be a dragonrider. I could prove myself and maybe even honor my father’s memory. I could make him proud.

      Too bad it didn’t last.

      My mouth scrunched and my stomach squirmed. “But, Jaevid, I’m not like you guys. I’m not a fighter. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I’ve never even handled a blade. And this one time, when I was about ten, I got beat up by a girl who lived down the street, and all the guys in my neighborhood made fun of me for months, even though my father told me I should never raise a hand to strike a girl even if she—”

      “Thatcher,” Jaevid warned. His tone had taken a sharp edge of seriousness.

      I snapped my mouth shut and straightened.

      “Being a dragonrider doesn’t mean you like fighting or that you enjoy hurting people. In fact, it’s the opposite of that. We fight so that others don’t have to. We carry that burden for them. We’re warriors, yes. However, we are guardians—first and always. We protect each other and the people of Maldobar. That’s what the dragonrider brotherhood is built upon. That’s what you would be a part of. Fornax has already decided that you’re worthy of that honor, but you have to decide for yourself if that’s the life you want.”

      My stomach clenched as my brain struggled to process all that. Being a guardian didn’t sound so bad, honestly. But I still wasn’t sure I was really cut out for that. Fornax couldn’t even see me—how could he possibly know if I was the right person for this? What if we couldn’t work out a way to fly together? What if I lost my nerve at the wrong moment and someone got hurt because I didn’t—

      “Where’s your whistle? The one you’ve been using with Fornax?” Jaevid asked suddenly.

      Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the slender brass whistle and held it out for him to see.

      Without a word, Jaevid swiped the whistle from my palm. Then he took the strange, elven-styled necklace from around his neck and threaded the whistle onto the woven resin cord. It hung right next to the white, bone-carved pendant as he held the necklace out to me. “Here.”

      “B-But that’s, I mean, isn’t that necklace something the Gray elves made? Isn’t it special to you?”

      A hint of sadness flashed over his features as he stared down at the pendant. “It was a gift from my mother a long time ago. Wearing it always made me feel closer to her, like I wasn’t alone in the world. It kept me going until I was able to make a family and a life of my own. Now that I have, it’s … become more of a sad reminder of what I lost. But years ago, it did make me feel braver. Perhaps it’ll do the same for you. Consider it a gift of good faith.”

      I eyed the necklace, watching the sunlight glint off the polished white pendant. It wasn’t much bigger than my thumb and had been shaped into a sleek pointed oval with a twist on one end. The tiny etchings on its surface made swirling designs and spelled out words in the elven language that I couldn’t read.

      Slowly, I reached out and took it from Jaevid’s hand. “Thank you.”

      He smiled, although there was still a hint of sorrow in his pale eyes as I put it around my neck. “If you ever begin to question whether or not you have a place among the dragonriders, look at it. Remember your dragon believes that you do … and so do I.”
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        * * *

      

      My heartbeat thundered in my ears. Sweat dripped from my brow, stinging my eyes as I raised the tip of the blunted practice sword and sank into a defensive stance. My palms ached, making my grip on my sword clumsier than usual. They were so tender from where the hilt had bruised my skin from day after day of practice that I’d spent the last three nights sleeping with hunks of ice wrapped in a thin cloth in my hands.

      Across the sparring circle, my opponent narrowed his eyes. They shone like two icy stars in the dim light. With his mouth set in a hard line, he spun his long, curved scimitar over his hand with effortless speed I could only envy.

      Murdoc didn’t even want to try to teach me the basics of combat. Jaevid, however, was relentless. He waited for me every morning so we could begin running drills—set after set of strikes, parries, and spinning attacks with several different kinds of weapons. He let me try a scimitar, a halberd, a big two-handed longsword, and finally a regular straight-bladed sword like the infantry soldiers used. Of them all, it felt the least awkward, although not by much.

      We spent the days drilling, working on hand-to-hand and weapon-based combat techniques. He claimed he was only showing me the fundamentals of each. It didn’t feel like it, though. My brain scrambled to remember where to put my feet, when to swing, how to move, and the names of each maneuver. I ached from pushups and sit-ups—which Jaevid insisted needed to become a part of my daily routine.

      “You need to work on building your strength,” he’d insisted as he wrapped my tender hands in bandaging to help with the bruises. “And eventually, before you begin formal training, you’ll need to take up running. Three miles a day, at least. Start off without armor, then work your way up to full battle gear.”

      So I tried. I didn’t make it half a mile before I collapsed into a sweating, wheezing heap outside the Deck. Fortunately, I’d fallen in the shade of a tree, hidden by a few large bushes, so no one could see me as I lay there and suffered quietly for a few minutes.

      After a week, I began to understand why my request had made Murdoc so angry. He was so good with a blade—he’d probably spent most of his life learning this stuff, honing every skill, and sculpting every muscle until he was the perfect killing machine. Asking him to somehow transfer all those years of knowledge into my mushy, useless body had probably sounded like an insult to him. I also realized I was either going to finally start improving … or die.

      Probably die.

      “Don’t stop moving, boy! And don’t lock your knees!”

      I shot a glare over my shoulder at the grim-faced man Jaevid had asked to help with my three weeks of basic combat training. He came around every few days, barking orders and growling curses under his breath as he watched me flail through all my drills.

      Something about him was strangely familiar—I just couldn’t figure out why. It wasn’t his face. His dark skin, pitch-black hair, and vibrant, golden eyes were foreign in Maldobar. Maybe I wasn’t the brightest guy in Halfax, but even I recognized that much.

      Across the sparring circle, Jaevid paced the inner perimeter like a powerful jungle cat. Every movement was smooth and calculated, his scimitar raised and poised to strike. He darted in fast, swinging wide into an attack he’d used before.

      I raised my sword to deflect, teeth clenched as I cringed and waited for our blades to clash. My arm shook as pain shot through my hand, flaring up around every tender place where my flesh was bruised. At the last second, my eyes pinched shut, and every muscle flinched up solid, bracing for contact.

      It never happened.

      I dared to crack open one eye. Still cringing, I squinted up to find Jaevid standing right before me, his mouth skewed with exasperation and the blade of his scimitar about two inches from my nose.

      Crap.

      “Gods, Fates, and all things divine!” the golden-eyed man roared in frustration. He growled curses in some foreign tongue as he stomped over and gave me a punishing smack over the back of the head. “Quit flinching up like that! Are you thick in the head? You don’t shut your eyes during a fight—not unless you want to die, that is!”

      Jaevid sighed and shook his head, stepping away to slip his scimitar back into the sheath at his hip. “You can’t fight what you can’t see.”

      “I know,” I murmured. “I’m sorry. I can’t help it.”

      “Reset. Let’s do it again,” the man grumbled. He halted only a few paces away, just long enough to cast another glare of warning in my direction. “And so help me, if you do it again, I will glue your eyes open.”

      “I have glue. I just made a fresh batch this morning,” Phoebe offered from where she worked nearby, tweaking my saddle and watching us practice. Queen Jenna had given her a large section of the undercrofts to use as a workshop. The cavernous place was lit with hundreds of torches and seemed to go on for miles underneath the castle foundation. With high ceilings and lots of wide-open space, it also made a pretty decent place to practice swordplay.

      I was just glad there was no one else down here to watch me make an idiot of myself. It was bad enough to have Phoebe observing this pathetic charade. My stomach soured at the idea of what Murdoc might say if he witnessed any of it.

      “Haldor, I think he’s had enough. Maybe we should call it a day.” Jaevid rubbed his chin, his gaze drifting toward Phoebe with a thoughtful glint.

      “Maybe we should call it finished altogether. This boy has no fight in him at all. Unless you’d like to set him up against a squirrel or a stuffed animal, I don’t think he’ll ever—”

      “That’s enough.” Jaevid’s tone cracked off the stone walls of the undercrofts like the bite of a whip.

      Haldor’s mouth snapped shut. His keen eyes shimmered like an eagle on the hunt, considering me for another second or two before he bobbed his head. “Fine.” He combed his fingers through his shoulder-length hair with a ragged sigh. “My apologies. I should take my leave. It’s getting late, and I’ve still got a meeting with Her Majesty and the High Commander. The southern coastline is a mess. Southwatch is still in shambles; I’m at my wit’s end with the Merchants’ Union. They expect me to be lenient and let their price-gouging slide.”

      “Because of your family’s business?” Jaevid guessed, genuine concern crinkling his forehead as he studied the older man.

      Haldor nodded, pinching the bridge of his nose right between his eyes. I’d already guessed he was a dragonrider. After all, he wore their signature blue and white cloak fastened to the pauldrons of his decorative armor. It wasn’t the same kind of armor they wore in battle. With only a breastplate, vambraces, pauldrons, and greaves, it seemed a lot thinner and lighter than the battle armor I’d seen other dragonriders wear around the castle grounds. The silver metal was polished till it shone like a mirror in the torchlight, and it was covered in extremely detailed engravings of serpents. Maybe it was only for special occasions.

      “My father wants me to retire and take over the fleet,” he muttered. “Why, by all the gods, he won’t just pass it to my sister, I cannot even begin to understand.”

      “You mean, you’re a dragonrider and the heir to a merchant family?” I wondered if that was why he looked so different—if his family were merchants from another kingdom.

      “One of the finest,” Jaevid answered for him, a knowing grin on his face. “He’s the Southern Sky General in charge of all the dragonriders and watches south of Halfax.”

      “Hah! Flattery will get you nowhere, Broadfeather,” Haldor barked and turned away. “Call me whatever you like, I’m fully aware of the monumental catastrophe I’ve just been handed like it’s supposed to be an honor. Rebuilding the watches, moving the dragonriders in, managing the merchants to resupply and restore commerce—not to mention weeding out the occasional Tibran fanatic—all while trying to put the port cities back into full operation. It’s like trying to shovel snow with a spoon in a blizzard.”

      Jaevid chuckled and gave him an appreciative nod. “And you’re doing a marvelous job at it.”

      Haldor rolled his eyes, waving a hand dismissively at us before he turned to leave. “Admit it, you’re just glad it isn’t you. At any rate, I’ve got to return to Saltmarsh in the morning. I won’t be able to come back for a week or so. You’ll have to find someone else to yell at the boy until then. Perhaps Her Majesty would enjoy a turn. I understand this is partially her fault.”

      “Only partially.” Jaevid laughed softly under his breath. “I appreciate you lending us some of your time.”

      He didn’t reply. At least, not until he was nearly to the large, rounded doorway leading into a steep stairwell that wound back up into the castle. Haldor glanced over his glittering pauldrons and narrowed his golden gaze upon me one last time. “You’re the same boy I found in Thornbend, aren’t you?”

      My lungs seized and I choked out loud. That was where I’d seen him before! He was the dragonrider who had found Murdoc and me while we were trying to escape the city. Now that he was wearing different armor and not seated on the back of an enormous, snarling dragon, only his voice and strange eyes had struck a chord in my memory. There was no mistaking them now, though.

      I nodded shakily. “I-I … uh, yes. I am.”

      One corner of his mouth turned up in a half-smirk. “Then you weren’t a Tibran, after all. What about the other kid? Is he dead?”

      “No, Murdoc is fine. He, uh, he works in the stables now. We both do, er, did. I guess I don’t anymore.”

      “Interesting.” Haldor arched an eyebrow. “Is he some relation to you?”

      “No. He’s my friend,” I admitted, fighting back a sheepish look. I had lied about Murdoc’s connection in the past—unsuccessfully, of course. But the truth was out. They knew Murdoc wasn’t my cousin, even if he’d begun using my last name. What they didn’t know was that Murdoc had originally intended to kill me, and I’d sworn to myself I wouldn’t tell anyone about that. Not even Jaevid. It didn’t matter now.

      “Well, keep practicing,” Haldor said at last. “When I come back, I want to see improvement. And no more cringing or shutting your eyes during a fight. I mean it. Dragonriders never flinch, boy. We stare death in the eye and dare it to come for us.”

      I straightened and gave him what I hoped was a convincingly serious expression. “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”
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Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The days passed in a long, painful, exhausting blur. If I wasn’t working in the stables alongside Murdoc, then I was training with Jaevid or testing the saddle Phoebe was working on for Fornax. According to Jaevid, having Fornax’s old saddle was a stroke of luck. It meant Phoebe didn’t have to start from scratch by making a wax mold of Fornax’s back to make sure it fit properly. All dragon saddles fit basically the same, sliding into place against their spines in the spot right between the base of their neck and the shoulders of their wing arms. He said that was the most stable place to be during flight.

      Jaevid seemed to know a lot about making saddles, so he and Phoebe talked a lot about the design as she drew up her plans. According to them, Fornax should already know the basic steering commands commonly used by dragonriders in combat—which was good.

      The problem, as usual, was me. I didn’t know any of the commands. I was starting from scratch. Jaevid had spent the last few evenings with me sitting in his saddle while it was propped up on sawhorses, teaching me how to buckle myself in correctly and how to work the handles so I could memorize the basic commands: turning left or right, ascending or descending, and, of course, breathing flame.

      There was a lot to remember, and that was the main reason my stomach felt like a sloshing, churning pit of muck as I stood before Jaevid’s huge, blue king drake. Mavrik was easily twice as large as any of the other dragons in the Deck. His long, curved black horns jutted from the back of his head, matching the spines that ran down his back, barbed the backs of his legs, and studded the sides of his head like jagged shards of obsidian. He eyed me with what I could only assume was curiosity and gave an unimpressed snort.

      I tried not to take that personally.

      “You’ll be riding in front.” Jaevid climbed down from where he’d been adjusting the special extra seat that fit onto the back of his regular saddle. Apparently, it was something new Phoebe had whipped up upon his request. It clipped into place with three big metal buckles and an additional girth strap for stability so Mavrik could carry an extra rider safely.

      Jaevid turned to me with a brow arched expectantly. “Ready?”

      I bit back the urge to vomit. “S-Sure.”

      “What about the armor? How’s the fit?” He stepped around me, inspecting the new armor he’d ordered piece by piece. He grabbed the front of the breastplate and gave it a swift, hard jerk, as though he were checking to see if I’d buckled it on properly.

      I staggered, nearly falling over. “It’s okay, I think.”

      “Too tight?” he questioned. “Move your arms. Does it restrict your swing?”

      I waved my arms around, mimicking a few of the new steps and sword-swings he’d taught me earlier that week. The breastplate fit snugly, but not too tight. It hugged against my chest, covering from my collarbone down to the base of my ribs. I could sit up and move, twist, or bend over, and it wasn’t all that heavy. Crafted from a single piece of bronze, the front had been adorned in a detailed design of Maldobar’s royal seal—an eagle with its wings spread wide, gripping swords and spears in its claws.

      “What about your helmet?”

      I handed it over so Jaevid could inspect it. There wasn’t anything especially unique about it, either. Dragonrider helmets were usually grand, and each one was different, crafted to suit the style and taste of the rider. Mine was plain, although it did have the slender glass window in the front of the visor. Jaevid had already explained that was so I could see out without having the wind in my eyes during flight—a handy detail you wouldn’t find on infantry armor.

      Slipping the helmet down over my head, I practiced opening and closing the visor, peering through the window, and buckling the chinstrap.

      The only other pieces of armor I had now were two vambraces that strapped over a pair of elbow-length riding gauntlets. The palms of the gauntlets were coated with a thick layer of rough resin. According to Jaevid, this was to give me an extra firm grip on the saddle handles.

      “It looks good. Well, good enough for training, anyway. You’ll need something heavier when it comes time for battle outfitting. You’ll have all new armor and gear made during your avian year of training,” he said, crossing his arms with a nod of approval. “But this will get you by until then.”

      “Thank you,” I managed, hoping I sounded less terrified with my helmet to muffle my voice. Jaevid had insisted on becoming my patron—meaning he was sponsoring my training. He would personally pay for all my outfitting until I graduated from the academy and made money on my own.

      Knowing I was still surviving on grace and charity made my mouth scrunch like I’d bitten into a spicy pepper. Not that there was anything I could do about it, but my dad had always said I should never accept charity if I had a strong back and was able to work to earn a living honestly. Armor was expensive, though. Weapons were, too. Dragon saddles probably cost more than my own life was worth. And paying for a bunk in the servant’s quarters within the castle already absorbed my salary almost entirely.

      “I, um, I really appreciate you doing all of this for me.” I stumbled over my words, too embarrassed to look him in the eye. “I promise I’ll pay you back for all of this as soon as I can.”

      Something almost nostalgic sparkled in his pale eyes as I stole a glance up at his gentle smile. “Work hard, honor your bond with your dragon, and stay loyal to your dragonrider brothers—that is the only payment I want back from you. Understand?”

      I gulped against the hard knot of embarrassment still throbbing in the back of my throat. “Yes, sir.”

      He pointed to the front seat of Mavrik’s saddle. “Good. Now, get up there.”

      My hands shook as I wobbled toward the huge scaly blue beast like a newborn fawn. Since I was shorter than Jaevid, I needed an extra boost to get up onto the dragon’s back. It took a minute or two to get myself situated with my legs, boots and all, secured down inside the deep pockets on either side of the saddle.

      “Repeat the commands out loud,” Jaevid ordered as he slid his own helmet down over his head.

      I sucked in a shaky breath and opened my mouth to begin. Before I could even get a word out, Mavrik’s body rippled underneath me, making me acutely aware of the sheer size and strength of the dragon I was straddling. I gripped the saddle handles with all my strength, terror turning every muscle to quivering mush.

      Suddenly, the huge dragon’s black leathery wings flared open wide. He let out a thundering roar of defiance and sprang skyward, leaving Jaevid—shouting and flailing his arms in frantic desperation—behind on the ground far below.
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        * * *

      

      This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      Jaevid and I were supposed to be riding together so he could make sure I got the commands right. This was my first real, actual flight on a dragon ever.

      I was not supposed to be doing it alone.

      But as Mavrik made steam, blitzing higher and higher into the cloud-covered sky, I couldn’t do anything except hang on for dear life. The earth fell away, every building and person nothing more than a speck dotting Maldobar’s weathered landscape far below.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and hugged the dragon’s scaly neck with all my might. I couldn’t even feel my own heart beating anymore. Die. I was going to die.

      And for what? Why? Why was Mavrik doing this? How did I get him to land? What was the command for descending? Gods, I couldn’t remember any of them now.

      We burst through the clouds, sending swirls of glittering white mist in every direction. As Mavrik finally leveled off, I got a good view of the ground … thousands of feet below. The earth slid by slowly beneath a loose patchwork of fluffy clouds. Sunlight filled the clear air above, revealing a sky of endless, perfect blue, and the cold air squeezed at my lungs with every rasping, panicked breath.

      “W-Why are you doing this to me?” I shouted up to the beast.

      He tilted his massive, horned head to shoot me an annoyed glare with those vivid yellow eyes.

      “Jaevid is going to be really angry, you know.”

      Mavrik snorted like that wasn’t a threat he was worried about at all.

      “I-I can’t do this,” I wheezed through chattering teeth. “P-Please … let’s go back. I’m begging you. I-I’m not ready for this. I … I think I’m gonna vomit.”

      The king drake snapped his jaws in defiance and veered sharply to the left, slinging me against the restraints of the saddle. I screamed and fell back against his neck, clinging for dear life like a scared baby squirrel. Hugging his body like that, however, made me realize something—I could feel every time he beat his wings. There was a rhythm to his flight; a definite pattern to the way his muscles tensed, rolled, flexed, and flowed. It reminded me of learning the gait of a horse. The more I fought that rhythm, the rougher and more terrifying the flight was.

      I had to stop fighting it—I had to move my body in complement to that cadence.

      Pushing shakily away from Mavrik’s neck, I slipped my hands back onto the saddle handles and tried to sit the way Jaevid had showed me. I flexed my legs against the boot sheaths, using that leverage to balance myself and lean into the steep turns. It was much more natural, as though we were two parts of the same powerful creature.

      I couldn’t fight the smile that tugged at my lips.

      Okay, this was way better than riding a horse. This was … absolutely incredible.

      Little by little, I got braver. I turned the right saddle handle. Mavrik responded immediately, arching his back and tail to angle his wings into a right turn. A twist of the left one, and he veered in that direction. If I twisted both handles inward, the dragon snapped his wings in close to his body and dropped into a steep descent. Turning them outward made him pump his powerful shoulders harder, breaking upward into a sharp ascent.

      There was just one command left to try.

      Clenching my teeth, I twisted both handles inward with two, sharp jerks. Mavrik’s small ears slicked back. His sides swelled, pressing against my legs as he drew in a deep breath. His maw opened, and he spat an explosive plume of his burning venom into the sky. It burned white-hot, filling the air with an acrid smell. My pulse thundered in my ears, chest swelling at the sight of that raw, primal power.

      It was like waking up after a lifetime of sleeping.

      In that saddle, moving in unison with a dragon’s rhythmic flight—feeling his power as my own—I was truly alive for the first time.

      I had no idea how long we’d been flying when Mavrik and I finally landed back at the Deck. He curled his huge body gracefully, his leathery wing membranes spread to catch the wind and soften our descent. He touched down as elegantly as a swan landing on the surface of a pond. For a moment, all I could do was sit there, my pulse booming and my breath coming in frantic wheezing puffs.

      “Of all the stupid, idiotic, reckless creatures crawling on this soggy earth, Mavrik, you are the worst!” Jaevid shouted as he ran out to meet us, flinging his helmet aside. His face had turned an alarming shade of beet red and his lips curled back into a furious snarl.

      Mavrik gave an indignant snap of his jaws as he flattened out on the grass, twitching his tail and looking away in complete defiance to his rider’s scolding.

      “What did you do to him? You better not have been doing barrel rolls up there. Look at me when I’m talking to you, Mavrik—I mean it! He’s not ready for those maneuvers! Gods, is he even conscious?” Jaevid scrambled up onto Mavrik’s back, making his way toward me with genuine concern crinkling his brow. “Thatcher? Are you alright? Can you hear me?”

      My hands shook as Jaevid pried them off the handles, finger by finger.

      “It’s all right. You’re safe now.” He spoke softly as he unbuckled my helmet and slid it off my head. “Let’s get you down.”

      “Wait,” I panted hoarsely. “A-Again.”

      Jaevid paused, blinking in confusion. “What?”

      “I … I want to do it again.” I leaned back to meet his utterly dumbfounded stare, still trying to catch my breath. “Is that okay? Can I go again?”

      His mouth fell open, but no sound came out. After a few awkward seconds, he gave a slight nod. “I, uh, I suppose. If you’re sure.”

      I was.

      “I need my helmet back, please.” I held out my hand.

      He passed the helmet over, and I slid it down over my head, swiftly refastening the chinstrap. Then I gave him a nod and thumbs up. I was ready to fly again.

      Jaevid grinned and shook his head as he climbed back down from Mavrik’s back. “Just … try not to overdo it on your first day. I don’t want any vomit on my saddle.”
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Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Riding Fornax was not going to be that easy or that simple—I knew that. With only a limited number of days left to prepare, I poured myself into learning to ride Mavrik as often as Jaevid would allow. He wanted to be present every time I buckled in, probably to make sure I didn’t fasten something incorrectly and fall off during flight. A valid concern, given my experience level … which was currently level zero. After all, I’d only been at this for a few days. I was bound to make a few stupid mistakes. Okay, maybe more than a few.

      Jaevid stood by every time we flew, offering instructions or corrections after he’d watched us wheel around the castle grounds a few times. As the days passed, I got to know him better, and it became harder and harder to see him as the grand, heroic, epically powerful demigod hero of the Gray War like in the stories my father had told. Not that he wasn’t a good person or a talented fighter. Jaevid was older than me, but he didn’t look as old as he did in a lot of the sculptures and paintings I’d seen. He seemed to be about twenty at the most—which made absolutely no sense considering the Gray War had been forty years ago.

      It took a little explaining from Jaevid for me to figure that one out. Apparently, he hadn’t actually died at the end of the war like everyone thought. He’d been in a divine sleep, lying in wait until the right person came along to awaken him so he could fight for Maldobar once again. That person had been Reigh.

      Physically, Jaevid hadn’t aged much at all since the end of the Gray War, but he still had a weird air of quiet nobility about him. Sometimes he just stood there, arms crossed over his chest, and watched me with a faraway look in his eerily pale eyes—as though mentally he was a thousand miles away. I guess he had a lot on his mind these days.

      According to Queen Jenna, Jaevid was going to be taking over as Commander of Blybrig Academy, the official training school for dragonriders. He’d start as soon as Reigh and I departed on our mission. Technically, I was his first, albeit unofficial, student. Maybe that was why he wanted to be extra sure I didn’t do something stupid to get myself killed during my crash-course lessons in riding a dragon. It probably wouldn’t look great if his first student died before he ever started his job training others.

      The actual flying part wasn’t what worried me anymore. Memorizing things wasn’t my strong suit, so I worked at it whenever I had a spare second. I knew I had to make the most of the time I had left. I stayed awake every night, squinting by candlelight with my nose pressed to the sheets of paper where I’d begun working out different whistle signals and commands to go along with the saddle Phoebe was making. I had to memorize it all perfectly.

      Then I had to teach it to Fornax with our new saddle, which was the real challenge.

      I’d already begun working on some of the new commands with him, using the ones we’d already established as a foundation. He caught on quickly, and I could sense our bond growing stronger every day. Translating our new commands to the feel of the saddle would be difficult, though, and the only way to be sure it was working was to actually fly with him.

      Of course, that might also get me killed.

      Flying with Mavrik gave me more appreciation for what I was really up against. With their large, highly sensitive eyes, dragons were primarily visual hunters. Jaevid suspected that was why losing his vision had caused Fornax to become so feral and afraid. Luckily, their senses of smell and hearing were strong, too. He’d have to rely on those—and trust me when I gave him commands—if we were ever going to be able to fly together.

      “I’ve added more mechanisms to the saddle so that you can communicate more complex signals to Fornax during flight.” Phoebe gestured to where my new saddle was on display in the middle of her workshop, a proud spring in every one of her bouncing steps as she guided me around it. “There are metal pedals inside the boot sheaths, one at the toe and another at the heel. Applying a firm amount of force to either will apply pressure to his sides underneath the saddle at various points, just like the handles but in different locations. So at least it will be a sensation he’s familiar with. I thought you might be able to use these to indicate speed. Of course, that’s entirely up to you. There’s also an additional handle in the center of the saddle. It’s smaller, set right between the two.” She spun to face me, her face lit with a wide, excited smile. “What do you think?”

      What did I think? Gods and Fates …

      As I stepped around the sawhorses, my eyes roamed over the sleek, streamlined design. She’d completely refinished the outside of it. The new black leather was polished and oiled to perfection, studded with silver-plated nailheads and pointed, cone-shaped spikes. The seat was padded, meant to fit me perfectly, and the back had been altered so that there was a storage compartment built right in. A few flourishes of silver-inlaid details adorned the sides. They caught and sparkled in the torchlight, practically begging me to run my fingers over them.

      “It’s incredible,” I breathed shakily. “Is it really mine?”

      “Of course, silly.” She giggled and gave me a playful swat on the arm before she clasped her hands behind her, still grinning. I wondered if she knew she had a big smudge of something, soot or maybe grease, right across her forehead.

      “Thank you.” I managed what was probably the dorkiest, painfully awkward smile I’d ever given anyone in my entire life. “It’s perfect.”

      Phoebe nibbled her bottom lip, not even looking my way as she planted her hands on her hips. “Let’s just hope it works. Are you ready for a test drive?”

      “Honestly? No,” I confessed. “But we’re out of time. Reigh’s coming back in three days. We should hear from the Gray elf informant any day, too. So that’s all the time I’ve got left to work on perfecting these aerial commands. It’s now or never, right?”

      She rocked up onto her toes, making her wild ginger curls bounce and shine like spools of copper ribbon in the dim light of her workshop. “If it’s any consolation, I have complete and total faith in you, Thatcher Renley.”

      I ducked my head, hoping to hide the way my cheeks suddenly flashed with tingling heat. Great. Now I really couldn’t afford to screw up. I didn’t want to disappoint her. She’d worked so hard making this for us.

      “We should probably get to the Deck. Jaevid will be ready for us, and we’ll want to get in at least a few hours of practice before nightfall.” She blinked up at me, her delicate features drawing up into a look of concern. “Are you okay? What’s the matter? Your face is really red. Do you feel sick?”

      “I-I, uh, no, I’m good. It’s nothing.” My voice caught, squeaking and probably betraying what a nervous wreck I was. “Let’s get going.”
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        * * *

      

      A small audience had gathered in the wide courtyard right outside the Deck to watch my first flight with Fornax. Jaevid, Queen Jenna, Prince Aubren, and Southern Sky General Haldor had all come to see whether or not Fornax really could be salvaged as a usable mount. Even Stablemaster Godfrey and a few of the other servants I’d worked with in the stables stood by.

      Well, at least if I died, there would be plenty of people around to tell the tale of my final moments.

      My heart sank as I continued to search the crowd, hoping to see one face in particular. But Murdoc wasn’t there. I hadn’t spent a lot of time talking to him outside of our work shifts, and I’d rushed through those as quickly as possible so I could get back to training and practicing. To be honest, we hadn’t spoken much at all. And our last real conversation hadn’t been a good one. We’d argued, and I’d asked that moronic question about him training me to fight. Guilt soured in my gut as I realized I’d never apologized to him about that. I should have looked for him and tried to make amends, especially if this ride didn’t go as planned. I didn’t want that conversation to be our final one.

      It was too late to go looking for Murdoc now, though. All eyes were on me as I approached the gathering, my heart lodged somewhere in the back of my throat. I tried to breathe through the panic that squeezed at my lungs. Now wasn’t the time to lose it.

      “I thought I’d let you bring him out while we prep the saddle.” Jaevid stepped out to greet me with a tense smile that never reached his eyes. “Ready for this?”

      No. Of course I wasn’t. I was never ready whenever Jaevid asked me that question, usually because it came before me doing something incredibly dangerous—like riding a blind, formerly feral dragon in a new, experimental saddle neither of us had used before.

      “Yep,” I lied as I bit down hard against the scorching heat that burned at the back of my throat. “Could we maybe ask the audience not to make any loud noises? Just for this first flight? I don’t want to spook him any more than necessary.”

      Jaevid’s sharp features softened and he gave a nod. “Of course. Take it slow, Thatch. Don’t rush. You’ve got all the time you need.”

      Riiight. All the time I needed. I took a small amount of comfort in the fact that I wasn’t the only one fibbing my way through this potential disaster just to make everyone feel better. I had no doubt that Jaevid knew our time was limited as well as I did. We had to get this right. Every extra day we spent training would be a day Devana roamed free, potentially harming innocent people. We had to be ready.

      I left Phoebe and Jaevid to begin prepping the saddle and went into the Deck, keeping my head down and avoiding eye contact with any of my audience as I passed by. I didn’t see any of their expressions—good or bad.

      I found Fornax snoozing in his stall, nestled into a mound of hay like a chicken on a nest. His milky jade eyes opened when I entered. He lifted his head, nostrils puffing in deep breaths as he made popping, clicking sounds. That was his usual greeting now. He was probably hoping I’d brought him a special treat.

      “Hey, buddy,” I mumbled as I reached under the collar of my tunic for the whistle. It still hung on Jaevid’s necklace, clattering against that white bone pendant. Seeing it made my jaw clench and my stomach swirl with anxiety. What was I doing? If my father could see this, he’d probably be laughing his head off. His son, Thatcher Renley, a dragonrider? Hah! I had no business at all wearing this armor … or trying to ride dragons or fight with swords.

      Right?

      Fornax chirped, tilting his head to one side and swiveling his ears as though waiting for me to give him a command or at least some clue as to why I’d come.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore,” I confessed. Closing a sweaty hand around the whistle, I gripped it tight and shut my eyes. “I don’t understand why you picked me. I’m not brave like Jaevid. I’m not a good fighter like Murdoc and Reigh. I’m not even smart like Phoebe. Jaevid thinks it’s because I’m a good person or something. I don’t even know what that means. It feels like a nice way of saying I’m too dumb to know any better.”

      The hay crunched as Fornax moved around in his stall. When I opened my eyes again, I found him standing right in front of me, the end of his snout nearly touching my head. A blast of his hot breath blew my bangs back.

      “I don’t know what you think you sensed in me, but I really hope it’s there—for both our sakes.” I gently ran a hand over his scaly head, tracing the black markings that striped his deep orange hide. “Today’s a big day. We’ve got to try something new. I need you to trust me, okay?”

      Fornax bumped his nose against my chest. A deep purr rumbled in his throat when I scratched at his ears.

      “Just stay close to me. I’ll look after you.”

      “Do you even realize the irony of saying that to a two-thousand-pound, fire-breathing dragon? Even if he is blind,” a voice scoffed from the doorway.

      I knew who it was before I ever looked up.

      Murdoc was leaning against the entrance of the stall, his arms crossed and one eyebrow arched like he expected an answer.

      Relief hit me like a punch to the chest. Before I could stop myself, the words spilled out in a rush. “Murdoc, I’m really sorry about what I said before when I asked you to teach me how to fight. It probably sounded like I was dismissing how hard you’ve worked and trained to be able to fight as well as you do. And that’s not what I meant, not at all. I … I just have a lot of respect for you. I guess I thought if I could fight more like you, then maybe I’d stand a chance.”

      His brow snapped into a flat, deeply furrowed frown that made his eyes flash like cold steel in the dim light. “No.”

      “No?”

      “No, you still wouldn’t stand a chance. Even if you knew every single combat technique known to man, you’d stand no chance whatsoever,” he growled as he pushed away from the door and walked closer. He stopped only a foot or two away, glowering down at me with his jaw tense and his eyes narrowed. “Because you’re not like me. Jaevid’s right—you are a good person. You want to know what that means and why this dragon chose you? It’s simple. You’re the first person who treated him like he wasn’t a burden or a lost cause. You’re the first person to show him patience and understanding. You went looking for him in the darkest part of his own mind, something no one else even wanted to attempt. And then there’s that kindness—it’s the most annoying, relentless, infuriating kindness anyone has ever been subjected to.” His lip curled and he glared away, as though trying to contain his disgust. “Ugh. It’s like a fly landing in sap. The more you struggle and try to get away, the more stuck you get. You’re relentless. No one should be that nice. It’s absolutely nauseating.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take that. It kind of sounded like a compliment, but Murdoc’s tone was sharp and furious as he bit down hard on every word. “Well, I think you’re a good person, too.” I tried to match his scowl with one of my own.

      I guess it wasn’t very convincing because Murdoc’s fierce expression cracked. He rolled his eyes, throwing his hands up in the air and turning away. “See? That’s what I mean. The fact that you’d even consider me that way is … insane. Before I just assumed you were being naïve and that’s why you wanted to stick around me. Now I’m sure you really must be brain damaged or something.”

      “Why? What’s so terrible about you?” I countered.

      Murdoc stopped and seemed to freeze in place for a moment. Then, without ever looking back, he bowed his head and murmured, “You’ll figure it out eventually. And when you do, you’ll wish you’d never said any of this. You’ll wish we’d never met, and you’ll never want to see me again.”

      Silence hung in the air so thick it was hard to breathe. I didn’t understand what any of that meant—only that it seemed like he was hiding something. Murdoc had never been honest with me about who he really was. He’d never talked about his past. I’d always assumed he just didn’t trust me enough. But now, I had to wonder if there was another reason. He guarded that secret so fiercely, like his life depended on it.

      Maybe it did …

      “So, are you going to watch me get myself killed trying this?” I asked, hoping it would sound like a joke. It sounded more like a pathetic whimper, unfortunately.

      When he glanced back my way, one corner of his mouth curled into a smirk. “Are you kidding?” he chuckled darkly. “Stablemaster Godfrey was taking bets all day yesterday about whether or not you’ll crash, get eaten alive, or be incinerated. I’m betting good coin that you’ll actually pull this off. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      With my hand resting on his neck to guide him, Fornax followed me out of the Deck and into the broad, open courtyard. Everyone still stood waiting, and they all fell completely silent as we passed. I could feel the pressure of their eyes watching us, as though waiting for my dragon to make a wrong move.

      Only Jaevid was smiling as we stopped, and I gave the whistle command for Fornax to lie down. Fornax stretched out on the ground, lowering his head and twitching the end of his tail. His big nostrils flared as he took in the smells of the outside world, the crowd watching, and Mavrik. The king drake lurked close by, already outfitted for flight. The plan was to have Jaevid join us in the air—just in case something went wrong.

      Not that there was much he would be able to do about it, really. If the saddle didn’t work or Fornax panicked, I was on my own. No one would be able to save me.

      I tried not to dwell on that as I walked all the way around my dragon, rubbing his shoulders, side, flanks, and tail with my hands. I’d been working on getting him used to human contact again—to trust that no matter where I touched him, I wouldn’t hurt him. That was going to be especially crucial now.

      We’d spent a lot of time practicing our new whistle commands. One for turning left, another for right, and so on. It was difficult to gauge how much of what I said Fornax actually understood, but he caught on to the new commands quickly. I sincerely hoped he’d figured out, or at least suspected, what I was up to by now. Everyone kept telling me how smart dragons were. I really hoped they were right.

      Regardless, this was the moment of truth.

      Stepping around to stand in front of Fornax’s head, I went on rubbing his snout and scratching his ears as I nodded to Jaevid.

      Immediately, he and Phoebe moved in, carrying the saddle into position. Without a word, they lifted it and slowly settled the weight into place on my dragon’s back. The molded underside of the saddle slid down over his spines, fitting to the contours of his body like a glove.

      Fornax’s ears slicked back. His body tensed, muscles going rock solid underneath his plated scales as his claws dug into the dirt. A low growl started in his throat.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” I put a hand over his nostrils so he could breathe in my scent. “I’m right here. No one’s going to hurt you, I swear. But if this is going to work out, if we’re ever going to be able to fly together, then you have to wear a saddle again, buddy.”

      His growl softened a little, but his body stayed stiff, and his muscles began to tremor with anxious energy. This wasn’t going to work. Suddenly, I knew what I had to do.

      “Step back,” I commanded, keeping my tone soft so I didn’t spook my already anxious dragon.

      Jaevid and Phoebe froze where they were preparing to fasten the girth straps and safety belts. They both gaped at me with similar expressions of confusion and concern.

      “He’s fine, but he doesn’t trust your scents yet. He doesn’t know your touch. Let me do it.”

      Jaevid’s mouth scrunched. It didn’t take divine power to tell he didn’t approve of this idea. But there was no other choice. It had to be me.

      Step by step, Jaevid and Phoebe backed off to stand with the rest of the crowd. I waited until everything was quiet and calm and Fornax’s growling had finally gone silent. Then I ran a hand down his side, making him aware of where I moved, as I started working where Jaevid and Phoebe had left off.

      With a whistle signal, Fornax rose to his feet. I crawled all around him, wriggling underneath, so I could fasten his saddle into place. Jaevid had taught me how to do this with Mavrik, but I’d never actually done it with Fornax’s saddle. Thankfully, it wasn’t all that different—just a few extra straps and a broader, thicker main girth belt.

      When I was finished, I stood back and glanced over my shoulder to Jaevid. He gave me a nod. I’d done it right.

      So far, so good. Now I just had one last hurdle to leap. Too bad it was the biggest and most dangerous one of all.

      No one had been able to sit on Fornax’s back since his last rider had been killed in combat. I hadn’t even tried it, yet. I knew that sensation—the weight of a person against his body—might be a difficult one for him. It could bring back all that fear, snatching him back into that whirling chaos of memory in an instant. Only, this time, I’d be caught right in the middle of it.

      My palms were clammy and slick with sweat as I fumbled through putting on the last few bits of my armor. I’d opted to keep it light this time, wearing only my breastplate, gauntlets, and helmet. It’s not like any of that extra armor would help if Fornax flung me out of the saddle and I plummeted from the sky like a stone from a sling. I’d die on impact no matter what I wore.

      I hoped the thick, resin-coated palms of my riding gauntlets would disguise how my hands shook as I touched his head again. Fornax’s ears swiveled, his breaths coming in short bursts as his cloudy green eyes searched all around. I wondered if he was able to sense my fear or smell it somehow. Horses could, so it wasn’t so far fetched to imagine he could, as well.

      “O-Okay, buddy.” My voice hitched, echoing from under my helmet as I eyed the saddle—so close but so far. “Let’s do this. It’s just you and me.”

      I blew the down command. Fornax hesitated, his hide shivering as though he knew what was coming. Uh oh. Not good.

      I blew it again.

      Reluctantly, my orange dragon sank slowly back down to the ground. I stepped in, patting his neck and side before I grabbed onto the saddle. It had to be fast. I wouldn’t have much time to prepare if he panicked. Sucking in a deep breath, I steeled my nerve one last time. Then I swung a leg over and pulled myself up onto the saddle in one, fluid motion.

      Fornax jolted, snapping to his feet and bristling his spines. I gripped the saddle handles, panic stealing the breath from my lungs in an instant. One frantic glance at Jaevid through the glass slit in my helmet made me stop. He shook his head, a determined frown creasing his brow. Now was not the time to lose focus. Fornax was feeding off my energy. If I panicked then so would he.

      I had to be steady. Calm. Collected.

      Grabbing the whistle around my neck, I blew a trill of three short blasts—our signal for attention.

      Fornax stopped. His mouth gaped as he panted, still tense and breathing hard.

      “Take it easy, boy. It’s me. You’re not in any danger.” I forced my voice to stay calm as I slipped my boots down into the pockets on either side of the saddle. Each one gave a distinct, metallic click as I positioned my boots over the mechanisms Phoebe had crafted into them.

      I took my time, easing down into position with my hands on the saddle handles. Holding that position, I gave Fornax a couple of minutes to acclimate to that sensation again. His sides swelled with rapid, nervous breaths, pressing against my legs and making the new leather of the saddle squeak.

      “Listen to me, okay?” I said, “Listen and remember.”

      I blew the signal for left and, at the same time, gave the handles a twist for that command. Fornax tensed, snorting  a blast of breath through his nose and swishing the end of his tail. But he swung his head to the left.

      Excitement sped my pulse into overdrive. He was getting it! I tried it again with the right. He obeyed right on cue, bringing his head to the right. So far so good.

      Looking off to my captive audience, I gave Jaevid one of the hand signals he’d taught me. “Taking off.”

      We were going to do one, slow, circular pass over the castle and land right back here. Nothing fancy—not yet—just enough to let him get a feel for carrying a rider again. That was the plan, anyway. Oh, and not getting killed in the process was also an added bonus.

      My stomach flipped and twisted as I gave Fornax’s neck a reassuring pat. “Let’s try it in the air. Sound good?”

      He perked his ears, shifting and flexing his wing arms against the feel of the saddle, as though he knew what was coming. I took that as a good sign. He was ready.

      And so was I.

      Spitting out the whistle, I twisted both handles outward in the command to rise—one I hoped he might remember from his rider before. It’s not like he’d be able to hear the whistle in flight over the rush of the wind anyway. We’d have to rely primarily on touch.

      Fornax lifted his head to the sky and unfurled his wings. His leathery membranes stretched and filled with wind like two black sails as he kicked back onto his hind legs and sprang upward. His back arched. His wing arms flexed, strong and steady. In three mighty beats, we were gone—roaring into the clear morning sky like an orange shooting star.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took about five minutes to do two passes around the castle grounds. And all the while, I couldn’t stop smiling. I grinned until my cheeks hurt. Flying with Fornax felt nothing like it did with Mavrik. Fornax was smaller, and his wing beats were smooth and sure as they propelled us forward with incredible speed. I ran him through dips and ascensions, testing out all the basic commands I’d learned on Mavrik. He hit every mark perfectly. But it wasn’t enough.

      More—I needed more.

      I coaxed him faster and pressed my left toe down on the mechanism inside my boot sheath. We hadn’t practiced this much. I’d only been able to simulate the feeling of using that mechanism by tapping him with the end of a long mop handle. But instead of having him roll over like a trained dog at that sensation on the ground, Fornax snapped his strong wings in close and whipped into a barrel roll. He stopped back upright again, and I couldn’t hold it in. A wild scream of exhilaration tore out of my chest.

      I worked the saddle handles again, driving him downward into a steep dive before repeating the barrel roll command. I leaned down, flattening against his body as we shot toward the earth, spinning like an arrow. Every beat of my heart kicked hard against my ribs. My muscles shook, vibrating with pure adrenaline as I steered him upward again. I howled in wild excitement as we burst through the clouds, climbing so high the air grew thin and cold.

      Suddenly, a massive blue shape blurred past us, zipping in the opposite direction with a jolting burst of wind that nearly knocked us for a loop. I whipped around just in time to see Jaevid, seated astride Mavrik, give me a sarcastic little wave and waggle of his fingers.

      Wait, was that … a challenge? My mouth curled into a smirk. Game on, old man.

      Fornax snapped his jaws and I clenched my teeth, quickly bringing him around to take up the chase. Mavrik might have been bigger, but that size slowed him down. We tore past them at a blistering speed, and I mimicked that sarcastic wave as we went by. It was impossible to be sure over the constant rush of the wind past my helmet, but I could have sworn I heard Jaevid laugh.

      Then, out of nowhere, a third dragon appeared. Queen Jenna fell into formation beside us, seated confidently on the back of her mount. Phevos was about the same size as my dragon, and his dark purple scales were striped with teal markings—a little like Fornax’s, only in different colors. He considered us with intelligent, yellow eyes before giving an unimpressed snort and veering away, his long tail grazing the tops of the clouds so that it left a curling trail behind him.

      Before I could decide whether or not to chase them next, another dragon broke from the clouds right in front of us, pitching into a roll and taking off after her. I knew that beast right away, mainly because he’d been the very first one I’d ever seen up close. Haldor’s dragon, Turq, was named for his rich turquoise coloring. His only marking was a faint yellow blaze down the ridge of his back from his nose to the tip of his tail.

      With the sunlight gleaming off their scales, Jenna and Haldor’s dragons soared together in perfect unison. Jenna and Phevos took the lead, her position slightly ahead of Turq, as they rose and fell, cruising through the air like two mighty scaled eagles. It was exactly as Jaevid had described—only a thousand times better in real life.

      I couldn’t fight the way my heart wrenched with an insatiable need to follow them. I had to. I was meant to.

      Mavrik and Jaevid appeared just in time for us to follow them through dips and dives, swirling ascents and wide loops. With every passing moment, Fornax’s body relaxed. His movements were confident and smooth. He didn’t fight my commands even once, and never hesitated to respond to any of the gestures of the handles. He trusted me completely.

      And in that moment—I felt it. It shook the very foundations of my being, digging into my soul like roots that tethered us together. Fornax and I were one. Our bond was strong.

      He was my dragon, and I was born to be his rider.
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Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thatcher, that was incredible!” Phoebe bounded forward, ahead of the rest of the group, with her red curls flying. She threw her arms around me as soon as I stepped out of the saddle, nearly knocking me over. “Absolutely brilliant! You did so well! How did the saddle feel? Was the strapping too tight? How about the mechanisms; did they feel loose or too sensitive? I can make any adjustments you need right away!”

      “Maybe give him a second to catch his breath, eh?” Jaevid called down from where he still sat in Mavrik’s saddle. He slid his visor back, revealing his broad grin. “You alright there, Thatcher?”

      As he spoke, the other two dragons flared their wings, flapping vigorously as their hind legs stretched out to touch down right behind him. Turq and Phevos landed with an earthshaking boom. Their colorful scales flashed and their long tails whipped as they snapped playfully at one another. They growled and clicked, chirping and crowing at one another until Mavrik gave them a silencing snarl.

      It … it didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be. Was it?

      I staggered, my legs like jelly as I backed away from Fornax. My heartbeat roared in my ears. My head swam and I couldn’t seem to clear the blurriness from my eyes, either from doing so many flips or from sheer excitement—I couldn’t tell which. And it didn’t matter.

      I fell flat on my back and lay sprawled on the grass. My wheezing, panting breaths echoed under my helmet. Whenever I closed my eyes, everything seemed to spin, as though I were still in the saddle, whirling with the wild energy of my dragon’s flight.

      Suddenly a familiar face appeared right over me … and another … and another.

      “Oh no, did he pass out?” Phoebe asked, her lovely freckled face the picture of genuine concern.

      Murdoc’s mouth flattened as he reached down and pulled my helmet off. “No. He’s just being melodramatic, as usual. Get up, Thatch.”

      “He didn’t throw up in that, did he?” Jaevid’s expression skewed with a grimace. His lip curled as he eyed my helmet.

      Murdoc glanced down to check. “No.”

      Laughter broke out past my lips in breathless, rasping bursts. I couldn’t stop. The more I tried, the harder I laughed. I cackled until I couldn’t breathe and tears were streaming down my face.

      “He’s lost it,” Murdoc pronounced as he shot Jaevid a suspicious glare. “What exactly did you do to him up there?”

      “I-I’m okay,” I wheezed.

      “That’s debatable.” Murdoc frowned.

      “No, really, I’m fine.” Sitting up, I struggled to catch my breath as I took off my riding gauntlets and wiped my face on my sleeve. “I just … I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

      “Like what?” Murdoc squatted down in front of me, offering my helmet back with a suspicious frown.

      I shook my head, unable to reply. The words hung in my throat, choking me until my eyes watered again every time I tried to speak. There was nothing I could say to describe it so he’d truly understand. The speed. The power. The absolute freedom. There weren’t words for how a dragon’s—my dragon’s—flight felt. That feeling of rightness and belonging was beyond anything I’d ever even dreamed of, as though a huge hunk of my soul had been missing until that moment. Now that I’d found it, I couldn’t live without it. I’d rather die than ever say goodbye to Fornax.

      “You’ll have to keep practicing,” Jaevid reminded me. “But I’d say you’re off to an excellent start.”

      “Now, let’s see if he fares any better with a blade,” Haldor chimed in, appearing beside him with his helmet under his arm. “I better not see any cringing or closing your eyes this time, boy.”

      “He cringes?” Queen Jenna stopped beside them, the wind catching in her long golden hair and rustling the sleeves of her billowy, dark blue tunic. It practically swallowed her tall frame, gathered at the waist for the fitted breeches she wore underneath.

      Her brother, Prince Aubren, wasn’t far behind. Adding them to the group standing around me, I found myself enclosed in a full circle of curious, brooding, or dubious expressions.

      “Every time,” Haldor confirmed.

      Jaevid was quick to take up my defense. “It’ll just take practice.”

      “Practice takes time, which we don’t have.” Prince Aubren rubbed his chin with one of his gloved hands. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.”

      “We can discuss it again when Reigh returns.” Jenna wafted a hand as though she wasn’t concerned. “Until then, we’ve enough to keep us busy. The first official trial in the Court of Crowns is tomorrow morning, and I need to prepare my notes. I promised Reigh we would hold this one before he returned, and we’re already cutting it closer than I’d hoped.”

      The color drained out of Phoebe’s face so suddenly I thought she might faint. Her brow crinkled at the same time her slender shoulders drew up to her ears. She pressed her lips together, ducking her head as though she wanted to hide behind her mane of wild ginger curls.

      Before I could ask, Prince Aubren put a hand on her shoulder and offered a reassuring, brotherly smile. It didn’t seem to help, though. She wouldn’t even meet his gaze as she, Aubren, and Jenna walked away back toward the castle together. What was going on with them? Did that trial have something to do with Phoebe?

      “Is she okay?” I looked to Jaevid, hoping for an explanation.

      His expression had grown dim and cryptic as he shook his head slightly. “I think it would be better if she told you herself.”
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      I never got the chance to ask.

      When Murdoc and I returned to Phoebe’s workshop later that afternoon, carrying my saddle so she could make a few tweaks before our departure, she was nowhere to be found. The coals in her small forge were out, and all her crafting tools had been packed up and placed neatly in a pile off to the side—as though she were planning on leaving. But where? And why now? We’d spent a lot of time chatting while she worked on my saddle, and she’d never once mentioned going anywhere.

      My gut clenched, hardening around the suspicion that there was something going on with her no one had warned me about.

      “She was the one who made your saddle?” Murdoc mumbled as he thumbed through one of her old, leather-bound books. It was practically bursting with drawings, diagrams, scribbled notes, and scraps of paper.

      “Yeah.” I sighed as I stared around her empty workshop. She’d always seemed so cheerful and carefree—right up until they mentioned that trial. I was convinced that had to have something to do with it. Somehow, it was all connected.

      “Interesting. I’d never peg her as an artificer. But it seems she’s quite clever when it comes to—” Murdoc stopped short, his hand halting on a page of Phoebe’s book. His brows snapped together, locking into a hard frown as his sharp eyes scanned the contents of that page as though he were reading it again and again.

      “What?” I started toward him. “What is it?”

      Murdoc turned the book around so I could see.

      I stopped. My mouth fell open, and for a few seconds, my mind went completely blank.

      No … it couldn’t be …

      Etched onto the thick, yellowed paper of that journal was a very detailed drawing of a Tibran trebuchet. There was no mistaking it. Murdoc and I had seen them dozens of times while clearing the battlefield during our time in the prison camp. Their design was unique and notoriously efficient—something never seen in Maldobar before the war began. Those machines had killed thousands upon thousands of Maldobarian soldiers.

      And this was … well, it looked like a diagram and instructions on how to build one.

      “That can’t be.” My brain throbbed, not wanting to accept what I was seeing. There had to be some other explanation.

      Then Murdoc turned the page.

      The next one bore another detailed drawing. This one came complete with dimensions and notes on materials for construction. It was a Tibran net-thrower. Those machines had been built after the war began, designed specifically to shoot down dragonriders.

      I took a staggering step back, biting back the urge to gag. Phoebe was a Tibran? How? That didn’t make any sense. She was only fifteen! She was so nice, and … and she’d made a special saddle just for Fornax! How could she be designing weapons and machines for the Tibran Empire?

      “Jaevid knew,” I realized aloud. “He knew the whole time. And he never said anything.”

      “Seems she’s been keeping a big secret.” Murdoc’s tone carried an edge like bittersweet amusement. He snapped the book shut and placed it back on the worktable. “Probably afraid of what you’d think if you knew the truth. Understandable, considering she’s essentially responsible for the deaths of countless Maldobarian soldiers and civilians, not to mention anything that might’ve been used in other kingdoms across their empire. There are probably a lot of people who would love to see her put to the sword. She must be the one standing trial tomorrow morning before the Court of Crowns.”

      It took a few breaths for me to calm my racing heart and scrambling thoughts. Phoebe was going on trial as a war criminal? Gods and Fates. No wonder she’d looked so terrified.

      “I … I …” I stammered quietly, my thoughts racing. “Murdoc, she’s my friend.”

      His gaze snapped up to meet mine, that scowl sharpening on his brow once again.

      “We have to help her.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Even though she’s a Tibran?”

      No. That wasn’t right; it couldn’t be. Maybe Phoebe had designed these things for Lord Argonox and the Tibran Empire, but that couldn’t be the whole story. The girl I knew—my friend—wouldn’t hurt anyone like that. Phoebe was a lot of things, but she couldn’t be a murderer. I refused to believe that.

      “Yes,” I replied at last as I set my jaw.

      He snorted and crossed his arms. Tilting his chin up, he shot me a challenging glare down the bridge of his nose. “You’re talking about defying an entire courtroom of kings and queens.”

      “I know.”

      “That’s utterly insane, you do realize that.”

      I clenched my fists. “I don’t care. Maybe she was before—I don’t know—but I know Phoebe isn’t a Tibran anymore. I won’t let them kill her, Murdoc.”

      “If we get caught, they’ll put you to the sword, too—dragon or no dragon.”

      “I said, I don’t care.”

      Murdoc tipped his head to the side, a strangely cold smirk spreading over his features. “Very well. Let’s crash a royal trial, then.”
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Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure about this?” I whispered up to Murdoc as we shuffled along through a dark, narrow corridor outside the grand throne room. Passages like this were only used by servants to navigate through the rooms without causing a disturbance.

      Murdoc didn’t answer, and I didn’t dare ask him about it again … or about how he had gotten two elite, royal guard uniforms for us. I hadn’t found any traces of blood on them when I got dressed, and that was all I cared to know. Ignorance was bliss when it came to Murdoc acquiring stuff like this.

      With my face hidden behind a golden mask, the dull roar of the crowd inside made my stomach flutter. Hundreds of royals, nobles, and aristocrats had gathered from the far corners of the world. They all had one thing in common: Lord Argonox had conquered their land and forced them to submit to the authority of his empire. Now, they had come here to see his key officials answer for their crimes.

      And Phoebe was going to be the first person put on the block to be judged.

      We slipped into the throne room at the very back, creeping out of the servant’s passage and joining a group of other royal guards who marched single file down the length of the long, blue-carpeted aisle. The room had been entirely redecorated for the trial. Heavy draperies were pulled over all the tall windows, blotting every view of the outside world. The room was lit only by the warm glow of flames burning from a series of bronze braziers that stood about twenty paces apart down each side of the aisle. Each one had been crafted in the shape of a dragon so that the flames licked from their open jaws.

      The crowds of nobles stood on either side of the divided aisle, speaking softly while we made our way to the front of the room. There, Queen Jenna’s throne stood atop a raised platform and was flanked by a dozen other, smaller thrones. The top of each throne was adorned in a different coat of arms—the emblem of the kingdom where that royal held power. Unfamiliar faces sat in attendance there, but each person wore some sort of crown and long, billowing cloak.

      The only other feature in the room was a small square pedestal that stood right below the panel of royals. I didn’t have to guess what that was for … because Phoebe was already standing there. Her wrists and ankles were shackled, tethering her with heavy chains to a pair of iron loops on either side of the pedestal.

      A hush fell over the room as we stopped, holding a formation on either side of Phoebe. I could see her shaking out of the corner of my eye, her eyes wide and terrified as she stared across the panel of kings and queens that leered down at her from their lofty seats. Her freckled cheeks were swollen as though she’d spent the whole night crying.

      I clenched my teeth behind my mask. This wasn’t right.

      “I call this Court of Crowns to order,” Queen Jenna spoke in a smooth, composed voice as she rose from her seat. “May our verdicts bring justice to heal our broken lands.”

      There was a murmur of agreement through the room as she sat down again and raised a hand, gesturing toward Phoebe. “Before us stands Argonox’s own artificer, who goes only by the name Phoebe. She is the creator of his war machines, which is her highest crime, and has assisted in the torture and defilement of countless others during his conquest. It should be noted that while her offenses are severe, she was one of his most valued and closely watched slaves. Every task she performed for Argonox was done under threat of torture and death. Such is her plea for mercy from our court. Let her now be questioned.”

      I could hear my own heart pounding in my ears as heavy silence hung over the room. No one seemed eager to say anything, at first. Then, from the far end of the line of thrones, an older woman with the same copper-colored hair rose slowly. Her face was creased with age, and her intricate clothes were made with fur and leather, giving it a more rustic and natural style than what people usually wore in Maldobar.

      “What is your family name, child?” the old queen asked.

      Phoebe’s wide blue eyes filled with tears, her lip trembling as she spoke. “I-I don’t know, Your Majesty. I was taken when I was barely four years old. I don’t remember very much about my family before.”

      One of the kings seated on Jenna’s left sat forward in his seat, his expression cold. “And you expect us to believe that you became Argonox’s artificer at so young an age?”

      Phoebe blinked, visibly rattled, as though she didn’t know how to answer that. At last, she ducked her head slightly, tears dripping from her chin. “T-There were a lot of children like me who were taken to be slaves. We didn’t have anything but the rags we wore and whatever tools we were given to work or clean. I-I made little toys out of scraps and bits of garbage for the younger ones. Eventually, some of the officers noticed.” Her body trembled harder, rattling the chains as her head bowed lower and lower. “They put me in the armory division and made me fix armor and weaponry. I worked hard because they fed me better when I finished more. Lord Argonox saw me one day while I was repairing the broken axle of a transport wagon—designing a better one. I think I was about eight or nine years old by then. He told me if I was good, if I did what I was told and made more new things for him, then I wouldn’t go hungry again. The officers wouldn’t be allowed to beat or touch me anymore.”

      Looking up suddenly, Phoebe’s face skewed with a look of absolute terror. “P-Please, I … I didn’t want to do any of it! The first time I refused one of his orders, he … he …” Her mouth clamped shut as she gasped and sobbed.

      My body jerked forward, pulled by a building fire that scorched through my chest. I had to go to her. She was scared and they were making her out to be some kind of a monster, but that wasn’t true!

      Murdoc planted a firm grip on my arm, forcing me to stay put. Through the eye holes in his mask, he shot me a harrowing glare.

      We couldn’t do anything. Not yet.

      “Show them,” Queen Jenna said, her voice gentle as she motioned to one of the guards. “Show them what he did to you when you refused.”

      Blinking hard against the tears that still streamed down her face, Phoebe stood trembling as one of the elite guards from our formation stepped up to unlock the shackles from her arms and unfasten the buttons on the back of her dainty little gown. Then he moved aside. Phoebe held her dress against her chest, but let the back fall loose all the way to her waist. As she turned to expose her bare back to the panel of royals, a collective gasp and rush of whispers hissed through the room.

      Phoebe’s back was covered in scars, the same branded mark all the Tibran slave soldiers had on their neck. There had to be at least fifteen of them, maybe more. Some were old and had healed into rough, gnarled patches, while others were fresh, probably done not long before Argonox’s forces were overthrown. Those marks were still pink and swollen.

      “Silence! Silence, please!” Queen Jenna stood, raising her hands to call the company back to order. “Thank you, Phoebe. That’s enough.”

      In an instant, Murdoc’s grip on my arm was gone—and so was he. He broke away from our formation and approached the pedestal where Phoebe stood, muscling his way past the other guard. He took off his cloak and wrapped it around her. He held it there while she shakily fixed her dress so that no one would be able to see if she accidentally exposed herself.

      With his face obscured by that golden mask, it was impossible to see the look on his face. But I’d known him long enough now that I recognized the way his eyes focused on her, earnest and intense, the way they had been when he had first spared my life in the alleyway at Thornbend.

      What the heck happened to staying put and waiting?

      “I have talked with Phoebe at length about her involvement in the Tibran invasion. She does not deny or excuse anything that happened, and she has been utterly remorseful,” Queen Jenna proclaimed as she turned to face the other royals. “I know her crimes are severe; my own family members were victims of Tibran experimentation. I held one of my dearest friends in my arms while he died because of injuries from Tibran catapult fire. So I do not say this lightly when I urge this court to pardon her crimes under special circumstances—I believe she should remain here, in Maldobar, under my supervision and custody until her family is found. If they wish to reclaim her, then I will gladly send her to them.”

      Another wave of unhappy murmurs rushed over the crowd. Even many of the royals sat back, their expressions stricken with shock.

      “First and foremost, we are a court seeking justice for our kingdoms and peoples. That is why you came here, and why I am appealing to you for this girl’s life.” Queen Jenna glanced back toward Phoebe, her gaze earnest. “Argonox tainted and twisted so many good people. He broke their minds and spirits, turning them into monsters that thrived only on death and destruction. So many of them, as you will see in the coming months, may very well be beyond saving. But not this one. She is still young. She has a gentle heart. And I believe she is worth saving.”
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        * * *

      

      Queen Jenna’s appeal worked. Maybe it was that the other royals in the court found her intimidating, or maybe they were moved by Phoebe’s testimony—whatever it was, they all agreed to let Maldobar have custody of Phoebe. The only one who seemed uncertain in her decision was the older, copper-haired woman dressed in fine furs. She watched Phoebe with a glint of pain in her wide blue eyes, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they might have something more in common than the color of their hair. If that were the case, however, the old queen never said it out loud. She gave her answer quietly, relinquishing Phoebe to Queen Jenna’s supervision, and that was it.

      Phoebe was free to go.

      As soon as they took the shackles off her ankles, she doubled over with her face in her hands, still choking back sobs. Murdoc moved quickly, sweeping her up into his arms. She gripped his shoulders tightly as he carried her away, striding steadily down the aisle and out of the throne room. No one tried to stop him or even questioned it, so I stepped in right behind him like I knew what I was doing and followed them outside. I could have sworn I saw a hint of a knowing smile in one corner of Queen Jenna’s mouth, but I didn’t dare to look back to be sure. I kept my gaze fixed straight ahead, focused on Murdoc’s back.

      That is, until a glimmer in the crowd of nobles caught my attention. Amidst all the fineries, glittering jewels, velvet, satin, and silk clothes, a pair of eyes stood out from behind a deep red face shawl that covered everything else. Those eyes—I couldn’t look away. Their peculiar, vivid green irises were ringed with a bright yellow band.

      A warm little chill climbed my spine and made all the hairs on my arms prickle. I blinked hard, trying to shake it off. But a strange heat tingled in my chest. What … what was this feeling?

      The eyes vanished, as though that person had just evaporated into thin air.

      I let out a shaking breath. Had I just imagined that?

      There wasn’t time to figure it out.

      Beyond the closed doors of the throne room, Murdoc carefully put Phoebe back on her feet and stood back. I paused next to him, watching as Phoebe wiped her face and tried to rake her unruly curls away from her eyes. She peered up at us anxiously, as though unsure what she should do now.

      Murdoc jabbed an elbow into my side.

      Oh, right, we were still wearing our masks.

      Sliding mine off, I gave her what I hoped would be a reassuring smile. “Oh, um, hey.”

      Her mouth popped open, eyes going wide with sudden realization. “Thatch? You’re an elite royal guard?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Murdoc snorted as he took off his own mask. “Who would hire him to guard anything?”

      I shot my friend a poisonous look. “Gee, thanks.”

      He shrugged. “It was his idea to rescue you. Thankfully, it wasn’t necessary. You’ve apparently found favor with a new crown.”

      Phoebe’s bright, sky blue eyes danced between us for a moment before she drew back a little, her shoulders flinching up as she bowed her head again. “I-I’m sorry. I should have told you before … about who I really am and why I’ve been working for Queen Jenna. She said I could stay here and keep working, make good things again, for as long as I wanted. I don’t have anywhere else to go, so I agreed. When I was with the Tibrans, I never got to say no when they asked me to make something. I never had a choice about what I wanted or where I went. I did terrible, horrible, unforgivable things. And I know I can’t make any of it right. I-I … I’m so sorry …”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but Murdoc beat me to it. He stepped past her in one smooth stride, letting one of his hands fall on top of her head, fingers nestling amidst her red-orange curls. He turned her head back so she was forced to look up at him. “Stop that. Don’t apologize,” he ordered, his voice deep but strangely soft. “You didn’t have a choice before. You did what you had to in order to survive. It’s over. It’s in the past. You survived. And you do have a choice now, so choose to be better and let the rest go.”

      Phoebe stood completely frozen. I couldn’t even tell if she was still breathing. She stared up at him, mouth slightly open, while rosy color crept into her cheeks and made all her freckles disappear.

      That’s when I noticed Murdoc wasn’t staring back at her. He wouldn’t even look at her. Instead, he kept his face angled away, almost like he was trying to hide. It didn’t work, though.

      I caught a glimpse of his face as he pulled away and began to leave. His mouth was locked into the usual grim, brooding frown he always wore—but his face had turned bright red all the way down to his neck.

      No. Way. I was hallucinating. I had to be.

      “Um, Thatch, who is that?” Phoebe whispered, her expression still captivated as she watched him walk away.

      Gods and Fates, I wasn’t sure I knew anymore. Murdoc didn’t blush. He rarely even smiled, unless it was at my expense. It couldn’t be. There had to be some kind of mistake. A trick of the light or something.

      Just in case this was real, I decided to wait until he was too far away to hear me before I answered that. You know, cause he might come storming back to break some of my limbs.

      “An idiot. The biggest idiot to ever walk the earth,” I replied with a grin. “And my best friend.”
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Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shield up! Block! Boy, don’t make me come over there!” Haldor was yelling at me again. It might have hurt my feelings a little, or at least stung my pride, except … he was right.

      Reigh had returned. There were only two days left until we were supposed to depart on our hunt for Devana, and I was no better at fighting than when we’d started. Not for lack of trying. Or yelling, for that matter.

      Even Jaevid seemed to be losing hope for me now. He’d tested me with so many different tactics and weapons, but nothing worked. His last-ditch effort had been to hand me a shield—probably with the hope that if I couldn’t make myself a real threat in combat, then at least I’d be able to keep from getting hacked in two before Reigh could save my useless butt.

      “Try not to take it too personally, Thatch,” Jaevid had attempted to console me while demonstrating how to strap the small, circular shield onto my forearm. “Fledgling students get this training for an entire year. You’re trying to learn it in a few weeks. It doesn’t mean you won’t make a good fighter. You should have seen me when I first started—this shield probably weighs more than I did at the time. I was a slow learner, too.”

      Fine. So Jaevid had struggled with this, as well. Big deal. That didn’t do anything to help my current situation, though. Reigh had called me a tourist, like I was just tagging along on his mission to sight-see. So far, it seemed like he would be right. I’d end up being more of a hindrance than a help if things went badly and we had to fight.

      And speaking of Reigh …

      I could feel his glare on me like the heat of the sun. He stood next to Haldor with his arms crossed and his dark red hair blowing over his narrowed eyes. His mouth hadn’t moved from where it was set into a disapproving, unimpressed frown. So far, this demonstration of my “improved” skills wasn’t going well at all.

      I staggered back, out of breath and trying to raise the shield back up to my shoulder the way Jaevid had taught me. My arm shook under the weight. Sweat drizzled down the sides of my face. Come on. Why couldn’t I just get it together? What was wrong with me? I had to get this. I had to be better. I couldn’t let Jaevid and Fornax down.

      “Let’s try it again,” Jaevid called from across the sparring circle. We’d moved our practicing outside this time, using a corner of the Deck’s central courtyard where the dragons usually landed. We’d even brought along an assortment of practice weapons, and Jaevid had erected a wooden practice dummy for me to use.

      “What’s the point? He’s not getting any better,” Reigh snorted, shaking his head. “He might even be worse than when you started. I didn’t know that was possible.”

      Jaevid’s expression hardened, eyes flashing with quiet rage as he shot Reigh a meaningful look. “Care to test yourself against me, then, fledgling?”

      The redheaded prince raised his hands in surrender. “No, thanks. I know you could slice me up like warm butter, Jae. You’re missing my point. Someone like Devana presents a real threat, not a practice one. So he can ride the blind dragon—that’s all well and good—but this kid’s about as dangerous as an angry squirrel and we’re talking about sticking him in front of an unpredictable, extremely dangerous enemy for his first real fight? If we had a few months to prep, maybe we could make him a shield guard, but there isn’t time. I don’t want to be responsible if this kid makes a wrong move and winds up dead. The last thing I need is more blood on my hands.”

      Jaevid’s aggressive scowl softened into a thoughtful frown. “I suppose you’re right. Here, you take a turn with him.” Slipping his scimitar back into its sheath, he strode past me and gave my shoulder a reassuring pat.

      It didn’t help or make me feel any less like crap. Fornax had made a mistake in choosing me. Sure, I loved the feel of being his rider. I’d never felt more right in my entire life than I did when we flew together. But clearly I wasn’t cut out to be a soldier in any capacity. I was a lost cause.

      My arms dropped back to my sides and I stood watching as he spoke quietly to Haldor. Meanwhile, Reigh was rolling up the baggy, bell sleeves of his black silk tunic and drawing two strange, sickle-shaped blades from where they hung at his hips. Each one was as white as bleached bone with a leather-wrapped hilt and brutal, curved points. They must have been a Gray elf weapon—I’d never seen human warriors fight with anything like them before.

      “Stop thinking about what you’re supposed to do. You won’t have time to think in a real fight. You have to feel it. It’s got to become instinct,” Reigh growled as he spun each of the weapons over his hands with blitzing speed. He whipped them through rhythmic patterns, the hooked blades practically singing as they flashed in the air. “Ready?”

      I nodded shakily.

      Without any more warning, Reigh rushed me like a striking viper. He was every bit as fast and efficient with his strikes as Jaevid, but his style was different—less straightforward. He feinted and spun, moving so fast I barely had time to bring my shield up to block as he made a strike at my chest.

      The impact rocked me back onto my heels, my vision scrambling for a moment as his blades clanged against my shield.

      There was no time to recover.

      Before I could blink away the spots in my eyes, Reigh had whipped around to aim another lightning-fast strike for the side of my neck. I raised my sword, hoping to block as I dropped my footing back to put some distance between us again. I couldn’t handle it. Reigh moved too fast. His strikes came in a constant flow, not letting up. I scrambled to respond, to stop from overthinking, to block every blow.

      Suddenly, the heel of one of my boots snagged on an uneven spot on the ground. I stumbled, arms flailing wide, and fell back onto my rear end. My sword clattered away, far out of reach.

      “See? This is what I mean!” Reigh snarled, bearing in hard with a downward strike. “You’re one trip away from death.”

      I flung my shield-arm up, barely managing to block in time. His blades hit hard enough to make my teeth rattle.

      “It’s bad enough Jenna is making me do this in the first place; I’m not interested in lugging you around as a burden, too!” Reigh blurred through another maneuver, snapping angry words as he twisted the hooked end of one of his blades around the edge of my shield.

      In a matter of seconds, he had me pinned flat on my back, a foot planted firmly on my shield arm. The curved edge of his weapon hovered at my throat. My eyes squeezed shut and I cringed away as the razor-sharp blade grazed my skin with a cold scrape.

      Reigh’s voice hissed angrily through his teeth, biting hard on every word. “You think it’s okay to expect me to babysit you when there could be innocent civilian lives on the line?”

      My heart sank. He was right. I … I shouldn’t be going. Dragon or not, I still wasn’t a fighter; I was a liability.

      Opening my eyes, I slowly raised my gaze to meet his. I couldn’t keep a look of desperate anger from skewing over my face, making my mouth screw up and my chin quiver. But I wasn’t angry with him. I was mad at myself. Why couldn’t I get this? What was wrong with me?

      “Reigh, I—” I started to speak, but out of nowhere, something small whizzed through the air right past my face. A rock?

      It hit Reigh on the wrist so hard he immediately dropped his blade and drew back with a yelp. Hissing curses under his breath, he glared around in search of the culprit. “What the—who threw that?”

      Reigh froze suddenly, his mouth snapping shut and eyes narrowing on something, or someone, directly behind me. “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “The babysitter,” a deep voice replied evenly.

      Wait … I knew that voice.

      Oh no.

      Sitting on my rear in the middle of the sparring circle, I whipped around to see Murdoc striding toward us. The wind teased through his shaggy dark hair, blowing it loosely over his brow and the bridge of his nose. A dark, bitter coldness churned in his hazel eyes. Something about that look on his face reminded me of a prowling wolf on the hunt—relentless and utterly wild. His gaze never left Reigh’s as he reached out to draw one of the practice blades from our collection without ever slowing his pace.

      “Is that supposed to be a challenge?” Reigh tapped his fallen blade with the toe of his boot, flipping it into the air. He snatched it by the handle in the blink of an eye, whipping it around into a defensive pose.

      Murdoc looked down at me for a brief instant, as though he were doing a quick check to make sure I wasn’t hurt. Then he stepped past me without a word.

      My stomach dropped. Bad—this was so bad. Something in Murdoc’s face and body language was off. I’d seen him fight before plenty of times when we were in the prison camp, but this time was different. It was as though all the light in his eyes had been snuffed out as he stretched his arm out wide, hand gripping the blade’s padded hilt until his knuckles blanched. “It’s whatever you want it to be, Your Highness,” he replied with a menacing smirk curling over his sharp features.

      Reigh’s eyebrows shot up. “Uh, you do realize I’m a Gray elf scout, right? Title aside, I was trained by one of the best fighters in Luntharda.”

      Murdoc’s chilling smile broadened. “Really? That’s cute. Do they hand out ribbons for that in Luntharda? Or trophies?” He tipped his head upward in a quick, nodding gesture, as though inviting Reigh to make the first move. “Training means nothing if you can’t control your emotions. So try me, little prince. Let’s see what you’re really made of.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Murdoc and Reigh battled like demons in the middle of the Deck’s courtyard. They filled the air with the scrape, clash, and hum of blades dancing in the sunlight as they blitzed through strikes and parries. Reigh was fast, and he was able to keep pace with most of Murdoc’s blurring assaults.

      But Murdoc was absolutely brutal. Every move he made was efficient, ruthless, and impossibly perfect. His reflexes were ridiculously fast, and his patterns were unpredictable. That seemed to throw Reigh off his game right away. He couldn’t settle into a rhythm when Murdoc kept changing up his approach. One second, he was raining down lightning-fast strikes. The next, he was whirling through complex swings, ducking and rolling, and forcing Reigh to retreat.

      Standing between Jaevid and Haldor, my heart hammered in my chest as I tried to track their movements. I’d only had a small taste of the true complexity of swordsmanship, but even I could appreciate the near inhuman speed and strength of Murdoc’s assaults. He hit so hard that Reigh rocked back onto his heels, baring his teeth and snarling more curses under his breath. His face dripped with sweat. His swings became slower.

      Murdoc, on the other hand, was smirking as he breezed through complex strikes, bearing in hard and forcing Reigh into one frantic, defensive block after another. It was as though he could sense Reigh’s moves beforehand or predict them somehow. If I had to guess, I would have thought Murdoc wasn’t even trying that hard—like he was just toying with Reigh.

      That realization made a cold chill prickle up my spine. My stomach flipped. Maybe my best friend wasn’t just a guy who happened to be a good fighter. After all, when we met, he’d been dressed in all that strange black clothing. And then there was that vambrace, the silver cuff engraved with the head of a snarling wolf.

      “Is that the young man from Thornbend?” Haldor asked. “The one we found you with?”

      My hands curled into sweaty fists as my stomach did another erratic flip. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “He’s quite a fighter.” He chuckled as though he were impressed. “I’ve never seen anyone move that fast.”

      “I have.” Jaevid’s voice rumbled low, deep and soft like the growl of distant thunder. One glance at his face made my gut wind into knots. His brow was locked into an ominous stare that was fixed right on Murdoc. His mouth and jaw were set so tightly it made a vein stand out against the side of his neck. He stood tense and disturbingly still, watching the fight with his pale eyes tracking every movement.

      “Really?” Haldor sounded surprised. “Where?”

      Jaevid didn’t answer. Instead, his piercing gaze snapped over to me so suddenly it made my heartbeat skip. “How much do you know about that friend of yours?”

      “I-I uh … um, well …” I took a small step away from him, anxiety swirling in the pit of my stomach. “Not much.”

      “Does he have any scars?”

      “S-Scars? I, uh, I’m not sure what you mean.” Honestly, I’d almost forgotten all about Murdoc’s scars. I’d only spotted them once, while we were at the prison camp. He pretty much always wore sleeves or tunics that covered those areas.

      How could Jaevid possibly know about them?

      “Have you ever noticed any scars on him?” he repeated, moving in closer. “Specifically, are there any marks on his wrists or neck that you’ve seen?”

      Murdoc did have gruesome marks around his wrists and the base of his neck; it was a fluke that I’d even seen them in the first place. I didn’t want to lie to Jaevid. He was the only reason I had a real shot at being a dragonrider in the first place. But … something about that tense look of suspicion on his sharp, half-elven features made me hesitate. How had he known Murdoc might have scars exactly like that?

      I could have fallen to my knees and thanked the gods when Haldor butted in again, successfully distracting Jaevid from finishing his interrogation. “What about it, Jae? What would scars like that mean?”

      Jaevid Broadfeather’s expression went dark, closing up as he regarded Murdoc one last time with a steely glare. “It’s … Hmm. I’m not sure.” He shook his head and turned away. “It might be nothing. Don’t let it go too far, will you? I need Reigh in one piece.”

      Haldor arched a brow. “And where are you going?”

      Jaevid was already walking away, back toward the castle, with determination in every step. “There’s someone I need to speak to.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Reigh and Murdoc dueled for almost half an hour before Murdoc finally gave a yawn, rolling his eyes as though Reigh’s efforts were a complete bore. In an instant, he swept in with a series of brutal assaults that caught Reigh completely by surprise. Murdoc wrenched both of those curved, white blades out of his hands before delivering a punishing knee to the gut. Reigh crumbled to his knees, gripping his middle and wheezing through what I suspected were a few Gray elf curses.

      With the point of his practice sword aimed right at Reigh’s throat, Murdoc gave an unimpressed snort. “You fight well, but not well enough. Your attacks come from emotion. You react purely on feeling. It’s reckless, not to mention stupid. Drawing your strength from your feelings will only leave you exhausted and outmatched.”

      Reigh shot him a poisonous glare, his lip curled in a snarl. “Who are you?” he demanded again.

      “Murdoc. I’ll be joining you on this ridiculous hunt.”

      Reigh’s expression skewed with a mixture of pain, anger, and confusion. “What? There is no freaking way I’m letting you—”

      Murdoc’s arm flexed as he added a little more pressure to the blade, making the point press harder against Reigh’s neck. “With all due respect, Your Highness, I wasn’t asking for your permission. If Thatcher goes, I go. It’s as simple as that. The way I see it, if you really intend on apprehending this Tibran witch, then you’re going to need actual, competent help, anyway. You should be begging me to go, not refusing my offer out of some ridiculous sense of pride.”

      As much as it hurt to admit, he did have a point. I still didn’t understand why Jaevid wanted me to go on this mission. I could fly with Fornax. But if it came down to a fight, I’d only recently graduated from the “running around screaming and flailing like a panicked chicken” level of combat training. Still, I wanted to prove myself. I needed to. I also hoped I could continue to build my bond with Fornax so we stood a chance when we joined the other dragonriders at Blybrig Academy. The idea that I’d show up there and embarrass Jaevid and myself by failing was unbearable. I had to do this … somehow.

      Looking away, Reigh clenched his jaw in defiance. “Fine.”

      “Excellent.” Murdoc withdrew his sword and tossed it aside. “We’ll be ready at your request.”

      Reigh didn’t say another word as everyone began to disperse. I waited until Murdoc and the others had gone, and Reigh was left working alone to pick up the training equipment, to approach him. He snatched his blades up out of the dirt and clipped them back to the belt strung around his hips. When he noticed me approaching, his eyes narrowed and his nose wrinkled, as though he’d smelled something awful.

      It might’ve hurt my feelings, but I’d gotten used to people—especially the girls my age in Thornbend—looking at me that way.

      He turned his back to me, fiddling with the rack of practice swords like he was searching for some excuse not to talk to me. Not that I blamed him. Jaevid had warned me about the toll this mission might take on Reigh. I didn’t understand why he was so upset, but I wanted to help. Or at the very least, I didn’t want him to hate my guts. The first time we met, when he’d treated my injuries after I was dragged through Halfax by my dragon, Reigh had seemed like a nice guy. A little weird, maybe, but still friendly.

      “H-Hey, uh, I …” My voice caught as I stumbled over my words, trying to decide where to begin. “I wanted to say that I’m sorry for causing you any trouble. And I promise I’ll keep practicing. And I’ll stay out of your way and do whatever you tell me to, okay? I just want to help.”

      Reigh’s shoulders slumped as he let out a deep sigh. He turned around and shook his head. “Look, I know you probably think I’m being a huge jerk about all this. And I guess you’re right. I am kind of a jerk. But you really have no idea what you’re getting yourself into. Jae and the others act like it’s not a big deal, but it is. I’ve seen—and felt—what the Tibrans can do. The kind of cruelty they’re capable of is not something anyone can explain to you. It’s been months since we defeated Argonox, but sometimes I can still feel his presence. Something will set me off, a sound or a smell, and then I feel it like a cold breath on the back of my neck. Suddenly, I can’t move. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. It all comes flooding back, and I’m helpless to stop it. I don’t know if that feeling will ever go away. And I wouldn’t wish it on anyone else, least of all someone like you.” He hung his head so low his shaggy, dark red bangs hid most of his face from my view. “Now, Jenna’s asking me to track down this Tibran witch. She’s demanding that I take you with me. And I can’t say no.”

      I shifted uncomfortably, not sure what to say to any of that.

      “I don’t like the idea of getting innocent people killed,” Reigh continued, his voice tight with frustration as he clenched his fists. “They’re sending us out there with no real idea what we’ll be up against. I have no divine power to protect myself or anyone else. If something happens, if it all goes bad and you get killed, then I’m going to have to live with that. Your death will be my fault. And I … I can’t go through that again. I’ve killed enough good people.”

      I wasn’t sure what Reigh meant by that. Maybe he was a little hotheaded, but he didn’t seem like the kind of guy to go on a killing spree. There had to be more to it than that, some reason he’d killed before. “It won’t be your fault,” I assured him. “It’s my choice to go.”

      A sudden, humorless laugh broke past his lips. When he looked my way again, there was a glint of something like exasperation in his expression.

      I leaned back a little, just in case this was the beginning of a nervous breakdown and he started swinging his fists next.

      “Well, maybe that friend of yours can teach you a few sword tricks. Who is he, anyway? I’ve never seen anyone move like that.”

      I sighed, unable to keep my expression from falling at the mention of Murdoc. Everyone kept asking me that question—and I still had no answer. Not a good one, anyway. I’d never told anyone about how Murdoc and I had actually met. Part of me was afraid of how they might react. But Reigh was about to be alone on a dangerous mission with both of us. Maybe he deserved the truth.

      “I don’t actually know much about him,” I admitted quietly. “Please don’t mention this to Jaevid and the others, but … when we first met in Thornbend, while it was still under attack by the Tibrans, Murdoc … tried to kill me.”

      Reigh’s eyes went wide. He stood still, studying me carefully with his mouth open. “You mean he was a Tibran?”

      “No,” I answered quickly. “I don’t think so. He wasn’t dressed like they were. He was traveling with another, much older man. They were dressed in the same black leather armor, and they both had this silver cuff on their arm—like it was part of a uniform. It had the head of a wolf on it, a wolf with three eyes.” My head dipped lower and lower as I tried to explain. “The older man told Murdoc to kill me, and I think he was going to, but … then he didn’t. I’m not sure why. He turned on his companion instead and then tried to help me escape the city. That’s when the dragonriders caught us.”

      I was already dreading what I might see in Reigh’s expression before I looked up again. He still stared at me, his expression stricken and shocked, and his mouth hanging open.

      “He hasn’t tried to hurt me since,” I added. “I don’t think he will. We’re friends now. So it’s okay.”

      Reigh arched an eyebrow like he wasn’t so sure about that. “So let me get this straight. First, you make friends with a guy who tried to murder you in the street, then you train a dragon who tried to eat you before dragging you around the city by your feet like a sack of potatoes, and then you volunteer to go hunt down Tibran witches despite having no combat training whatsoever. Are you suicidal or something? Or do you just have a habit of making friends with things that want to kill you?”

      I laughed. When he said it like that, I guess it did sound pretty stupid. “Maybe I just have bad luck.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “My father used to say I’m a terrible judge of character, too.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Regardless, I … I want to help. I want to help Murdoc, Fornax, and you, too.”

      He blinked, his expression twitching in bewilderment. “Help me? With what?”

      I gave a shrug. “To find Devana. Maybe that will help you with your other problem—you know, to have some closure.”

      He looked away again, brows snapping into a guarded frown. “I don’t know if it’s that simple, Thatcher.”

      “I don’t, either. But we might as well give it a try, right?”

      “Yeah. Sure.” He still didn’t sound convinced.

      We parted ways after I helped him finish cleaning up our practice gear. Knowing he didn’t hate my guts made the idea of leaving with him in a day or two slightly less terrifying. His anger was justified; he didn’t like being forced to face the demons of his past before he felt ready. And even more, he didn’t like the idea of Fornax and me tagging along. I just hoped this wouldn’t be the complete disaster Reigh expected it to be. I’d already endured more disasters than I ever wanted to.
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      The next day passed with quiet tension, like everyone was holding their breath in suspense for the Gray elf spy to arrive and give us information on where to begin our search. Jaevid kept glancing skyward while we were training, as though searching for something or someone. Reigh didn’t talk much, and Haldor had already departed to continue his work elsewhere in the kingdom. Murdoc stood silently by the sparring circle where we practiced, watching our every move with sharp eyes and disapproving scowls.

      I continued to work with a sword and shield, pushing myself as hard as I could to match Jaevid’s blurring strikes. I scrambled to remember all the complicated footwork. My technique was improving—or so Jaevid claimed. I couldn’t tell it, though. It still felt clumsy and awkward as I slung the heavy metal shield around, stumbling and trying not to trip over my own feet. I had no control over it. I wasn’t strong enough, and I was out of time.

      By nightfall, I was exhausted and filthy again from training. My mind raced, blurring with doubt and worry as I took my turn bathing in the servant’s washroom. Staring at the mirror behind the dressing table, I searched through all my soft, “cute” features for some sign of a warrior hidden underneath. There wasn’t one—not that I could see, anyway.

      Maybe I really wasn’t cut out to be a fighter. If so, then I was wasting everyone’s time. I was trying to cram myself into a mold that didn’t fit.

      Combing my damp, light gold hair out of my face, I tied it back into the short ponytail at the base of my neck and finished getting dressed. Back out in the cold night air, I made my way across the royal grounds toward the Deck. I wanted to say goodnight to Fornax and admire my saddle one more time before going to bed. My gaze wandered up to the canopy of brilliant stars glittering in the moonless sky—just in time to see something blur across it. A shimmering shape hummed over the castle like a silver comet, making a wide pass and weaving around a few of the tall spires before it made a sharp turn back in my direction.

      I lurched to a halt, my heart hitting the soles of my boots as the creature landed on the open grassy area right in front of the Deck. From less than fifty yards away, I could barely make out its shape. Lean and powerful, it had six muscular legs and a long, lashing tail. Its body shimmered as though it were made of diamond, covered in thousands of tiny scales that reflected the starlight like chips of mirror. Its thin, translucent wings reminded me of an insect’s because each of its feathers were clear, or very faintly colored, as though they were cut from glass.

      I’d heard of animals like this, although only in stories about Jaevid or the Gray War. Shrikes didn’t live in Maldobar. They were creatures of the wild jungle of Luntharda, and they almost never came this far south. That is, unless they were carrying a Gray elf rider.

      And this one was.

      The beast snapped bony jaws and hissed, fluttering those wings as a hooded figure climbed down from its back. Bolts of long, silvery white hair blew freely in the night wind as a young Gray elf brushed back his hood and stared right at me. He couldn’t have been much older than I was—seventeen or eighteen, probably, but there was a stern sharpness in his gaze that made me want to stand up straighter.

      “You there,” the elf called out as I started hedging closer. “Are you a servant of the castle? Do you know where I can find Reigh Farrow?”

      “I-I, uh, maybe.” I honestly wasn’t sure about that. At this hour, everyone was probably asleep, right?

      The Gray elf considered me with a few quick glances, his eyes catching like starlit opals in the darkness. “I need to speak with him immediately. There is an urgent message for him. I will wait here,” he announced in a thick accent.

      “Oooh.” The realization hit me so suddenly I stumbled and almost tripped over my own feet. “Wait, you’re … I mean, are you the messenger? The spy who’s supposed to tell us about Devana?”

      The elf pursed his lips, eyes narrowing as he let out a deep, annoyed breath. “I would appreciate some discretion. Or an attempt at it, at least.”

      “O-Oh, um, right. Okay. Yeah, I can do that.”

      He forced a thin smile. “Why don’t you take me to Master Reigh. Quickly, please.”

      I nodded and led the way toward the castle. Leaving his glistening mount behind, the Gray elf followed me through the servant’s quarters up into Prince Aubren’s wing. The royal guards keeping watch along the halls paused at the sight of us, eyeing the Gray elf visitor suspiciously as we moved through the lavish chambers of the castle. I guess they recognized me from my stay here, so they didn’t question us.

      Eventually, an older servant was the one who finally stopped to ask where we were going and what we were doing here. My answer made the old woman flush a bit, and she hastily showed us to a large parlor deeper in Prince Aubren’s chambers.

      Reigh, Queen Jenna, Prince Aubren, and Jaevid were all sitting around a large, crackling hearth, speaking quietly when we entered. Reigh stood first, smiling broadly at the elf who offered a brisk salute and bow to the royal company.

      “Hakan,” Reigh chuckled. “You made it into Judan’s spy network? How? Who recommended you? Your grandmother?”

      The elf rolled his eyes and shook his head, making his long, white hair swish over intricate robes of deep blue, green, and gold. “Now is not really the time. If you don’t mind, I need to deliver this information and take my leave as quickly as possible. We are tracking suspicious caravan movements to the west through the marshes.”

      “Slavers?” Queen Jenna’s expression practically sizzled with quiet fury.

      Hakan nodded. “We suspect so. Tibran deserters make for easy prey. No one reports them missing.”

      The queen muttered a curse under her breath, her brow crinkling as she gazed toward the flames licking in the hearth. “I would like a word with you about that once our business is finished here. Prince Judan should have more support tracking them down. It took my father twenty years just to stop them from crossing into our borders before the war. I won’t have them returning now.”

      The spy nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty. Let us begin.”
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      Hakan waited until everyone was settled, sitting around a marble-topped coffee table, to start telling us what he knew. “First, allow me to offer Prince Judan’s highest compliments to …” He hesitated, multihued eyes darting around the room as he blushed all the way to the tips of his pointed ears. “… the, um, the ‘most enchanting woman in our known world’ were his exact words.”

      Prince Aubren made a noise, but I couldn’t tell if it was a laugh or him clearing his throat. He covered his mouth as he bowed his head.

      Queen Jenna, on the other hand, rolled her eyes and leaned forward to rest her chin in her palm. “Would you mind skipping ahead to the part where you tell me what you know about Devana?”

      He nodded, wincing a little. “Yes, of course, Your Majesty. I only wish I had better news to provide.” He shifted uneasily. “Tracking down any word of her has been a most dangerous and costly ordeal. We lost several of our best agents in the attempt. That woman, Devana, is no mere bumbling hedge-witch. The power she commands is unlike anything we have ever seen. As we feared, there is convincing evidence that she did survive the retaking of Northwatch by our soldiers after Argonox fell. Many of his warriors deserted immediately and fled into the tunnel system beneath the city. But we strongly suspect Devana remained there.”

      “Gods and Fates,” Prince Aubren murmured as he rubbed his jaw. “That place is an absolute nest of filth and evil. Our forces are still struggling to regain a foothold there. It’s riddled with tunnels that we’ve only just begun to map, so it’s become a hive for every Tibran scoundrel, thief, and slaver this side of the Marshlands. They know the tunnels far better than we do, unfortunately, and vanish like phantoms in an instant. I have to ask, how by all the gods can you be sure she really is there?”

      Hakan’s demeanor darkened, his mouth drawing into a grim frown. “It would have taken months to search for her outright, and we would have lost many more good agents in the process. But we had a stroke of luck. We questioned several former Tibran soldiers eager to give up what they knew in exchange for a fresh start and recommendations for honest work. They pointed us to a man by the name of Dethris. He was one of the Tibran High Guards in charge of overseeing the security of Argonox’s most prized captives. He had fled to the city of Osbran, and once we finally tracked him down, he was absolutely terrified to even speak of that woman.”

      “I’m beginning to sense that’s a trend with her,” Reigh mused. “So? What did he say?”

      “He insisted that out of all the captives Argonox kept, Devana was the most unstable and by far the most dangerous,” Hakan replied, his voice becoming softer. “Hers was a power not even Argonox fully understood. Her abilities allow her to infiltrate the minds of others, bend them to her will, manipulate them, or … even destroy them entirely. It is a natural-born talent, he said—not the result of divine interference. Raw magic.”

      Jaevid’s brow creased with deep, worried lines. That was exactly what he’d said before. Magic without a divine source wouldn’t be affected by the deal he’d struck. Devana would still be as powerful as ever.

      “Dethris reported that Argonox had intended to use her against his enemies, to coerce surrender or control their troops, but Devena was so unstable and immensely powerful that no one was able to successfully control her. She had a taste for violence and enjoyed watching others suffer—even if they were Tibran. After a disaster early in his campaign for world-sovereignty, Argonox ordered that her head be locked inside a heavily-warded mask because that was the only barrier her powers couldn’t penetrate. She was never to be released, never to see daylight, and kept more as a prize or weapon of last resort, cut off from any human contact.” Hakan’s face paled a bit. He swallowed hard, stealing another look around the room as we all sat in silence. “That was when she was … four years old.”

      “How long ago was this?” Queen Jenna asked.

      “According to Dethris, about twenty years ago. She would be twenty-four now, and seeing daylight for the first time in a very long while.”

      “Gods,” Jaevid breathed in horror. “She was locked in that thing for twenty years?”

      “That’s what he said. In truth, we don’t know much about her current state of mind, although we can guess it is … highly unstable. It’s as though she’s experiencing the outside world for the first time. We have no idea what she’ll do. But if Dethris’s story is true, we should prepare for the worst.”

      “Prepare for the worst?” Reigh repeated, shooting his older sister an appalled stare. “You are hearing this, right? And yet you want to send me in to do what? Try to reason with her? She’s probably insane, and if she really is some kind of mind-reader or mind-manipulator, what chance would I stand?”

      “There is … some evidence that suggests her abilities were tested upon dragons,” Hakan interjected, his voice still tinged with apprehension. “According to Dethris, anyway. He said the last time there was any interaction with Devana, it was because Argonox wanted to see if she could manipulate dragons the same way she could humans and other beasts. He said it was the first time she had been unable to breach another being’s mind. Dethris also suggested that she might have difficulty with the minds of those chosen by dragons, as well, since the bond between them is so unique.”

      “If it’s true and she can’t control dragonriders, then you and Thatcher might actually be the only chance we have of catching her.” Queen Jenna cut her eyes challengingly at Reigh. “Unless you’d rather sit this one out? Northwatch is awfully close to Luntharda, and there are no other dragonriders there to defend the people. Dragons can’t even breach the jungle canopy. If she found her way there, no one could catch her. No one could stop her.”

      Reigh stiffened. Sweat glistened on his forehead as he sat eerily still, fists resting on his knees. His light amber eyes glinted with racing thoughts as he stared into his sister’s eyes. “Does … does anyone in Luntharda know? About her, I mean?”

      “Warning has already been sent to King Jace and Queen Araxie,” Hakan answered quickly. “But since Devana has been locked inside that magic gilded mask for so long, no one knows what Devana looks like. We can’t give the border scouts a description of someone to look out for. It is vital that she be captured or killed as soon as possible.”

      I could hear my own heart pounding in the heavy silence that settled over the parlor. It kicked and floundered against my ribs like a wild horse bucking in a stall. My hands tingled with panicked cold as I stared across the marble coffee table to Jaevid. The look of earnest desperation twisting at his sharp, angular features caught me off guard.

      “Well, then.” Reigh sat back with a slow, shuddering breath. “Jae, if you’ve some hidden divine secret tucked up your sleeve, now’s the time to share it.”

      Jaevid’s expression turned wrathful. “My wife lives less than a day’s flight from Osbran. She is only weeks away from giving birth to our child, and you honestly think I’d be holding back secrets that could keep her safe? You know as well as I do all my powers are gone. I can’t even speak to Mavrik with my thoughts anymore.”

      “So why not come with me, then?” Reigh countered.

      “Because I need him here,” Queen Jenna snapped. “These trials have been a complete wreck from the start. We almost had a riot on our hands just this morning. Jaevid’s presence is the only thing keeping these people in their seats. If he goes, it’ll be chaos and people beating one another up like thugs in my throne room. Not to mention if word gets out about this Tibran witch. It would be complete mayhem. I can’t have that. This has to work, Reigh. Dozens of kingdoms and thousands of lives depend on it.”

      The silence resumed, and once again, my heart thundered in my chest. Despair filled the air like a foul stench as, one by one, every person around that table began to bow their head as though in surrender.

      “We’ll do it.” The words broke past my lips before I could stop them. “We’ll find a way to catch her.”

      Lifting her tired gaze to stare at me, a faint smile ghosted over Queen Jenna’s beautiful face. “Thank you, Thatcher. I promise, I will send out word and try to find anyone I can to help you. I’ve already made contact with a noble family in Eastwatch—dragonriders by trade. They’re very experienced and willing to help you prepare for Northwatch.”

      “This is way beyond my normal level of stupid, you know,” Reigh grumbled as he crossed his arms and scowled down at the floor. “But I guess there’s no other choice, right?”

      Jaevid buried his face in his hands, massaging his temples. “Reigh, if I could, I would go and—”

      “Save it, Jae. I know you’re jealous you don’t get to be the hero this time,” Reigh murmured. His smirk was painfully forced as he winked. “It’s your own fault you have to stay here and keep the royal heads from butting. Just do me a favor, okay?”

      Jaevid gave a solemn nod, returning that half-hearted smile. “Of course. Name it.”

      Reigh tipped his head toward me. “Make sure Mr. Courage and I get a proper funeral. I mean mountains of flowers, music, a full honor guard of dragonriders, little fancy cakes—I want the works.”
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      Hakan’s words still hummed in my head, drawing every nerve as tight as bowstrings as I kicked out of bed in the darkness of early twilight. The Gray elf spy had given us lots of information, and not all of it was good news. Okay, actually most of it had been bad—way worse than Queen Jenna or any of us had anticipated.

      My stomach flipped, fluttering like crazy while I crammed my few belongings into a bag, laced up my boots, and buckled on the armor pieces Jaevid had gotten for me. I reached down to grab my sword belt, but a hand suddenly shot forward and snatched it up before I could even touch it.

      Murdoc stood before me, already dressed to go. There were a set of slender, curved scimitars belted across his back. Where had he gotten those? I didn’t dare ask, though, as he went on inspecting my sword, sheath, and belt before handing them over with a grunt of approval. “Didn’t think you were going to slink out of here without me noticing, did you?”

      I swallowed hard as I took my blade and buckled the belt around my hips. I missed the loop a few times because my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. “You don’t have to do this,” I murmured, biting down to keep my teeth from chattering.

      He shot me a suspicious look. “What is that supposed to mean? You don’t want my help?”

      “No, it’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?”

      I shifted and chewed on the inside of my cheek. How was I supposed to tell him? Murdoc hadn’t been in the meeting with Hakan, the Gray elf spy, so he didn’t know. This was going to be way worse than any of us had imagined. Devana wasn’t just some clever Tibran witch. If Hakan was right, then we might be in for a much bigger fight than we anticipated, and we were beginning our search at one of the most dangerous places in Maldobar.

      I knew Northwatch had been the Tibran’s base of operations during the war. Everyone in my hometown had talked about it during the war. Apparently, the city had once been inhabited and guarded by dragonriders, but after it was conquered, the Tibrans had warped it into their own private hive for every horrible, nightmarish thing you can imagine. Now, it seemed the networks of tunnels surrounding and delving under the city were packed full of leftover traps, monsters, and the occasional group of crazed Tibran soldiers hoping to avoid capture. Oh, and then there were the other usual vandals using those tunnels as a hideout: slavers, thieves, and the occasional mercenary band.

      But that was where they believed Devana might be hiding, too. So that was where we had to start our hunt.

      “Out with it, kid. We don’t have time for you to overthink this,” Murdoc pressed.

      I rubbed the back of my neck and shuffled my feet—anything to keep from looking him in the eye. “Northwatch,” I admitted, mumbling the words and half hoping he wouldn’t hear. “We have to go to Northwatch. That’s the last place anyone saw Devana. They think she might still be hiding there.”

      Murdoc’s earthy-hued eyes went dark. His expression closed, becoming steely and eerily calm as his posture stiffened. It was the exact same look Reigh, Jaevid, and the others had given when Hakan mentioned that city.

      “That place is a deathtrap,” he rumbled quietly.

      “Queen Jenna said she’s got a plan for how to get us in there safely, Murdoc. And it’s not like we have a choice. If what the spies found out about Devana is true, then … she has to be caught.”

      I let my hand rest on the pommel of my sword. Having it there, knowing what I might be about to face, didn’t make me feel any more confident. Once again, I couldn’t stop asking myself what I was doing. Why was I getting involved with this? Just because Jaevid said I should? Or believed I could be of some value? Gods and Fates, I was not the right person for this job.

      My friend didn’t move for a few long, uncomfortable seconds. At last, he pressed his mouth into a grim frown and glanced over his shoulder, toward the door. “We should get going, then. I’m curious to hear what the queen has in mind.”

      I ducked my head and didn’t reply. A heavy hand landed on my shoulder. Reluctantly, I met Murdoc’s half-cocked smirk.

      “Come on then, Thatcher. There are dragons to ride, witches to kill, people to save—don’t want to be late for all that, do we?”

      My voice squeaked with terror as I followed him to the door. “Y-Yeah, sure.”
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      The Deck was quiet and all but abandoned at this hour. Only Jaevid and Reigh stood waiting, talking quietly in the pale glow of dawn. Large, wrought iron torches around the interior of the courtyard gave off just enough warm light to see that everything was ready to go. The dragons were saddled, and Reigh’s bags were already loaded.

      Fornax crouched low alongside Reigh’s sleek, green female dragon. They sniffed at one another curiously, ears back and tails swishing. Fornax cringed away whenever she got too close, hissing but never showing his teeth. The dragoness, on the other hand, hedged in closer and chirped softly—almost like she was trying to reassure him as she nudged her snout against his. She must have been younger, because she was smaller than Fornax and had fewer horns and spines along her head and legs. Regardless, he regarded her with tense apprehension, growling and leaning farther away.

      Both dragons swung their heads around as Murdoc and I arrived, bags in hand. Fornax chirped and chattered musically, his ears swiveling in my direction as I walked past. I let my hand brush the end of his nose, just to let him know I was close by.

      Jaevid waved us over, his smile fading as he noticed Murdoc striding smoothly right beside me. “Feeling alright this morning?” he asked.

      Great. Was it that obvious I was on the verge of throwing up from nerves? “Sure. Yeah. Never felt better,” I lied.

      “Just remember to breathe,” Jaevid laughed, giving my shoulder a sympathetic pat. “As one of Queen Jenna’s prestigious ‘hunters,’ you’ve got to look the part—not like you’re about to run away screaming.”

      Well, he had me there. I gulped against the burn of bile rising in my throat and tried to put on a fierce face.

      Out of the corner of my eye, Murdoc smirked and gave a snorting chuckle under his breath.

      “We won’t be making the whole push to Northwatch today.” Reigh wandered over to console me, as well. “We’re making a stopover in Eastwatch. Apparently, there’s a noble house taking us in for the night. I don’t want to try to storm Northwatch after a full day of riding in the cold wind. I prefer to be fresh-faced and well-rested before I make my grand gestures of suicidal bravery.”

      “I had hoped that Mavrik and I would be riding with you as far as the Farrow Estate in case anything goes wrong with your first real flight, but there’s another trial today,” Jaevid added, his expression creased with a few more tired lines than usual. “Jenna expects this one will be unpleasant because the man on trial is a former Tibran General. She thinks my presence will help keep things from devolving into an open brawl in the throne room. They’re checking every noble and royal in attendance for weapons as they enter so no one tries to execute him prematurely.” He groaned and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Why do people always assume I’m good at diplomacy?”

      “Well, you did end two wars, fight a few gods, and save the world a couple of times.” Reigh snorted, biting back a laugh.

      Jaevid shook his head, his shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t remind me.”

      “So, is it ok if Murdoc rides with me?” I dared to change the subject—especially since Jaevid didn’t seem all that happy talking about dealing with nobles.

      Reigh opened his mouth to answer, but Jaevid beat him to it. “Yes. Phoebe should be here with the passenger seat any minute.”

      All the color drained from Reigh’s face. His brow twitched, and his light brown eyes widened with confusion, panic, and realization that seemed to make him stop breathing altogether. Once again, he opened his mouth to speak, but he never got the chance.

      “Sorry we’re a bit late!” a warm female voice called out to us from across the Deck’s circular courtyard.

      We all turned to look.

      Queen Jenna and Phoebe walked side-by-side, lugging bags of equipment toward us. The queen’s billowy dress blew around her tall frame, and I could have sworn I saw a hint of a large, rounded belly hidden by the voluminous lengths of her skirt. No way. I’d imagined that, right? She wasn’t … you know, pregnant. Right?

      As soon as Jaevid spotted them, his face went pale and he took off at a jog to insist on taking the heavy bags from Jenna. The queen scowled and resisted, at first, but a few whispered words made her lips purse sourly and she surrendered the bags. Weird.

      Phoebe smiled broadly and waved when she spotted me, her chaotic mane of copper curls framing her face as usual. Although, instead of her usual leather-working apron and dress, today she wore a long, mint green tunic underneath a dark leather vest, tool belt, and wool leggings. Her tall boots came to her knees and were the same deep, chocolate brown color as her vest.

      “There were a few things I wanted to prepare before we got going,” Phoebe announced as she dropped a big canvas bag right in front of us with a loud thunk.

      Wait—Phoebe was going, too? No one had mentioned that before now. A smile spread over my face, and I couldn’t resist sneaking a glance up at my silent companion. Murdoc stood stiffly, watching her with a convincingly calm expression like an eagle from a perch. Too bad I could still see him rubbing his fingers together furiously behind his back. A nervous habit, maybe?

      “No,” Reigh snarled suddenly, his voice a deep, rumbling growl.

      Everyone froze.

      Across from Phoebe, Reigh stood with his fists clenched so hard his entire body shook.

      Jenna’s gaze went steely. “I know how you feel about this, but we don’t have a choice, she is—”

      “Not going,” Reigh snapped, biting hard on every word. “There is no way. It’s not happening.”

      “Reigh.” Jenna’s voice had an edge of warning.

      “Jenna,” he repeated, mimicking her tone.

      The queen crossed her arms, taking a defensive step in front of Phoebe. “This isn’t up for debate. You need a safe path into Northwatch; you need someone who knows the tunnels and, more importantly, understands what Devana is capable of. Phoebe is the only one with first-hand experience.”

      “Because she’s a Tibran!” he roared like an enraged king drake. “Are you being intentionally dense? She’s the one … the one who ruined my life! She tortured my dragon. Experimented on Aubren. She’s a demon, and I’m not going anywhere with her!”

      Reigh’s chest rose and fell with slow, furious breaths as his face flushed almost as red as his hair. Nearby, his green dragoness let out a barking cry and slicked her scaly ears back as she snarled. All the spines along her back bristled as she scooted over closer to her rider.

      Her reaction made Fornax growl, too. He flared his own spines and backed away, baring his teeth as his milky, sightless eyes darted in every direction as though he were looking for me.

      Okay, this was getting out of hand—fast.

      “Reigh, please, just listen.” Jenna’s expression softened as she regarded her little brother. I guess seeing his eyes well up with tears while his expression twitched with panicked rage was more of a reaction than she’d anticipated from him.

      “I said no,” he repeated. “You know what you’re asking. I … I can’t believe you’d even think I would ever be okay with this.” His mouth screwed up a few seconds before he threw his hands up, turned on a heel, and stormed away toward the Deck’s main entrance.

      “Wait a minute! Please!” Jenna took off after him, leaving Jaevid, Phoebe, Murdoc, and me to stand in awkward silence trying not to make eye contact. In the distance, I could hear them shouting back and forth until someone—probably Reigh—slammed a door.

      I wasn’t sure what to think or say. What was going on here? What had happened between Reigh and Phoebe? When I dared to glance at her, however, it didn’t seem like a good time to ask her about it. Her whole demeanor drooped, her slender brows drawn into a look of anguish as she stared down at the toes of her boots.

      “It’ll be okay,” Jaevid assured us with one of those tense, thin smiles that never reached his eyes. “Let them have a minute. If anyone can talk him around, it’s Jenna.”
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        * * *

      

      It took a lot longer than a minute.

      Nearly an hour later, Queen Jenna and Reigh returned, trudging toward us with similar expressions of exhausted, frustrated misery. The queen murmured something to him, speaking so quietly I couldn’t tell what she said. Whatever it was, it made Reigh nod and they exchanged a brief, stiff hug before she gestured for Phoebe to follow her.

      No one said a word as we all watched Queen Jenna and Phoebe walk a short distance away to speak in hushed voices. Phoebe’s curly hair hid her face like a curtain, but I could see her trembling as she slowly raised her head to meet the queen’s gaze. Finally, Queen Jenna pulled her into a quick hug before walking away and leaving Phoebe standing alone—yards away. When she finally turned to walk back toward us, her face had gone pale. She fidgeted, shifting her weight and wringing her hands as she glanced between everyone. Like a doe caught out in the open, it was as though she couldn’t decide if she should run or hold still.

      “She’s riding with you,” Reigh commanded, growling under his breath as he brushed past, letting his shoulder bump mine. One glimpse at his face and it was easy to tell—he was not okay. I’d seen him angry and upset before, but this was different. The churning darkness in his eyes reminded me of a gathering storm as he looked back over his shoulder, past Jaevid, Murdoc, and me, to Phoebe. His mouth twisted, and he turned away sharply to adjust some of the straps on his saddle.

      “Right. Well, this is sure to be fun.” Murdoc licked his teeth behind his lips as he went to join Reigh.

      “Thatcher, wait.” Jaevid seized my arm before I could follow. “Do you remember what I said? This … this is not going to be easy for Reigh.”

      For the first time, a twinge of real, earnest confidence rose in my chest as I leveled a smile back at him. “I know. It’s okay, Jaevid. I can handle it.”

      He blinked in surprise. “You’re sure?”

      “It’s like my father used to say. You can’t dwell in the past, no matter how much it may have hurt you. If you spend your whole life looking back, you’ll trip over something right in front of you. Reigh just has to figure out how to look forward again.” I jostled my canvas bag, rebalancing it on my shoulder. “I’m going to try to help him. Even though he complains a lot and sometimes acts like a jerk, I think it’s just because he’s overwhelmed and he’s carrying a lot of guilt. He’s not a bad person. He just doesn’t know how to let all that stuff go.”

      Jaevid blinked a few times, as though he weren’t sure what to say. Then he squeezed my arm tighter. “Take care of yourself. Remember what I taught you.”

      “I will,” I promised. Reaching under my shirt collar, I took out the necklace—the one he’d given me that held the white bone pendant and Fornax’s whistle. I grinned as I held it up. “I’ll make you proud, Commander. I swear it.”

      The morning wind rustled in his ash gray hair as he studied me, blowing it over his icy-hued eyes and stern, sharp features. Finally, without saying a word, he gave a nod and stood back to watch as we prepared to leave.

      I had to help Phoebe drag the rest of her bags over and buckle them to the saddle. One of them contained two extra seats that buckled onto the back of our saddles so that she and Murdoc could ride safely. My heart pounded, making my blood run with wild, excited energy as I did my final saddle checks and helped Phoebe climb into her spot. She wouldn’t look me in the eye as I checked her safety straps. Whatever had happened between Reigh and her, I’d have to get to the bottom of that later. I’d already known about Phoebe being a Tibran. But now I also understood that she hadn’t been involved because she wanted to. Lord Argonox had been holding her prisoner and forced her to do all those things. I wasn’t sure if Reigh knew that, too, or even if it would make any difference. But I had to hope. Hope was the only thing I had now.

      Well, hope … and a dragon.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      We left the Deck as the sun rose, painting streaks of warm lavender and soft orange across the horizon. The earth slipped away, spreading out in every direction like a patchwork tapestry of open plains, dense forests, white-crested mountain peaks, and the distant, silvery glimmer of the ocean. Through the glass visor of my helmet, I saw the horizon stretching out before us, and my heart jumped into the back of my throat. Fornax couldn’t see this anymore. But, Gods and Fates, I wished he could. I wondered if he could remember it or if all his good memories of flying with a rider on his back had been wiped away—lost forever in the toiling storm of war.

      To my left, far off to the west, the jagged Stonegap Mountains thrust up toward the sky and followed the curving edge of Maldobar’s coastline. It was said they also hid the dragonrider academy, Blybrig, somewhere in their rocky wilderness. They were a long way off, farther than I’d ever dreamed I’d go, and my pulse surged to think that someday I’d be flying that way to start my own training.

      To my right, the eastern coast was much closer. The ocean that lapped at the steep cliffs was dark, cold, and foaming, and I knew that if I followed that coastline south far enough, I’d reach Two Rivers. That city wasn’t far from where I’d grown up.

      Thinking about home put a hard, cold knot in my stomach. I couldn’t bring myself to look back in that direction. If smoke still rose from its burning remains, I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want to think about Father, my home, or how my life would never be the same again. Forward—that was where my path lay now. I had to keep my gaze fixed there.

      With a beat of his strong wings, Fornax caught the rising wind and soared north. I leaned down closer to his neck, letting him feel my body heat against his hide as I moved the mechanics at my feet and twisted the saddle handles, giving him subtle directions. We chased the long tail of Reigh’s green dragoness. I didn’t know her name yet, but she slipped so easily through the sky with the smooth, agile strokes of her slender wings, I had to wonder how Reigh had found her. Had it been anything like when Fornax and I first met?

      For his sake, I hoped not.

      We cruised the open sky with Reigh in the lead, following the coast north. We passed cities and villages far below, their streets bustling in the middle of the day. We soared high over roads that wound with the contours of the landscape and zoomed by rolling farms. Flocks of sheep wandered like drifting puffs of white cloud. Horses whinnied and galloped at the sight of us, while cows just glanced up and chewed lazily.

      The sun had begun to sink behind the mountains when I finally spotted a larger city nestled in the middle of steep, sloping hills. The sight of a single, tall spire that loomed over the city like a silver spike sent a pang of anxiety through my gut. I’d never seen one in person, but people talked about the watches all the time in the markets. That fortress had been built specifically to house dragonriders. Eastwatch was one of the four big posts where all dragonriders were sent when they left their formal training. There were a few smaller posts scattered around the kingdom, but the watches were by far the largest and most impressive. They stood like monuments; massive stone and iron guardians looming over the landscape as if to dare any imposing army to challenge their might.

      Too bad we couldn’t stay there now, though.

      The city fanned out around the tower with streets patterned like threads on a spider’s web. Most of the thatched and clay-shingled rooftops looked new—probably thanks to being burned during the Tibran invasion. But like the rest of Maldobar, Eastwatch was hard at work rebuilding everything Lord Argonox had destroyed.

      From his saddle, Reigh gave a hand signal to get my attention and gestured to an estate on the eastern edge of the city. The noble house stood away from everything else—a big chateau of gray stone and broad, open grazing lands flecked with more white spots that I could only guess were sheep. Nothing out of the ordinary there, really. Nobles usually had a business of some sort to keep their pockets lined with fresh coin.

      The four large barns positioned right behind the estate were unusual, though. I’d never seen anything like them. They were long and narrow, with walls and roofs made of metal instead of wood. What would nobles keep in barns like that? Surely not horses or cattle.

      We landed in the avenue right in front of the grand old house. The narrow glass windows and the tall granite pillars reflected the orange glow of the setting sun. My back ached and my legs and arms throbbed from sitting in the saddle so long. It took me a minute to climb down off Fornax’s back first. Then I offered Phoebe a hand getting out of the saddle. She gripped me tightly, her fingers cold and expression still tinged with apprehension as she stuck close to my side. Not that I blamed her. I had no idea what to expect from this noble family that was supposed to be helping us. I didn’t even know their names.

      There were candles lit in the windows and smoke rising from many of the tall stone chimneys. Someone was home. Gods and Fates, I hoped they had dinner on. My stomach writhed, growling anxiously at the thought of a hot meal.

      Fornax was anxious, too. He growled and sucked in deep breaths of the strong wind, hunkering closer to the ground. His ears perked and swiveled in my direction as I took off my riding gauntlets and let my bare hand rest against his snout. “It’s okay,” I murmured gently.

      Fornax gave another low growl, as though he weren’t convinced. He nipped at the back of my head as I walked away, suddenly snagging me to a choking halt by my cape.

      “Come on, Fornax. Don’t be like this. Just stay here. I’ll be right back. You’ll be fine.”

      He finally let my cape go, smacking his lips defiantly.

      Phoebe and I had to work together to carry our things toward the front door. I’d only brought one bag, but she had two that were almost as big as she was. I couldn’t help but wonder what she’d brought so much of. Blacksmithing or crafting equipment, maybe?

      Reigh and Murdoc led the way while our dragons stayed crouched down in the avenue to wait. Everywhere I looked, there was nothing but rolling, windswept grassland. The city was miles away, and between the dreary stone mansion, small bare-limbed shrubs, and blank landscape, there was something undeniably bleak and lonely about the whole place.

      The cold air whipped at my bangs and stung in my eyes as I made my way along the front drive to the manor’s doors. It smelled strongly of sea salt, a subtle reminder of just how close we were to the seaside cliffs—less than five miles, probably. My skin prickled at the thought. I’d always heard those cliffs were wild dragon territory.

      No sooner had we reached the front steps of the manor than the large, double doors groaned open and a single man stepped out to meet us. His powerful build and tall stature were emphasized by an intricate brown leather doublet and matching belt, boots, and vambraces laced along his forearms. He regarded us with a half-cocked smirk and tilt of his head, amusement twinkling in his eyes.

      “You kids lost or something?” He laughed and rubbed his stubble-flecked jaw as he studied each of us one at a time. “I was expecting soldiers, not a batch of urchins.”

      Reigh frowned. “Excuse you, but Queen Jenna said—”

      The man’s smirk stretched wider, dimpling one corner of his mouth. “Relax, Red. No one likes a sour grape—or a rotten tomato, in your case, I guess. Come on in, my staff will see to your mounts.” He tipped his head back in the direction of the open door. “Duke Ezran Cromwell, for whatever it’s worth, is always at Her Majesty’s service. And yours, too, as it were.”

      “I-I … um, my dragon will need some extra help.” I dipped my head. “If you don’t mind, My Lord, I should probably be the one to help him settle in. He, um, he gets scared easily and … uh …”

      Duke Cromwell looked over our heads to where our dragons were still crouched nearby. His dark brown eyes glittered as he studied them, the pensive furrow in his brow drawing attention to a small scar flecked across his right eyebrow. He seemed to be somewhere in his mid-twenties, and his shaggy, deep brown hair blew casually over his rugged features as he stared back down at me. “Fornax is yours now?”

      My mouth fell open. For a second, all I could do was make surprised choking sounds. “Yes, My Lord,” I finally managed to rasp.

      “I see.” The duke’s mouth quirked thoughtfully. “And he’s blind now, I hear. Yet you’re flying him? Impressive. Last word out of Halfax was they might be shipping him back here because he’d gone feral.”

      “Back?”

      He nodded and stepped aside so we could go in. “Of course. Fornax was bred here. He was sired by one of our prized family drakes, Demos, and hatched right out there in those barns. We’ve been breeding dragons for nearly a hundred years. Don’t worry about it, kid. Despite recent events, we are still fully equipped and can handle any dragon—even a blind one.”

      When I looked back, I noticed four men in dark blue uniforms already approaching our dragons. A few were carrying buckets while others blew into long, thin whistles. But those slender instruments didn’t sound like the one I used to communicate with Fornax. In fact, they sounded a lot like the chirping, chittering sounds the dragons made. Fornax’s response was immediate. His head lowered, ears perking and nostrils puffing toward one of the men carrying a bucket. The man reached in and tossed something to the ground in front of him—a big slab of raw meat.

      The smell made Reigh’s bright green dragoness crawl over to investigate, sniffing excitedly as she made eager popping, squeaking sounds.

      “They’ll be fine,” Duke Cromwell said again as he waved us inside. “Let’s get in. I have a feeling we’ll be getting a storm tonight. Wind’s too restless.”

      Phoebe’s cheeks had gone as rosy as ripe apples. “Do you really breed dragons here?” she asked breathlessly.

      A roguish grin returned to Duke Cromwell’s expression as he gave her a wink. “You know it. Come on, Freckles; I’ll give you the tour.”
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      The Cromwell estate was impressive, even if it was a lot less grand and ornate than the royal palace had been. The inside of the manor was cavernous, with bare stone walls, large hearths with roaring fires, floors lined with furs or woven wool rugs, and high ceilings with exposed wooden beams covered in engravings of dragons. Something about the place felt solid, warm, and comfortable. It put my nerves at ease as soon as the door closed behind us.

      Before us, the entryway was lined with dozens of suits of armor, each more detailed and incredible than the last. The breastplates, gauntlets, and pauldrons were studded with spikes, engraved with the same design of a crest of a dragon in a circle of flame, and inlaid with flourishes of gold or silver.

      But these weren’t just fancy suits of armor. The narrow, glass-covered slits cut into the helmets were a dead giveaway. Each one of those amazing ensembles was a set of dragonrider armor.

      “I thought dragonriders were buried in their armor?” Reigh asked as he stepped over to get a better look at one.

      “They will be. I have six brothers, nine uncles, and gods only know how many cousins. Most of them either are or were dragonriders. After they retire from service, they leave their armor here to be displayed at the family estate. When they die, they’ll be buried in it,” Duke Cromwell explained, waving a hand at them dismissively. “If they haven’t gotten too fat for it, anyhow. Dragons are … something of a family business for us.”

      “Are you a dragonrider, too?” Phoebe asked, her eyes practically sparkling at the sight of so many fine designs.

      “Was,” the duke corrected with a sigh. “The estate took a beating during the war, thanks to the Tibrans, and the family line is running thin. Of eight brothers, only six survived. Even more were wounded such that they were honorably discharged from Her Majesty’s service. After my dragon fell at the battle for Southwatch, I returned here to try to ensure my family home survived. We took in as many women and children from the city as we could and blockaded and boarded up every point of entry. There was never any doubt that the Tibrans would come, so the best we could do was try to outlast them. It worked, for the most part. This old place stood against the Tibran ranks like a lighthouse in a hurricane, and we were able to endure until reinforcements arrived to help us evacuate to Halfax.”

      He paused, turning a curious look back at Reigh. “After you lot ended the war, I had a lot of dead relatives to bury and an estate in ruins. Some of my elder brothers still have dragons, and it’s a Cromwell tradition to stay in the saddle as long as we’re able. Since I no longer have a mount, the family agreed that I should be the one to take over the estate and hatchery, even if I’m not the oldest. I think they feared losing the prestigious title of Duke we were awarded during the Gray War more than the idea of me running things.” His expression dimmed as he rubbed at the back of his neck. “Although they likely regret that decision now. It’s taken months to get everything up and running again, but the gods have been kind. Despite all the new laws about the breeding of dragons, we can still breed our mounts and sell their eggs. The money has helped the rebuilding process, and I’m able to extend some aid to the city, too.”

      Phoebe whirled around to face him suddenly, her bright blue eyes as wide as saucers. “Are there any here? Now? Hatchlings, I mean.”

      Duke Cromwell nodded, grinning as though he found her enthusiasm endearing. “Of course. I’ve got hatchlings from summer, and a handful of yearlings not yet big enough to be tested to a rider.”

      Her face flushed almost as red as her hair, hands clenched under her chin as she bounced up onto her toes. “Could we see them? Please? Just one quick look?”

      The duke seemed to be enjoying her excitement. He flashed another charming smile and shrugged. “As you wish, Freckles.” Turning away, he continued into the estate, leading us down long halls and elegant, grand staircases. Our footsteps echoed off the stone walls and high ceilings, and heavy shadows seemed to choke out all but the meager light of the torches.

      “Business has been good, although I’ve made some changes to the selling process—much to the dismay of my family,” he continued. “Disfiguring dragons or cutting their wing tendons to make them more manageable for breeding is no longer allowed by law; a change that, in my opinion, should have been passed long ago. Beyond that, I no longer allow bidding before the eggs have hatched. I don’t want to sell any mounts that aren’t fit for battle both in health and temperament. Before, we could correct some behavioral problems with bridles and pinch-girths. But I’ve stopped using any of that gear. If a dragon’s spirit is set against taking a rider, who are we to force him?”

      “What about the ones who aren’t healthy?” Phoebe trotted along, having to skip a little to keep up with the duke’s much longer strides.

      “If it’s a matter of personality, I’ll give them a few years to see if their moods even out. If not, they’ll be released back into the wild. The ones that aren’t healthy are culled in as humane a way as we can manage.”

      “Wait, you mean you kill them?” I interrupted. Somehow, that just didn’t seem right.

      “The same thing would happen to them in their natural habitat, boy. I can guarantee that our methods are much kinder than the fate they’d suffer in the wild, though. Sick and deformed hatchlings either die of starvation or because something else eats them. It’s nature’s way of keeping bloodlines clean and offspring healthy. Only the strong survive.”

      My mouth scrunched, mashing into a hard line as I thought it over. What did that mean for a dragon like Fornax? He wasn’t a hatchling—but Jaevid had said he wouldn’t be able to survive in the wild without his sight.

      Duke Cromwell stopped at the top of a sloping staircase that led up to a large iron-plated door. It must have been over ten feet tall, and the engravings in the metal wound into the twisting shapes of dragons with their necks and tails intertwined. Right above the huge handle was the image of a dragon’s head, cut from solid bronze, with a keyhole right in the center of its open mouth.

      “This is the hatching room,” he announced as he pulled a large brass key cut in the shape of a dragon out of his pocket. He slipped it into the keyhole, and one twist of it made mechanisms inside the giant door groan and clunk. “Keep your voices down. They’ve just eaten, and the mothers tend to be grumpy when you wake up their young.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Duke Cromwell showed us through each of the four barns on his estate, guiding us from room to room. He offered casual explanations of how the dragons were kept, the eggs were handled, and the hatchlings were raised. If there was one thing I knew, it was good stabling, and the place seemed well organized and clean. The air smelled of animal musk, fresh hay, and the faint, acidic tinge of dragon venom. The new hatchlings, the duke explained, liked to test out their fire-spitting abilities from time-to-time. That’s why the interior of the barns had been completely lined in the only thing their acidic venom couldn’t burn through—dragon hide. He insisted the hides were harvested only from dragons that had either died of natural causes or fallen in battle.

      “It came in especially handy when the Tibrans decided to try using those clay orbs filled with dragon venom against us. Metal works well enough for a while, but it will melt eventually. But dragon hide? Not a chance,” the duke added as he led us along the narrow passages that ran between the separated stalls. Each one was stocked with fresh hay and boulders, which he explained made the mother dragons feel more at home. “In the wild, they nest in the caves and ledges along the cliffs right off the seashore. Since fish are their favorite meal, it allows them to feed without having to go far from their nest. A female dragon will lay three or four eggs in a clutch, raise them in that cave, and then, one by one, the hatchlings disperse as they reach adolescence. They may stick close by their mother for the first year, learning how to hunt and assimilating into their social group. After that, they’re on their own.”

      “And their venom is for protection, right? Not for hunting purposes?” Phoebe stared up at him, still hanging on his every word.

      For whatever reason, that seemed to be putting an annoyed crinkle in Murdoc’s brow. He scanned the interior of the barns without ever saying a word, but his gaze always returned to her.

      “That’s right. Dragons spray a jet of highly acidic venom. It catches fire with explosive force as soon as air touches it. But they don’t use it for hunting—it’s more of a weapon of last resort. On the ground, they don’t move very fast. If a dragon is cornered or dealing with an enemy it can’t fly away from, his venom is his primary means of defense. That’s why it takes so much training to teach them to use it as a weapon from the air. It’s not something they’d typically do in the wild.” The duke flashed that crooked smile again. “Clever one, aren’t you, Freckles?”

      I spotted Murdoc working his jaw as he studied the duke, almost like he was debating something violent. He didn’t, thank goodness. We really couldn’t afford to upset our noble host.

      Knowing this was where Fornax had come from made my stomach flutter as I stared through the narrow slats cut into each stall. Inside, I could barely make out the big, scaly shapes of dragons curled up in the gloom. They liked their caves warm and dark, according to the duke, and the mothers would wrap themselves around their eggs to incubate them for months. I couldn’t help but wonder which stall Fornax had been hatched in.

      The next barn held the hatchlings Duke Cromwell had mentioned before. The stalls were larger, with only three in the entire barn, and there were a lot more rocks scattered around to give the young dragons places to play, explore, and test their wings. Behind the protective barrier of iron bars that ran from the stone floor to the metal ceiling, eight young dragons fluttered from rock-to-rock, wrestled in the hay, or lay sleeping in a scaly heap. They squawked and chirped, bounding and gliding low over the ground when they saw us.

      Phoebe barely managed to slap a hand over her mouth to stifle her squeal of delight.

      The duke laughed and patted the top of her head. “Cute for terrors, aren’t they? Just don’t ever put your hand near their mouths. Little devils can take off a finger in one bite.” He nodded toward the hoard of dragonlings as they surged toward us, clambering over one another and yipping with excitement. With big eyes glittering hopefully, they snapped their jaws and stood up on their hind legs, craning their necks as though looking for any sign that we’d brought something for them to eat. Their heads and feet seemed a bit too large, though, and their wings much too small to allow them to fly for more than a second or two. Although most of the baby dragons already had vibrant colors mottling their scales, they didn’t yet have horns on their heads or spines along their backs. Maybe that was something they had to grow into.

      An affectionate smile brushed the duke’s features as he crossed his arms and stood back, allowing us to take a closer look. “Each one weighs about fifteen pounds at hatching, but they grow fast. These hatched over the summer, and they’re already over a hundred pounds each. We separate them from the mother once they can eat without needing her to pre-chew their food for them. It helps make them accept a rider later on if they get used to human scent and being touched as early as possible. It also makes things go easier when we let people in to see if anyone is chosen voluntarily. Anyone is permitted to come and try, and if they’re lucky enough to have a dragon choose them, they can take it as soon as it’s old enough—free of charge—as long as they can prove they’ve a way to care for it appropriately. The rest we sell after I’ve interviewed and vetted the intended rider.”

      “Questions.” Phoebe breathed shakily. She turned slowly back around to face us with her eyes still wide and mouth hanging open. “I have so many questions, My Lord!”

      “Ask away, then. And call me Ezran. Seems a little ridiculous to continue with those formalities with a Prince of Maldobar present.” He cast Reigh a knowing grin. “Especially considering I was warned you don’t care much for the social prestige your title grants you.”

      “No,” Reigh replied with a sulky frown aimed squarely at Phoebe. “I don’t. And we’re not here for tours. We’ve got real work to do.”

      “Is that so? Well, then, let’s finish up, and I’ll show you to the dining hall. I was asked to make certain Her Majesty’s hunters had a good meal before you depart tomorrow. For whatever I lack in courtly manner, I know how to provide a decent banquet. Stay close, though. This next barn has the yearlings, and they’re a bit more temperamental. Hormones, you know.” He tipped his chin toward Murdoc, who still hadn’t spoken at all. “That seems like something you can probably relate to, right, Broody?”

      If that was meant to be bait to get Murdoc to talk, it didn’t work.

      “You know what they say about boys who are too serious?” Ezran asked as he began to lead the way again.

      “No, what?” Phoebe asked.

      “They grow up into seriously boring old men.”

      Phoebe giggled as she bounced after him like a little kid in a candy shop. I guess for an artificer, getting to see young dragons and learn about how they were bred was basically the same thing. It was not something most people got to see in their lifetime.

      Too bad she was the only one who seemed to be having fun. Regardless of how awesome the tour was, Murdoc glared daggers at our host’s back as we entered the next barn. Broodiness aside, I got the feeling he was seriously contemplating putting a blade through the duke’s neck.

      Great. Between Reigh’s simmering fury about Phoebe and Murdoc’s usual moodiness, I was officially on damage control.
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      The Cromwell dining hall was a long, narrow room with huge, arched windows down one side. They looked out over the dreary, rolling grassland that seemed to glow blood red under the last few rays of the setting sun. Ezran had been right about the weather. The sky was choked with dark clouds, and strong winds rippled the tall grass like waves on the ocean.

      Inside the hall, however, we were warm and safe. Huge, wrought iron chandeliers hung over the longest dining table I’d ever seen. There must have been thirty seats in all, but only one end of it had been set for our meal tonight. Platters of baked vegetables surrounded racks of roasted lamb, stuffed turkey, and boiled eggs. Small loaves of fresh, dark bread were arranged beside trays of creamy cinnamon butter, cranberry jams, and huge wheels of cheese. Apple and peach pies sent up curling wafts of steam as they sat, their flaky golden crusts gleaming in the candlelight.

      Gods and Fates—I’d never seen that much food in my life. My mouth watered as I stumbled for my chair, shakily tucking my napkin into the front of my shirt as I seized a fork and prepared for an epically delicious battle.

      Dinner passed with an uncomfortable tension in the air. Reigh stabbed at the food on his plate like he was trying to murder it while Phoebe asked dozens of questions about the dragons, hatchlings, and eggs. Murdoc sat beside me and ate without speaking, as usual. That part, at least, wasn’t out of the ordinary.

      At the head of the table, Ezran talked casually about his work here at the estate as we stuffed our faces. Apparently, due to the damage done by the Tibran invasion, only a few portions of the manor were habitable. For that reason, he hadn’t hired on a full staff of servants yet—just a few to take care of the basic day-to-day needs. He seemed very particular about the people he hired on to work with the dragons, and he claimed it took a specific kind of personality to be able to deal with the young dragons when they were broken to a saddle.

      Hearing him talk about it called back memories of my childhood and watching my dad work with horses. I sat, enjoying the mouth-watering food spread out in front of me, as more and more of those flashes blitzed through my already exhausted brain. It wasn’t the first time I’d missed home, but—for whatever reason—thinking of it now hurt more than ever.

      “So,” Ezran murmured around the end of a long wooden pipe. He held it between his teeth, puffing occasionally as he lit the wad of tobacco at the other end. It smoldered, filling the air with a soothing fragrance. “My sources tell me you’ll be heading for Northwatch. They didn’t say why, and I don’t intend to ask, but if you’re going there I can only assume it’s serious. That place might as well be a portal to the abyss.”

      “Trust me,” Reigh sighed as he sat back in his chair. “We aren’t going there on vacation.”

      “No doubt. But you should know, word coming out of Osbran is that the Ulfrangar have moved into Northwatch now, too. It’s not even safe to walk the streets in broad daylight anymore. The merchant caravans won’t go anywhere near it. It’s cut off trade from that end of Luntharda completely.”

      Next to me, Murdoc went completely still. He sat, gripping his fork until his knuckles blanched, his eyes fixed on his plate.

      “Ulfrangar?” Reigh asked. “I thought they were a myth? A scary, human bedtime story?”

      Ezran shrugged as he puffed at his pipe for a few seconds. “Can’t say for sure. It could just be people’s imaginations running wild. The war is over, but there’s still so much fear in the air. Hard to pick apart truth from rumor anymore.”

      “What are they?” I managed to pry my eyes from the disturbing way Murdoc seemed to have stopped breathing. “The Ulfrangar, I mean?”

      “Supposedly, they’re a league of assassins—more beasts than men,” Ezran explained. “It’s hard to tell if they truly exist, though. Tales of them have been around for ages. The story goes that the only time you see them is when they’ve come for you. No one meets them and lives to tell of it, but the wealthy and desperate might hire them to … make problems disappear.” He scoffed and blew a smoke ring into the air that drifted slowly and silently past us down the table. “Convenient when you’re dealing with a story that sounds a little too unbelievable, eh? To my knowledge, no one has ever seen one, and there’s never been any hard evidence that the Ulfrangar really exist. It would’ve been impossible not to stumble across them during the Tibran War, right? People always want a scapegoat, a demon in the dark to blame when bad things happen. I doubt there’s anything more to them than stories and myth.”

      “Unfortunately, the demon we’re hunting in Northwatch is all too real. And frankly, I’m short on theories of how we are going to apprehend her,” Reigh growled under his breath, sliding Phoebe a threatening glare. “A lot is riding on whether or not our little Tibran rat can contain her.”

      The unmistakable, venomous shade of hate in his tone made Phoebe flinch again. She lowered her head, avoiding his eyes like a guilty puppy.

      My hands curled into fists under the table. I understood why he was angry with her. There was bad blood between them—anyone could sense it. Something bad had happened. But he was just being cruel. She wasn’t a traitor. She was with us right now, going on this insanely dangerous mission, because she wanted to help.

      I opened my mouth, intending to take up her defense. This had to stop. We stood no chance of finding Devana if he couldn’t swallow his anger long enough for us to work as a team. Before I could get a word out, an elbow jabbed me in the ribs so hard all I could do was wheeze.

      On my right, Murdoc shook his head slowly and mouthed three silent words. “Leave it alone.”

      Leave it alone? Seriously? Didn’t he get that this kind of attitude out of Reigh was going to wind up sabotaging our whole mission? If we couldn’t work together, then it was basically moot. We were counting on Phoebe to help us defeat or maybe even capture Devana. We needed her.

      If Duke Ezran noticed the tension in the air, it didn’t show. He glanced my way casually and asked, “So now that you’re riding Fornax, I take it you’ll be heading to the academy for training?”

      “O-Oh, um, well,” I panicked aloud. “I-I think so, sir.”

      “Pfft, maybe, if they can find a weapon he doesn’t suck at,” Reigh grumbled.

      I struggled to swallow my embarrassment, but it didn’t work. My face burned with total humiliation as I avoided looking toward our host again. I was terrified of what I might see there—like a look of disapproval. What if he thought I wasn’t good enough to be riding on one of his dragons?

      “Indeed,” Murdoc agreed. He’d gone back to eating with his usual, grim, utterly bored expression. “With any luck, he’ll practice a bit and then only suck as badly as you do.”

      Phoebe choked suddenly, nearly spitting hot apple cider into her plate.

      Meanwhile, Reigh glared across the table, his eyes flashing like there were tiny, burning villages in them. His jaw clenched. One of his brows twitched. But he didn’t say a word.

      I tried not to enjoy that too much.

      “And what are you, exactly?” Ezran interrupted with a curious glance to my sullen friend. He tipped the end of his pipe to the others one by one, “Red’s a prince, whether he acts likes it or not. Freckles was apparently a former Tibran of some kind. Blondie seems like he might be some baker’s boy—or at least he eats like one. But you …” The Duke’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “You’re something else, aren’t you?”

      Murdoc froze again. He locked gazes with our host from down the table, sitting rigidly without ever saying a word. It reminded me a little of a deer caught out in the open, trying to decide whether or not to flee. Second by second, the atmosphere grew thick and tense. No one said a word.

      So I had to. “He’s my friend. And he’s with us. Right, Murdoc?”

      My so-called friend stared at me like I’d smacked him across the face. The way he was looking at me, I started to wonder if I’d spontaneously grown a third eyeball or something.

      Great.

      After a long, uncomfortably silent moment, Ezran cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “I suppose it’s none of my business, anyway. Her Majesty’s hunters were hand-chosen for a reason, and you’re all welcome here. I’ve opened up a couple of rooms on the fifth floor. You’ll have to excuse the debris—we’re still doing repairs. But the rooms should be clean and comfortable enough for a night.”

      “Is there a place where I can work a little?” Phoebe asked, hesitantly raising her small hand. “You see, I’m an artificer, and I need to check the devices I’ve brought to make sure they weren’t damaged on the journey. Then I’ve got to prime them. It’s going to take a few hours, and I’ll need a large table.”

      Ezran gestured unceremoniously to the one in front of us. “As soon as the servants clear it, you can help yourself, Freckles.”

      She beamed and bounced to her feet, wild coppery curls framing her face. “Thank you!”

      Leaning far back in his chair, the young duke rested his boot heels on the table and crossed one leg over the other. “As for the rest of you, if there’s anything else you need tonight, my staff will be happy to see to it.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Dinner ended late, and despite a belly of warm food and spiced apple cider, I couldn’t stand still. Nerves made my hands twitch. I jerked at every sound as I followed Reigh to our room. The rest of our group had their own agendas, I guess. Murdoc practically evaporated the instant we left the dining hall. He had a knack for that, and I’d become used to him slipping around like my own personal phantom—popping up when I least expected it. Phoebe was already unpacking her bags onto the table when we left, drawing Duke Ezran’s attention with each new, strange object she produced.

      “She really has a plan for catching Devana?” I dared to ask once I was sure we were out of earshot.

      Reigh stomped up the grand staircase ahead of me, his head down and gripping his bag in a fist. “So she claims. And she sold my sister on that idea. I guess we’ll see,” he mumbled. “What you should really be asking yourself is who she will side with if Devana offers her an alliance? I don’t care what she says—that girl is a Tibran. If this mission fails and we all get butchered, you can bet it’ll be her doing. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I clamped my mouth shut, throat squeezing around what I really wanted to say. He had every right to be upset—angry, even. But he wasn’t giving Phoebe a fair chance. Somehow, they had to get through this. They had to work it out. Otherwise, the biggest threat to my life wasn’t Devana; it was getting caught in the crossfire if things between Reigh and Phoebe ever came to blows. Based on what I’d seen, I was pretty confident Murdoc wouldn’t stand by and watch that happen. I wouldn’t, either. Someone would get hurt. Probably me.

      Yeah, definitely me.

      Our room wasn’t nearly as bad as the duke had made it sound. Three single beds stood beneath canopies of draped red velvet, spaced far apart down the length of a broad room. The one large window at the end revealed a toiling night sky lit by the occasional flash of lightning. Rain peppered the glass and thunder rumbled in the distance.

      A large hearth had already been lit with a fire that filled the rest of the room with a warm, golden light. It made things seem more comfortable as I sank down onto one of the beds, running my hands over the plush blankets. It was still bizarre to be around luxurious things like this. My gaze roamed the tall oil paintings of dragons and knights that hung on the stone walls, the animal skin and wool rugs on the floor, and the tall, engraved door that led to what I suspected was a private washroom. I wondered what my father would think about me staying in so many fine noble homes.

      If things kept up this way much longer, I’d get to ask him personally in the afterlife after Reigh accidentally murdered me, a dragon burned me to a crisp, or an evil Tibran witch turned my brain to goo.

      I shuddered and stood, fidgeting with the pommel of the sword that still hung in a sheath from my belt. “Hey, uh, I think I’m gonna go walk around for a while.”

      Reigh glanced up from where he was unlacing his boots. “Everything all right?” He actually sounded concerned.

      No, of course it wasn’t. He had to know that. All I could do was shrug as I started for the door. “Fine. I just want to check on Fornax. I’ll be back.”

      “Say hello to Vexi for me,” he replied as he flopped back onto his bed.

      Okay, so it wasn’t all a lie. I wanted to untangle the rat’s nest of questions tangling in my brain. But I also wanted to check on Fornax and make sure he was settling in okay. Nothing was on fire, and no one had come screaming from the stables, so it was a safe bet they’d managed to get him into a stall. But I didn’t like the idea of him feeling scared and alone—like I’d abandoned him.

      Luckily, finding Fornax wasn’t all that hard.

      The Cromwell estate might have been half in ruins, but it had plenty of room for dragons, and ours had been set up to stay together in a spacious, shared stall in the largest barn. Curled up in the far corner on a bed of hay, Fornax lifted his head when I pushed the door open and slipped inside, giving him a whistle to let him know it was me.

      Reigh’s dragoness, Vexi, lay curled up nearby, busily preening her bright green scales. Her big blue eyes gleamed like sapphires, considering me for a second or two before she gave a wide yawn and went back to grooming herself. I guess I wasn’t that interesting to her.

      “Hey there, big guy.” I ran my hand over the side of Fornax’s scaly head, letting my fingers trace the warm, smooth, leathery surface of his hide. His milky jade eyes blinked, tracking my sound and smell as I went to lean against his side. “My friends are a bunch of jerks sometimes,” I whispered with a smile.

      He made a low chirp of agreement.

      Friends—I had more than one now. Well, sort of. I wasn’t sure if Reigh and Phoebe thought of me that way, yet. But maybe after a while. A guy could hope, right?

      “So, you’re the one Fornax chose to replace my brother.” The silhouette of Ezran’s tall frame filled the open doorway. With his head tilted to the side, he gripped a half-empty wine bottle in one hand. I couldn’t make out his face for the glare of the lights from outside the stall. It didn’t matter, though. I could hear the confused disappointment in his voice all too clearly. “I suppose he can tell more about you than I can. Come on, kid. Let’s take a walk.”

      Oh … oh no. Fornax’s old rider, the one who’d been killed in combat, was Ezran’s brother? My heart hammered as I stumbled back to the doorway, following him wordlessly out into the passage between the stalls. Ezran was a lot taller than I was, and every step he took oozed with confidence, control, and smooth prowess—something I chalked up to being a seasoned dragonrider. Jaevid, Haldor, and even Jenna walked that way too, like lions prowling the battlefield with their shoulders back, heads high, and body braced for whatever dared to cross their path. It made them seem powerful in ways I didn’t know if I could be.

      “Jaxon was my oldest brother, you know. He was the one who flew Fornax before you. If he had survived the war, he’d be the one sitting on his hands here at the family estate, not me.” Ezran led the way up a wooden staircase to the second story, casually making his way along the network of catwalks that went around the perimeter of the stable. “I’m supposed to be grateful. I’m alive. I survived the war. But my dragon is gone. My utility is reduced to getting married and having as many children as possible to continue the family name before I go senile. My adventure is over.” He cast me a forced, empty smile that never reached his eyes as he took a swig from the wine bottle. “And now, I hear Fornax actually chose you, despite being blind and nearly feral. Freckles said he only trusts you, and that’s why you’re able to fly together.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck and looked away. “Well, um, yeah, he … uh, he did choose me. But I don’t really understand why. Reigh is right; I’m not a good fighter.”

      “And? Did you think this whole destiny thing was going to be easy? That you’d just pick up a blade and everything would just magically fall into place?”

      I blushed. “Well, no, of course not. I didn’t think it would be easy, but I was hoping it would at least feel right.”

      A weird, almost sarcastic smile spread over his face and he paused, leading me out a side door from the stable into a wide, open loft room. The pitched, steeply slanted ceiling and windows along each end made the space feel like a triangular tunnel. If not for the gloom of the stormy night, it probably would have offered a sweeping view of the estate’s sprawling, bleak landscape. Right now, all I could see was the occasional tongue of lightning pop off the ground or ripple from cloud to cloud like grasping claws of light. Thunder rumbled in the distance, rattling the windowpanes as the rain poured in sheets, streaming down the glass.

      “This is one of the training rooms where we practice hand-to-hand combat. When my brothers first started to train me, they kicked my butt all over this room. Jaxon most of all. He was bigger and stronger than I was. He could do things with a blade that seemed to defy the laws of nature. I just assumed he was born with that kind of skill.” Ezran chuckled, but it was an empty, hollow sound—more ironic than genuine. “My family is steeped in the legacy of the dragonrider. It’s in our blood—that’s what my father told me. Nearly a hundred members of our family have sat in a dragonrider’s saddle and gave their last breath defending this kingdom. But I remember looking at my brothers, at that wall, and feeling nothing except … misplaced. I wasn’t like them.”

      Ezran paused as he strolled over to stand right before a space on one of the slanted walls that was covered in dozens of rust-colored handprints. He took another long drink from his bottle and sighed. “It’s a Cromwell tradition that when you graduate from the dragonrider academy and earn your Lieutenant’s cloak, you put your mark on this wall in blood. And when I was about your age, maybe a little younger, I wanted nothing more than to put mine here. I’d already had some instruction in basic swordplay and grappling, of course. But it didn’t matter. My brothers fought like demigods, and I spent hundreds of hours with my face being ground into that floor. I felt like an utter failure. I was ready to tell my father that I didn’t want to join the dragonrider academy. I didn’t want to embarrass my family by failing.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, watching as his expression steeled, his gaze narrowing on one spot on the wall—one handprint in particular. He stepped closer and pressed his palm against it. It was a perfect match.

      “The biggest lie we tell ourselves is that our failures are final,” he said, his voice carrying over the muffled growl of the thunder. “Just because you’re destined to do something doesn’t guarantee you won’t have to work for it. And it doesn’t matter how many times you fail at it, kid. It just matters that every time you do land with your face in the dirt, you get back up.”

      My heart was pounding as he turned to face me, holding out the bottle of wine with a wide, crooked grin. I took it, cringing as I took a sip of the bitter, dark purple drink. It burned all the way down, leaving behind a warm trail along the back of my throat to my stomach. I coughed and quickly handed the bottle back.

      “Trust me,” he laughed. “Anything in life worth having is worth eating a little dirt for. And you’ve got a chance to be a dragonrider—that’s as good as it gets, so long as you’ve got the guts to see it through. I suspect you do. A Cromwell dragon chose you, after all. My dragons don’t pick losers. Get out there and keep being the worst fighter Maldobar has ever seen. Perhaps, one day, you’ll do something great.”
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        * * *

      

      All I could figure was that Phoebe must have put Ezran up to giving me this little pep talk or at least mentioned how I was struggling with my training. Maybe he’d even asked her more about it after Reigh brought it up at dinner. As embarrassing as it was, I had to admit I did feel a little better as we left the sparring room.

      My mind buzzed just thinking about that wall of handprints, of how many Cromwells might have felt like they would never be able to earn their place there. Ezran was right. I couldn’t help failing. That wasn’t anything I could control. All I could control was what I chose to do next—to stay down or keep fighting.

      The storm raged on against the roof directly above us as we continued through the stables back toward the main house. Every crack of thunder made my heart jump in my chest. The flashes of lightning were nearly constant. It had stormed sometimes in Thornbend, but never like this. The chaos outside sounded as though the sky was breaking apart, unleashing the abyss upon the world.

      Ezran didn’t seem bothered by it, though. As we made our way through the network of catwalks, I glanced down into the stalls below. The strobing flashes of lightning cast eerie shadows through them. At first, I thought I’d just imagined it, or the flashing of the stormy light was playing tricks on me. Then a pair of bright blue eyes blinked up at us from the back of one of the stalls. A dragon?

      I squinted to be sure, but the eyes had already disappeared back into the stormy gloom.

      “Whose dragon is that?” I tugged on the back of Ezran’s tunic to get his attention.

      He paused just as he was opening a tall door that would take us back into the manor. Glancing back, he opened his mouth to reply—but never got a word out.

      A frantic scream tore through the hall beyond the door.

      My heart jolted in my chest.

      Ezran and I spun just as two maids scrambled up the grand staircase before us. Their faces were pale and their expressions twisted with terror as they darted past, tearing away down the hall in a mad sprint to get away.

      But from what?

      Ezran shouted after them, trying to get them to stop, come back, and explain what was wrong. But they were long gone.

      We exchanged a wide-eyed look. What the heck was going on?

      Back down the staircase, another scream echoed through the manor’s gloomy halls.

      “Stay here,” Ezran ordered as he started for the stairs.

      What? Was he kidding? No way I was just going to stand around like an idiot when my friends were out there. I set my jaw and ran after him, gripping the hilt of my sword like I actually knew what to do with it.

      I caught a glimpse of a disapproving frown when he glanced back and realized I was still following him. There wasn’t time to argue. I had to find the others and figure out what was going on.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezran led the way, darting through the manor like a startled stag. He dodged through dark parlors, sprinted down vacant, gloomy halls, and zipped along narrow servant’s passages that led from room to room. And the further we ran, the more I began to notice … there was no one else in sight. The house seemed like it’d been swallowed in darkness. Not a single candle or torch was lit anywhere. Only the occasional flash of lightning through the windows lit our path as I chased after Ezran’s heels.

      My heart thrashed wildly, booming in my ears in time with the thunder as I ran. Questions blurred through my mind. What was happening? Who had doused all the lights? Where was Murdoc? Reigh? Phoebe?

      Screams echoed in the distance, seeming closer than before. Oh, gods. That … that wasn’t Phoebe, was it?

      Dread and panic twisted in my gut as we made our way toward the dining hall. There was still no one in sight. No servants. No maids. No sign of my friends anywhere.

      At the end of a broad foyer, Ezran and I skidded to a halt before a huge set of wooden doors. He immediately lunged forward, seizing the handles and giving them a violent shove. The doors groaned, shuddering on their hinges. But they didn’t budge. Yanking and cursing, he fought with the heavy brass handles until, at last, he stood back. Breathless and red-faced, Ezran turned to me with a fierce snarl on his lips. “They’re locked. Someone must have tied them from the inside.”

      “Locked? By who?” The only person who had been inside was Phoebe, right? But why would she lock herself in there?

      He didn’t answer, storming past me with wrath in every step. “Come on. There’s another way in.”

      With Ezran still in the lead, we sprinted back down the hall. He zigzagged through his darkened manor, stealing through hidden passages as quick as a fox. In a shadowed corner between two more grand displays of dragonrider armor, he pressed both hands against a section of the mahogany wall paneling. I cringed back as he gave the baseboard a swift, meaningful kick, and the section of paneling popped out into his hands. Ezran lowered the hidden trap door down slowly, revealing a steep staircase tucked into the wall behind it.

      “Whoa.” I leaned in closer to get a better look. “What’s up there?”

      “It’s the passage to the ceiling. We only use it when the servants change out the candles in the chandeliers. Or to hide from Tibrans. From up there, we should be able to see what’s going on in the dining hall.” Ezran leapt for the stairs, then waited for me to slip past him before he closed the trapdoor behind us. “Keep your voice down until we figure out what’s going on here.”

      I nodded, mashing my mouth shut.

      From the very first step, the smell of smoke stung my eyes. It brought back flashes of memory that had been burned in my brain from the night Thornbend had fallen to the Tibran Empire. I’d lost everything to their flames.

      Was it happening again?

      No. It couldn’t be … the Tibrans had been defeated. This had to be something else.

      The further up the steep, winding staircase we ran, the thicker the smoke became. I could taste ash in my mouth with every breath. It burned in my throat as I gasped and wheezed, coughing and trying to blink through the growing haze.

      At the top of the stairs, Ezran stopped suddenly and I flailed to keep from crashing into him. Before I could recover, he grabbed me by the collar and jerked me closer, dropping to a knee and yanking me down behind him as a burst of roaring flames rose up before us. He cursed through gritted teeth, his body stiffening as he tried to shield me from the inferno.

      Gods, what was happening?

      I squinted through the blistering heat, leaning around Ezran to steal a glimpse. Beyond the top of the staircase, a network of heavy wooden beams spread out across the width of the grand hall. Three huge iron chandeliers hung from them, suspended over what had once been the dining hall—the same one where we’d all eaten dinner earlier. Now, it looked more like the frothing maw of hell.

      Far below, the whole room was engulfed in flames. The fire crackled and roared, climbing the drapes and licking greedily up the walls. Black smoke boiled up to the ceiling, carrying a whirlwind of embers and ash with it.

      Then I heard it: a muffled sound barely rising over the chaos.

      Through the heat and flash of fire, I spotted a small female shape squeezed into the only corner that wasn’t ablaze yet.

      My heart dropped. Oh gods.

      “Phoebe!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

      Her eyes darted up, searching the rafters until she saw me. Her expression collapsed into desperate terror. Tears made clean streaks in the ash on her cheeks. She tried to call out, but couldn’t do more than make a few strangled, muffled cries against the gag that was tied over her mouth. Someone had bound her by the wrists, too.

      My gut clenched, hardening around the realization that someone had tried to kill her. They had tied her up and set fire to the dining hall, locking her inside so she would burn alive.

      No way. Not on my watch.

      I shoved away from Ezran and started for the nearest beam. It was broad enough you could walk along it without too much wobbling. The only problems were the roaring inferno below and the twenty or thirty feet of empty air between the ground and me. That didn’t matter now, though. I had to get to Phoebe. I had to find a way to rescue her.

      “There!” Ezran shouted behind me, pointing over my shoulder to one of the large chandeliers. The ends of the long, heavy ropes that suspended it in the air were coiled to the side. All that extra rope was most likely used to raise and lower the fixtures when needed, so there should be plenty to let them down to the floor.

      One glance at Ezran, and I knew. We had the same insane idea.

      He followed me along the lofty beams, halting and dashing around plumes of flame, until we reached the chandelier closest to where Phoebe was cowering. Ezran immediately began untying the rope from where it held the heavy iron fixture suspended. Together, we hoisted it up higher—close enough that someone might be able to climb on.

      That would be me.

      “Can you lift us both with this?” I called out to him.

      “Probably, if the rope holds. It wasn’t made for this kind of weight!” Ezran shouted back. “Don’t you dare die on me down there, kid! Grab her and get out!”

      When the chandelier reached the beam before us, I set my jaw, leaned out, and seized the curled iron frame. The fixture must have weighed three hundred pounds or more, and Ezran shouted and cursed as I climbed out onto it. His arms shook. Sweat beaded on his brow and trickled down his cheeks and nose as he strained to slowly let the chandelier descend.

      Foot by foot, the ground crept closer. My heart pounded, thumping against my ribs and lodging in my throat as I clung to the warm iron fixture. Close by, Phoebe was swooning on her feet. With her mouth gagged, she probably couldn’t breathe well in the first place, and the smoke wasn’t making it any easier.

      I was running out of time.
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      As my feet touched the ground, Phoebe tumbled forward. With her arms still bound, she couldn’t even catch herself. She collapsed into a heap, lying on her side.

      I bolted straight for her, scooping her tiny frame up in my arms and pulling the gag out of her mouth so she could breathe. Her eyes fluttered, blinking up at me hazily for an instant before rolling back. Thank the gods, she was still alive.

      “It’s gonna be alright. I’ve got you,” I panted as I steadied her weight. Now I just had to get back to the chandelier and—

      I jumped as Ezran shouted suddenly, yelling my name at the top of his lungs.

      CRASH!

      An explosion of sparks and smoldering splinters rocketed in every direction. Oh no. The chandelier lay, smashed into  a million pieces on the marble floor below. Overhead, Ezran stared down at us, still gripping a piece of the rope, his face blanched in shock and terror.

      The rope … it had snapped. Or burned through. Either way, my escape route was gone.

      No. I would not let us die here. There had to be some other way out.

      Peering through the rippling heat and flashing fire, I could barely make out a path through the debris back to where the doors should be—the same ones we had tried to enter through earlier. The area around them still looked mostly clear, and Ezran had said they were only locked from this side. If I could get Phoebe and reach them quickly, maybe I could get us both out.

      I had to try.

      I squeezed Phoebe closer against my chest to shield her from the falling bits of ash that rained down from the walls as I started for the doors. It wasn’t that far. I could make it.

      The heat made every nerve scream in protest. My eyes watered as I squinted through the smoky haze. Close—we had to be getting close. The scorching air seared my throat, and the waves of heat blasted my face and singed my clothes as I ran.

      Faster. Nearly there. Just a little further.

      I coughed and wheezed. My lungs burned with every smoke-filled breath as I staggered to a halt in front of the tall double doors.

      My heart stopped.

      Ezran was right; someone had tied them shut. But it wasn’t rope, chains, or something I might be able to break. A metal bar as thick around as my wrist was bent through the door handles, binding them closed.

      All the blood drained from my face and hands. I stood, frozen in dumbfounded shock. Oh, gods. I couldn’t break that. How was that even possible? It would’ve taken someone incredibly strong to bend metal like that. And how had they gotten out?

      Turning around, I stared out across the crumbling, burning dining hall. There had to be some other way. Unless … whoever had done this was still in here with us somewhere. But everywhere I looked, there was only smoke and flame, cinders and chaos. I couldn’t even see Ezran anymore.

      There was no way out. No way to break down the door. Not even Ezran could help us now.

      The roaring inferno closed in, growing hotter by the second. Another rope holding a chandelier burned through, dropping the huge metal frame onto the ground with a clang and a crash.

      I moved away, pressing my back against one of the doors. I shut my eyes tightly, bowing my head and clutching Phoebe closer. We … we were going to die.

      Not even a dragon could save us now.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The door flinched behind me an instant before the metal bar wound between the two knobs began to glow bright blue. The light cut through the glare of the flames, going white hot in a matter of seconds. I staggered back, my pulse racing out of control as the light began to spread, cracking out across the doors like jagged fractures in a mirror. More blue light bled through, and I turned away to shield my eyes.

      A sound like the low tolling of a bell pierced the air. Blinding light seared over me like a star had settled to the earth only a few feet away. Gods and Fates, what was happening?

      I dared to look back—directly into the piercing gaze of a creature I had no name for.

      My breath caught. I held perfectly still. With a body like a sleek, powerful tiger, the beast stood less than five feet away. It towered over me, coal-black fur adorned in spiraling stripes and designs of brilliant silver. They glimmered in the glare of the flames, highlighting beautiful swirling patterns.

      A flex of the beast’s powerful shoulders made a pair of wide feathery wings spread out to fill the now empty doorway, catching in the light in hues of deep purple, dark green, and royal blue. The motion sent out a sudden rush of forceful wind. It snuffed out the flames that licked closer and closer to my heels.

      I couldn’t resist a gasp. What was this thing?

      The great cat crouched low, regarding me with a cautious glare and a twitch of its long tail. I sprang back further, stumbling and nearly falling with Phoebe still in my arms as the animal prowled toward me until it stood so close I could see my own reflection in its wide, strangely colored eyes. They had brilliant bands of golden yellow around the outside of the irises that faded gradually into an electric shade of green at the very center.

      The longer it studied me, the more it felt like the creature was trying to peer straight into my soul. Every move of its head made the thin, sterling-colored stripe across the cat’s forehead glisten. In the very center, a crescent-shaped mark caught the light like it had been painted there with liquid silver.

      My heart thumped wildly. I’d never seen a cat so big. It was almost the size of a horse. It probably could have taken my head off in one chomp. But it was so … beautiful.

      “A-Are you a god? Or some kind of spirit?” I’d heard of foundling spirits before, creatures that haunted the wild places of the world. They were said to be tricksters, the first children of the old forest god Paligno, and they often took the shape of animals.

      The creature slicked its rounded ears back, curling a lip down at me with a disapproving snort. I decided to take that as a no.

      “Uh, well, um, thank you,” I remembered to add.

      The cat gave another unimpressed puff and turned, brushing me with a feathery wingtip as it strode proudly away into the dark hall beyond. “I suggest saving your thanks for after you have found the rest of your companions.”

      I jogged after the creature, steadying Phoebe’s weight in my arms. “Yeah, that’s probably true. Wait—” I almost tripped over my own feet. “Did you just talk?”

      The creature regarded me with a roll of its eerie, yellow-green eyes. “A bit slow, aren’t you?” it replied in a smooth, feminine voice.

      I blushed. “I-I, uh, well…”

      “Stay close to me. You are in far more danger than you realize, boy.” The sleek cat bounded ahead, her paws totally silent on the stone floor.

      My mind stalled and started, circling around the possibility that I might be losing it. Or dead. Maybe both. Still, something about that creature felt oddly familiar. Had I seen those bizarre green eyes somewhere before?

      I shook my head. No, I had to get it together. The girl in my arms, the house burning down, my two other friends who might also be trapped somewhere inside—that was more important right now.

      Dashing out of the doorway, I ran headlong down the hallway after the creature. “Why are you helping us?” I panted.

      She gave me what seemed like a feline version of an irritated scowl. “Because you lot are blundering headlong into a fight you barely understand and cannot hope to win,” she snapped. “Now keep close and stay silent.”

      I bit down hard. Who was this person—animal—thing? What fight was she talking about? Did this have something to do with Devana? Or did someone have a grudge against the Cromwells?

      The clashing of swords, the scrape and squeal of metal against metal, cut through the eerie silence of the hall nearby. We rounded a corner, almost back to where that hidden staircase had been, and my blood ran cold. I lurched to a halt.

      Ezran was locked in combat, whirling a sword he must have swiped from one of those stands of dragonrider armor nearby. The enemy before him moved with a level of ruthless speed and lethal grace I’d only ever seen once before.

      I squeezed Phoebe closer.

      Dressed from pauldron to boot in intricate black leather armor, the dark figure bore in hard, raining down punishing blows that had Ezran on the defense. A sudden, spinning assault made a glimmer of silver on the warrior’s arm catch my eye. I recognized that silver-plated vambrace immediately. It had the same image of a snarling wolf’s head engraved into it that I’d seen Murdoc wearing the night we first met.

      My heart dropped to the soles of my boots.

      Oh gods. There were more of them?
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        * * *

      

      Ezran had already taken several blows. The warrior spun on him again and again with vengeful, blurring speed. Ezran made frantic parries and desperate strikes, staggering on a deep gash in his leg that left a smear of blood across the floor.

      I took a shaking step back, my skin tingling with a frenzy of terror. Flashes of memory sizzled across my brain. The look on my father’s face the last time I’d seen him. The horses crying out in the stable, trying to escape. Our home burning like a torch in the night. Panic clamped over my throat like a cold stone hand.

      On my right, the feline creature surged forward with a sudden, thundering cry. With her ears pinned back and her teeth bared, she spread her darkly colored wings wide. A flash of blue light bloomed in the hallway, making my vision go white. I ducked, turning away and squeezing my eyes shut as I tried to shield Phoebe from whatever was happening.

      The light faded, and I dared to glance back.

      Through the spots swimming in my vision, I found the figure of a young woman where the feline creature had been only seconds before. Her athletic frame stood in stark silhouette against the lightning that flashed in the narrow windows of the hall. My breath caught. With deep purple robes flowing over her ebony skin, she strode forward on bare feet, gripping a long staff in one hand.

      Her staff was unlike any weapon I’d ever seen before. One end was tipped with a spiraling, tri-edged spear, and the other was fixed with a gleaming crystal. Spinning the weapon with incredible precision, the girl dropped into a crouched stance and stole a scowling glare back at me over her shoulder.

      I forgot how to breathe again.

      Even in the dim hall, her yellow-green eyes seemed to glow, catching every stray bit of light like a cat’s. “You stay back,” she warned.

      I nodded, unable to make a sound except for a few choking noises. Who the heck was this girl?

      The warrior in the black leather armor seemed to have forgotten all about Ezran. He spun to face us, leaving the wounded duke to hobble back against the wall, his expression skewed in pain. Ezran’s chest heaved with halting, shuddering breaths as he reached down to clamp a hand over his side where another cut in his doublet oozed with fresh blood. Oh no. He was hurt worse than I thought.

      The warrior’s gaze narrowed over the edge of the black shawl wrapped over his mouth and nose as he whirled a pair of long, curved knives over his hands. They were already wet with Ezran’s blood.

      Lightning flashed again. Thunder growled, rolling through the sky right over our heads and making the windowpanes rattle like chattering teeth. Then it began.

      One second, the girl and the warrior were squaring off, sizing one another up from only a few yards away—and the next, they were tangled in a blur of rolling strikes, feinting slashes, rolls, leaps, and the sparking contact of the daggers against the staff. Their quick, ruthless assaults were so fast, I could barely keep up. Like a cat and a serpent, they rushed in to exchange rapid blows, only to dance back and circle again without ever breaking eye contact.

      “You hounds aren’t half bad,” the girl taunted as she stepped lightly, tossing some of her black hair over her shoulder with a sneer. Each lock fell in loose, glossy coils, framing her soft features and long pointed ears. “Why not take the one you came for and go? Or was this the payment she demanded—that you kill all of the queen’s hunters, too?”

      The warrior didn’t reply.

      He darted in again, as fast as a shadow, with his blades catching in the storm’s strobing light. The elf girl threw up her staff, deflecting his blow in a whirling motion that sent him staggering.

      “Too slow,” she scolded as she sprang over him in one bound, cracking the crystal-end of her staff over the back of his head before landing back in a low crouch. One hand gripped the shaft of her weapon, knuckles flexed and her expression as cold as a deep winter’s night, as she watched her enemy stagger. “Assassin or not, I expected more from a fellow elf-blood.”

      He turned on her again, his eyes bloodshot and wide with rage. He surged forward, rushing in an angry frenzy. It was no good. She had him off balance, either by taunting him or dancing just out of his reach. He pressed in, swinging wildly, and she zipped under him in an instant. Sliding across the marble floor right between his legs, all it took was one swift jerk of her staff as she passed to knock him off his feet.

      The girl was up and on the offensive before I could blink twice. She blitzed into a pinning stance over him, knocking away both his weapons with her bare feet pinned on his shoulders. He started to reach for what was probably another blade hidden in his complex leather ensemble.

      “I really wouldn’t, if I were you,” she hissed as she pressed the spiraling spear-tip of her weapon against the end of his nose. Slowly moving it along his head, she pushed his cowl back to reveal his long, silvery white hair and pointed ears. My heart sagged in my chest, going slack with relief. He was a Gray elf, but he was not anyone I recognized.

      Most importantly, he wasn’t Murdoc.

      I let out a shuddering breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding in.

      “Goddess take you,” the girl murmured through clenched teeth, her eyes going cold again as she abruptly leaned down into her staff, driving it toward the floor in one ruthless motion.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and looked away, swallowing against the urge to gag. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen someone murdered right in front of me. It probably wouldn’t be the last. But that didn’t make the sight any easier to stomach.

      “Are you mad?” Ezran yelled suddenly. Pushing away from the wall, he staggered toward them with his blade still in one hand and the other gripping his injured side. “Now I’ll never know who he is or why he’s tried to burn my house down!”

      The girl fixed him with an earnest, almost bewildered glare, as though she didn’t understand why that was such a big problem. Her bright, intelligent eyes darted between us for a moment, and then she gave an exasperated sigh. Stepping off her fallen enemy, she strode smoothly over the floor with her staff resting against her shoulder. “I would have thought it was obvious. But I suppose it can’t be helped. You are Maldobarian, after all.”

      Ezran’s face flushed as red as a ripe tomato, twitching as he glowered back at her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you have a problem, dragonrider,” the girl retorted, tipping her head back to where the assassin lay dead in the middle of the hall. “There are Ulfrangar in your little castle.”

      “W-What?” he rasped. “That’s … impossible. The Ulfrangar are just a myth. And, even if they were real, what would they want with me?”

      “Nothing. They aren’t here for you,” she replied as she turned to face me with her mouth quirked into a dazzling little grin. “It seems they came for him.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Me?” I sputtered, nearly dropping Phoebe in surprise. “B-But why?!”

      “Why, indeed.” The elf girl’s gaze darted past me and she leaned around as though someone else might be coming down the hall after us. “I knew they wanted the other one. But you? Hmm. We can discuss this later. The Ulfrangar have sent many agents, and your old friend is wounded. We must retreat.”

      “Old?” Ezran barked angrily.

      The elf girl didn’t even acknowledge him as she strode between us. Seeing her up close made my stomach flip as our gazes met for an instant. Even in this form, she still had that thin silver line across her forehead, shining like liquid silver against her flawless dark skin. The crescent shape was still there, too. It shone right between her eyes like a tiny moon. She was shorter than me, although only by an inch or two, and her robes were draped around her leanly sculpted frame. The purple linen was so thin it was nearly transparent; giving only glimpses of the intricate leather corset and leggings she wore beneath it.

      I swallowed hard. I’d never seen a girl dress like that before. Sure, I’d heard that Gray elves sometimes dressed in vivid colors and expensive silks, and that sometimes the women wore more revealing dresses, but never anything like this. It was a far cry from the heavy wool gowns Maldobarian women usually wore, too. She had the same long, pointed ears, but her hair and skin were totally different from the Gray elves. Gods, who was this girl? Where on earth had she come from?

      “Staring is considered rude in some cultures, you know,” she noted as she passed.

      “I … I’m sorry. But we can’t just leave,” I protested, planting my feet firmly. “What about Murdoc and Reigh?”

      The elf girl stopped.

      “I won’t leave them behind.”

      Slowly, she turned enough to stare back at me. Her expression softened as she searched me, her lips parting slightly. “Reigh,” she repeated the name. “Is he a human boy with red hair?”

      I nodded. “He’s got a scar on his face, right over his nose. Do you know him?”

      Her mouth pressed into a firm, uncomfortable line as something like guilt crept over her features. For a few seconds, she didn’t move or make a sound. Then, at last, her shoulders dropped. “If he is here, then we will find him. But these two cannot go with us.” She gestured to Phoebe and Ezran.

      My heart sank. I glanced down at Phoebe, still unconscious with her head lulled against my chest, her clothes singed, and her face smudged with ash. The elf was right; I had to get her somewhere safe.

      “Hand her over,” Ezran growled as he hobbled toward me, throwing down his sword. “We’ll make for the dragon stables. No assassin in his right mind would challenge a dragon, Ulfrangar or not. Meet us there.”

      Reluctantly, I passed her over into his arms. “Are you sure you can carry her that far? Your leg is—”

      “Worry about yourself, kid,” he interrupted. “You wanna prove you’ve got what it takes to be a dragonrider? Now’s the time. If this place is going up in smoke, I won’t let the dragons or hatchlings in my stable burn with it. I have to get them out. I’ll see if I can get your mounts into their gear; we’re all going to need a way to get out of here fast.”

      Realization settled over me like someone had dropped a heavy yoke over my shoulders. Ezran was right. Oh gods, what was I about to do? I couldn’t fight like either of them. I couldn’t do this, I couldn’t—

      “Come.” The elf girl put a surprisingly gentle hand on my arm. “We must hurry.”

      The instant she touched me, a strange, lukewarm calm began to seep into the corners of my mind. I took a deep, steadying breath. As I stared into her eyes, my pulse slowed. It thumped hard and loud, like the beating of a war drum, deep in my chest.

      Something about this girl made me feel braver.

      I set my jaw. “Right. Let’s go.”

      The last place I had seen Reigh was in our room on the fifth floor, so that seemed like the best place to start looking. With me in the lead, the elf girl and I took off into the dark mansion, retracing our path as best I could recall. Now was not the time to get lost, but the shadows hung heavy and thick, ominous against the occasional snap of lightning and rumbling growl of thunder. Rain poured in sheets against the glass windows. Were we going the right way? I couldn’t be sure, not with it so dark.

      But there was no time to second guess it. I had to trust my gut.

      Up another flight of stairs, I coughed and wheezed at the sudden smell of smoke. It stung my eyes, making them water. We passed open doorways and hallway entrances glowing with red light. Someone was setting fires everywhere up here. But why? Was it the Ulfrangar? Ezran and Reigh had sloughed off that they were even real. But it couldn’t be a coincidence, right?

      I put my head down, dashing past the waves of heat and rolling black smoke as fast as my legs could go. Those men were dressed in the same black armor and silver vambrace that Murdoc had worn when we first met. There was no denying it.

      Did that really mean he was an Ulfrangar, too?

      My brain scrambled at the idea. For as long as we’d been together, surviving the prison camp and working at the royal stable, I still didn’t know much about Murdoc. I didn’t even know where he was right now. I had to find him.

      And Reigh, too.

      Gods, I hoped we weren’t already too late.

      “Wait!” my new elf companion called out as we passed another long corridor lined with arched windows that spanned from floor to ceiling. There wasn’t much to see outside. The stormy night was chaos, and sheets of pouring rain pounded against the glass. Then, another tongue of lightning popped off the steeply pitched rooftop just outside.

      My pulse skipped, breath catching in my throat as I spotted a group of figures dueling out there—on the peak of the roof!

      It only lasted a second, just as long as the lightning lit up the sky. Two figures locked in combat, their blades clashing. I could have sworn one of them had red hair.

      That had to be Reigh.

      “We have to get out there!” I panicked. “There must be a door or a passageway out onto—”

      A flash of blue light and a yowl were my only warning.

      Out of nowhere, a huge furry head shoved between my legs and tossed me upward like someone flipping a pancake. I flailed and landed like a scared baby squirrel on the back of the winged cat, my arms hugging around her neck. In an instant, she had changed forms again.

      “What are you?!” I rasped between breaths as I gripped fistfuls of her silky black fur.

      “Nothing you Maldobarians would understand,” she hissed, ears flattening as she crouched. “Keep your head down!”

      I realized what she was about to do half a second before she swished her tail, snapped her feathered wings in tight against her sides, and sprang straight at the window. I bit back hard against a scream, burying my face against her fur as we burst through the glass. Jagged shards zipped in every direction. A swipe of something across my cheek left a burning train behind.

      The stormy wind blasted us head-on, snatching my hair and stinging my eyes. The pouring rain was bitter cold, and every pounding drop felt like icy needles pricking my skin. Looking up, I squinted through the chaos to where the two figures were still dueling on the ridge of the roof. One of them was definitely Reigh. His long red braid whipped and the two white, sickle-shaped blades he always used flashed against the churning sky.

      “We’ve got to help him!” I shouted.

      Beneath me, my feline companion braced against the storm and spread her wings. “Hang on tight.” She broke skyward, conquering the rushing winds with each stroke of her powerful wings.

      We zoomed up the steep side of the roof toward the ridge at the very top. I could tell Reigh was losing ground. He fought against another assassin in black, another Ulfrangar, but each desperate attack cost him. They were almost to the edge, and the assassin was bearing in hard. Reigh had to fall back. In a few more feet, there’d be nothing between him and the ground but five stories of empty, stormy air.

      His foot slipped.

      Reigh wobbled, arms waving as he teetered on the edge. His eyes went wide with sudden realization. His guard was down. He couldn’t defend himself. Quick as the lightning that split the boiling skies, the assassin broke forward and planted a boot right in the center of Reigh’s chest with one final kick.

      Reigh fell.

      His scream pierced through the howling winds. Fear and panic crushed at my chest like icy hands squeezing my lungs. Oh gods. We weren’t going to make it in time!

      Reigh’s arms shot out suddenly, digging his curved blades into the side of the mansion’s outer wall. They sparked as they scraped across the stone, until at last one caught on a ledge. His body jerked to a halt, and he hung, dangling over the staggering drop.

      Still perched on the edge, the assassin looked down to where Reigh was hanging, clinging desperately to the hilt of his white blade. He reached beneath his long black cloak and drew another weapon. The familiar silhouetted shape of a large, ornate crossbow cut me to the marrow. It was an easy shot, especially for a trained assassin. Reigh couldn’t dodge or even try to escape.

      Snatching the necklace from under my shirt, I put Fornax’s whistle to my lips and blew. We were a long way from the stable. The noise of the storm was overwhelming, and I honestly didn’t know if he would even be able to hear me.

      But I needed him—I needed my dragon’s help.

      Beneath me, my feline friend cringed and shrieked in dismay as I blasted the whistle again and again. She glanced back long enough to shoot me a venomous glare and snarled, “What are you doing?”

      There wasn’t time to explain. A familiar roar boomed in approach. I pushed back away from her neck. “Get Reigh! You’re the only one who can reach him in time!” I yelled … right before jumping out into the open air.
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Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I hit the steep side of the roof hard. The impact knocked the breath from my lungs and made my vision spot as I slid to a halt on the slick, rain-soaked clay shingles. But I was close. I could make it.

      I clenched my teeth against my whistle and climbed. My fingers slipped, clinging to the slick shingles as I flailed, pawing wildly to find good places to hold. Faster—I had to move. There wasn’t much time.

      I scaled the side of the roof inch by inch until, at last, I heaved myself up onto the ridge. It was only about two feet wide—barely enough to stand on. Breathless and squinting through the squinting downpour, I shambled to my feet.

      The assassin was only a few yards away. With one last blast on my whistle, I drew my blade and gave a challenging shout, “Hey! Over here, moron!”

      The assassin spun. Even with the black shawl hiding half of his face, I could see shock, confusion, and anger gathering over his expression. He raised his crossbow and took aim.

      I braced, resisting the urge to cringe away, as I kept my glare leveled on the dark figure before me.

      A low boom, boom, boom thrummed over the commotion of the storm.

      Fornax rose like an orange and black demon, dawning over the edge of the roof behind the assassin. He hovered, his powerful wings pumping under rippling scales, and let out another belting roar of fury. Lightning snapped in the air behind him, glittering over his curved horns and jagged teeth as he searched with his cloudy green eyes.

      He was looking for me.

      The assassin whirled back around to face my dragon. He took a staggering step backward and raised his crossbow, taking aim at Fornax’s head with his hands shaking.

      Panic hit me like a punch to the neck. Too late, I remembered … while a normal bow might not be able to pierce a dragon’s hide, a crossbow probably could. If I gave him the signal to breathe fire, he’d scorch me right along with the assassin.

      But Fornax had no idea he was in danger.

      Rage like hellfire rose in my chest. It burned white-hot over my brain, sizzling across my tongue as I squeezed the grip of my sword. I didn’t know who he was behind that shawl. Right then, I didn’t care. He wasn’t going to shoot my dragon.

      I lunged with my blade in hand, closing the distance in one bounding leap. Swinging down with all my strength, I rammed the sharp end of my weapon into the assassin’s back. We collided, tumbling forward in a tangled heap. I let out a yelp as my blade was ripped from my hand, still lodged deep in the Ulfrangar’s body.

      Together, the assassin and I rolled off the end of the roof and into the empty air.

      Lost to the whipping winds, I fell—tumbling end over end. Blurred glimpses of the ground, the side of the mansion, and the assassin’s body twisting only a short distance away, flashed before my eyes. I yelled, crying out with every bit of my strength. Somewhere nearby, Fornax let out an answering shriek of dismay.

      Oh gods. I … I didn’t want to die. Not like this!

      A strong, scaly foot wrapped around my waist. I wheezed and gasped as Fornax snagged me right out of the air. He’d found me! Probably tracking my screams through the air.

      I clung to his big foot, looking up through the rain and soggy hair that blew in my eyes to see him peering down at me, chirping worriedly.

      “Thanks, buddy,” I coughed as I patted one of his toes. Then I glanced back down. The assassin had hit the muddy ground far below, but I couldn’t see any sign of Reigh. My heart pounded out of control as Fornax slowly circled in descent. He landed not far from where the assassin’s body was sprawled, motionless with my blade still sticking out of him.

      I sucked in a hard, shuddering breath.

      I had to know.

      Shambling to my feet, I edged closer to where the body lay, the shape of my sword still sticking out of his back. My knees wobbled, unsteady as my head swam from my near-death dive off the top of the mansion. Grabbing the hilt of my blade, I shakily tugged it free before rolling the assassin’s body over. Sprawled on his back and slathered in mud, the black shawl over his nose and mouth still covered most of his face. The pouring rain made fresh clean streaks in the mud and black war paint smeared over his eyes and brow.

      I swallowed hard, crouching down beside him and wiping my soaked hair away from where it stuck to my face. I had to see this clearly—I had to be sure. My hands shook as I reached to pull the shawl away.

      I didn’t know him. This assassin wasn’t Murdoc.

      Cold relief made my shoulders go slack, and I gasped in another unsteady breath. The eerily blank expression on the dead assassin’s face bored into me, a little oozing trail of crimson seeping from the corners of his mouth.

      I didn’t know this man and yet I … I had killed him. I’d murdered someone.

      The blade slipped from my hand, landing with a squish in the mud at my feet.

      “Thatcher!” someone yelled to me over the storm.

      I stood, peering through the gloom and rain to see Reigh running toward me. Right on his heels, the elven shapeshifter had already changed back into her humanoid form. She and Reigh wore similar expressions of worry, their footsteps sloshing in the mud and their clothes and hair drenched.

      “Are you all right?” Reigh stumbled to a halt over the assassin’s body. “What in the abyss is going on? Why are the Ulfrangar attacking the Cromwell estate?”

      My gaze dropped, staring down at the assassin’s lifeless body in front of me. I knew why. Or at least, I had a pretty good idea. But I didn’t want to say it until I was absolutely sure.

      I had to find Murdoc, first.

      Glancing back up, I met the piercing, yellow-green stare of our newest ally. She studied me, her brows drawn into a look of suspicion and her lips settling into an uncomfortable frown. Maybe she could sense I was holding back—hiding a truth I wasn’t ready to admit. If she could, however, she didn’t mention it. Her expression softened slightly as she held my gaze and waited.

      “Phoebe and Ezran are hiding out in the barn with your dragon. They’re both injured, so you’ve got to help them get somewhere safe. I know you don’t like Phoebe, Reigh, but this isn’t about whatever bad blood or old grudges you guys haven’t sorted out yet. This is about survival. If you fall back to the city now, maybe you can get some of the dragonriders at Eastwatch to help drive the Ulfrangar out,” I said at last, casting Reigh a hard look. This wasn’t up for debate.

      Reigh’s mouth fell open. He made a few unhappy choking sounds, as though he couldn’t find words.

      “You intend to stay and fight the Ulfrangar alone?” The elf girl gestured to the dead assassin with the spear end of her staff.

      “I’m a dragonrider. I’m never alone.”

      Fornax gave a snort of agreement. He lowered his head to let his chin brush my shoulder.

      “Excuse me, kid, but last time I checked, I was the one leading this hunting party. There’s no way I’m leaving you here,” Reigh began to object. “You won’t last five seconds. We’re going—together—right now. That so-called friend of yours is already long gone, too, if he’s got half a brain.”

      “He wouldn’t do that!” I shouted suddenly, anger swelling like a burst of dragon flame in my chest. “He would not abandon us like that! Murdoc is still in there. I can’t explain how I know that, I just … do.” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, and doubt crept into every corner of my heart. I cringed and looked away.

      Did I really know that? Murdoc had disappeared sometime after dinner. What if he had known the Ulfrangar were coming? What if he’d fled without warning any of us? Or worse, what if he had been the one who led them here in the first place?

      None of it felt right, and every question pricked at my mind like bee stings. I trusted Murdoc.

      Reigh took a step closer, his tone heavy as he started to protest. “Thatcher, this isn’t—”

      “I’ll be fine,” I cut him off quickly. “It’s not like I’m going to storm the front door. Regardless of what you probably think, I’m not that stupid. I’ll be quick and quiet. Once I find him, we’ll get out and meet you at Eastwatch.”

      Reigh and the elf girl exchanged a grim look, as though they might be wondering the same thing—probably whether or not I’d hit my head or completely lost my mind because, well, this did sound a lot like a suicide mission.

      Finally, they both nodded in agreement. Reigh managed a painfully forced smile as he patted my shoulder. “We’ll send reinforcements as soon as we can. Hang in there.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” I clenched my fists at my sides, forcing my tone to stay steady. I didn’t want him to know how terrified I was. “Just take care of the others. He wouldn’t admit it, but I think Ezran’s hurt badly, and you’re the best healer in Maldobar, right?”

      Reigh gave a snort. “Yeah, but I’m no miracle worker. Not anymore. So just try not to push your luck too much, okay?” With a nod to the staff-wielding elf girl, he turned to start for the dragon stables.

      She hesitated, glancing between Reigh and me for a few seconds before darting off after him. It was obvious that they had some kind of a history. When I’d mentioned his name before, she had seemed to recognize who Reigh was immediately.

      Whoever she was, at least she seemed to be on our side. I’d have to get to the bottom of that later. Right now, the clock was ticking. I had to find Murdoc before the Ulfrangar did.

      Bending down, I reached for the hilt of my sword again. I needed a weapon. But my hand hesitated inches from the leather grip. A glimmer in the dark, half buried in the mud, caught my eye. I moved closer, digging it free.

      This crossbow felt as heavy as the last one had. Holding the finely crafted weapon brought back more of those memories. A coppery flavor in my mouth made my tongue writhe uncomfortably as I stared at it, the rain cleaning away the mud from the silver detailing on the polished black wood. This must have been a common weapon for the Ulfrangar—a favorite of theirs. It was compact, precise, and lethal. But it was also straightforward, uncomplicated, and efficient. There was an arrow still locked in place, ready to fire, and the long leather strap made it easy to sling it over my shoulder.

      When I faced Fornax again, his foggy jade eyes seemed to study me with a soft growl of approval even if he couldn’t actually see me. I wasn’t much good with a sword. I’d been worse with a shield. But maybe this would be different.

      Either way, I had to try.

      Ezran must have been able to get both our dragons back into their saddles on his own. Thankfully Fornax was wearing his. I climbed up into the seat, the cold rain still pricking at my cheeks like tiny daggers of ice. Slipping my feet into the specialized boot-pockets, I leaned down against my dragon’s neck, gripping the handles until my knuckles were white. I shivered, every muscle shaking and humming. I couldn’t tell if it was from the cold or the fresh terror coursing through my veins.

      Through the storm, the shapes of Reigh and our new shapeshifting friend sloshed their way toward the nearest barn. At last their silhouettes vanished, blurred into the dark and sheets of falling rain. They’d make it. They’d rescue Ezran and Phoebe, and the dragon hatchlings, too—I had to believe that. Reigh seemed like the kind of guy who didn’t know how to fail. At the very least, he wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      I waited, shivering and gritting my teeth, to give them as much time as I dared to get safely inside, then I’d—Gods, I didn’t even know what I was going to do.

      Die, probably.

      My stomach clenched and rolled until bile burned at the back of my throat. How could I find Murdoc? Half of the mansion was ablaze, and flames glowed through the windows on three floors. If he was really still in that place, he wouldn’t be able to stay there for long.

      Not even the Ulfrangar would be able to—

      Then it hit me like a rock to the temple.

      I knew what I had to do—how to find Murdoc. I couldn’t go searching the manor room by room. I had to get him to come to me. The only problem was, of course, if I gave away my position to Murdoc, then all the Ulfrangar would know where to find me, too.

      It was a risk I’d have to take.

      Gulping against the terror that rose like icy water all the way up to my neck, I forced my breathing to slow as I gave Fornax the signal to take off. We rose into the air, defying the wild winds of the storm to circle around the mansion. From a few hundred feet overhead, the flash of red flames in the tall windows on four floors was clear now, and the fire was climbing higher by the minute. It wouldn’t be long before the whole place went up. If Ezran was right about the special, dragon-hide fortifications holding up to fire, then only the barns might survive this.

      As we soared over the four large buildings, the broad door to one rolled open and Vexi burst out. Her vibrant green scales flashed in the night as she shrieked and surged forward through raging winds. Behind her, a blur of silver against the gloom and the faint glow of two yellow-green eyes was the only glimpse of my new shapeshifting friend I could catch. She was a lot smaller than Vexi, but she seemed to match the dragoness’s speed easily as she flew through the night in her feline form like an onyx arrow.

      They moved fast, zipping by and making steam toward the distant speckling of light on the horizon. Eastwatch wasn’t far. Ezran had been a dragonrider, and Reigh was a prince, so there was no way the dragonriders at the tower would turn them away. They’d be safe.

      Hopefully.

      As we wheeled in for our final approach, anxiety settling into my chest like a cold stone lodged where my heart should have been, another dark shape erupted from the open doorway of the barn with a shrieking, barking cry.

      A bolt of lightning cut right over my head. I jolted in terror, flattening down against Fornax’s neck as the sizzle and pop rang in my ears. The flash revealed the dark shape of a dragon crawling out into the stormy night, its hide glittering with scales like polished onyx. A single stripe of electric red color ran from its snout, down its back, all the way to the very tip of the dragon’s lashing tail.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, my heart seizing in my chest as the dragon’s big sapphire blue eyes blinked up at us curiously. That was the dragon I’d seen in the barn, locked away by itself. Had Ezran let it out? Or had it broken free on its own?

      With another trumpeting cry, it flexed powerful wing arms and spread leathery, dark crimson membranes into the churning air. My heart pounded in rhythm with its wing beats as the dragon took to the air, forging away into the toiling night until it disappeared.

      I let out a shuddering breath. At least it hadn’t attacked us.

      “All right,” I muttered as I steered Fornax back into a descent, aiming right for the front door of the Cromwell mansion. “No turning back now.”
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Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Fornax flared for landing, cupping his wings and stretching his hind legs to grip the soggy earth. I braced. At the last second, his ears slicked back, nostrils flaring as his horned head swung with a screech of alarm.

      I looked, too—less than a second before it hit.

      In an instant, my vision scrambled and my body sprawled through the air like a rag doll as I was thrown from the saddle. I hit the mud and rolled. Fornax let out a startled yelp. My arm popped strangely, and a burst of pain sizzled over every nerve.

      Landing on my back, breathless and dazed, I blinked up into the falling rain and toiling skies. Gods, what just happened? Had something crashed into us?

      The sound of my dragon shrieking and snarling made everything snap back into focus. I rolled over, forcing myself up onto my knees. My whole body tingled and my lungs spasmed as I fought to get in a good breath. One of my arms felt numb and hung limply at my side. Was it broken? I couldn’t tell. Trying to wiggle my hand sent another jolt of pain through me. I bit back a groan, the metallic flavor of blood fresh on my tongue as I looked up through the gloom.

      Only a short distance way, Fornax brawled in the mud like an angry lion fending off a pack of jackals. He kicked, clawed, and snarled, slinging sludge and spitting short blasts of burning venom that crackled even in the rain. Dragon venom couldn’t be doused with water.

      With the chaos of the storm whipping around me, I couldn’t see what he was fighting at first. I wiped the rain and my bangs from my eyes as I shambled to my feet, clutching my injured arm.

      Then I saw them, blurring against the downpour and glowing heat of Fornax’s flames like living mirages. Shrikes—three of them. They were hard enough to see during the day; on a night like this, they were all but invisible.

      They nipped and circled my panicked dragon, as fast as shadows. Fornax couldn’t see them, regardless. He didn’t need to.

      Whipping around, he snagged one shrike by the tail and flung it to the ground, planting a hind foot onto its body to pin it down with a rumbling snarl. I cringed away as Fornax’s sides swelled and he took a deep breath. An explosion of dragon flame sent a wave of heat over my face and drowned out the shrike’s desperate cries.

      One down.

      The last two shrikes hissed, scattering from the flames and pacing in a circle around my dragon. Their mirrored scales glittered, rippling like blankets of diamond as they prowled, translucent wings flared and bony jaws snapping. With a chorus of eerie yipping howls, they rushed Fornax at once. He reared back into his hind legs, spitting blasts of flame. The shrikes dove, darting in to bite and claw at any vulnerable spot.

      Fornax roared in defiance. He swung the spiked end of his long tail like a flail. A lucky hit sent one of them skidding across the ground with a gory smack and yelp. Fornax turned, his sides swelling in another blast of flame to finish it.

      Suddenly, the last shrike surged in with a piercing cry like the screech of an eagle. It latched onto Fornax’s neck as though trying to bite through his scales at his throat. My dragon pitched backward with another booming cry of fury.

      Gods, I had to help him.

      With my good arm, I pulled the crossbow off my shoulder and raised it. I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking. It made the small, silver aiming circle mounted on the crossbow’s wooden frame bounce around as I struggled to find a good shot. Sucking in a breath, I struggled to hold the weapon up and slide my finger onto the cold metal trigger. I only had one arrow. One shot. One chance.

      Out of nowhere, my vision went dark.

      White-hot pain exploded in the back of my head. My knees buckled, and the crossbow slipped from my hands, landing in the mud with a splat.

      I crumpled forward, my face meeting the cold soggy earth. I tried to call out for help as I rolled onto my side. But every breath was agony. I couldn’t make a sound. “Fool. You should have run when you had the chance,” a man’s deep, rumbling voice spoke over me.

      Someone grabbed a fistful of my hair, jerking my whole body up out of the mud with one tug. I slurred and groaned, trying again to call out for help. But my eyes—my mouth—nothing worked. With my last bit of strength, I managed to stare groggily into the face of one … man? Everything was so fuzzy. My vision tunneled in and out and I tried to focus.

      No … not one man. There were two.

      One of them wore the same black leather garb and war paint smeared over his eyes as the other Ulfrangar. But the other one—the one holding me off the ground like a rabbit by the ears—didn’t look human. He leered at me with eyes that gleamed like molten silver in the dark. His graphite skin was flecked with tiny shining spots, like a field of stars against slate-colored stone. A menacing smile curled slowly over his lips, revealing pointed canine teeth like fangs.

      Fear like a cold dagger pierced my chest. My heartbeat seemed to go silent. This man—creature—whatever he was, there was nothing in his gaze but pure malice. Cruelty. Bloodlust.

      Whatever he was … he was pure evil.
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        * * *

      

      Pain split my throat with a broken, muffled cry as I stammered awake in the gloom of a dimly lit room. Someone had tied a gag over my mouth. My hands were bound at my back, making my injured arm throb with agony. My ankles were tied so tightly it made all my toes tingle from lack of circulation.

      Gods and Fates, what was happening? Where was I? Where was Fornax? Was he okay?

      I struggled, pitching and flailing as much as I could. Every movement was torment. I could barely breathe. Lying on my back, spots winked before my eyes as I tried to get my bearings. The bare wood catwalks far overhead and the smell of smoke mingling with the earthy musk of hay were vaguely familiar through my delirium.

      Ezran’s dragon barn? Why had they brought me here? Why was I still alive at all? Didn’t the Ulfrangar want me dead?

      “He’s awake,” a quiet but firm male voice announced.

      “Good. Make him squeal a little,” another deep, growling voice cackled. “Nothing brings a wolf in like the sound of wounded prey.”

      Dread swirled through my gut and sent pangs of cold panic up my spine. I writhed on the cold, damp earth as the figure of a tall man in black Ulfrangar armor prowled toward me, brandishing a long silver dagger in his hand. He spun it through his fingers with incredible speed, making the polished metal flash and sparkle.

      In one smooth motion, he bent down and slipped the cold point of the knife behind my ear. Oh gods—was he going to cut my ear off?

      I squirmed and whimpered, trying to call out for help.

      “Don’t be stupid,” the firm voice scoffed, and I caught a glimpse of  another man standing back with his arms folded, his multihued eyes glinting like warm opals in the dim light. He wore the Ulfrangar armor, too, although I noticed instead of one silver vambrace, he had two. Did that mean he was a leader or something?

      The assassin holding the knife to my ear stopped, glancing back. In all there were five of them: four Ulfrangar and one monstrous looking man who stood head and shoulders over the rest.

      He was the one who had picked me up outside—the one with skin like dark stone and fangs like an animal. But those weren’t the strangest things about him. At well over seven feet tall, he balanced himself on the balls of two paw-like feet, complete with a claw on each toe. He had a long, feline tail that swished and lashed and two pointed ears that were different from those I’d seen on the elves. His silver eyes appraised me with wicked excitement, shining like two moons and he still wore that cruel smirk on his lips.

      Whoever or whatever he was, he wasn’t wearing the same armor the rest of the assassins were. Did that mean he wasn’t Ulfrangar? Or maybe they just didn’t have any boots on hand that would accommodate his weird feet or any of their fancy black leather armor to fit his immense frame. What he did have on looked expensive, though, even if it was tattered in some places. A fine jerkin of leather and soft green velvet hugged his lithe, muscular torso, but the sleeves of the shirt he wore beneath had been torn away. Likewise, the breeches he wore were ripped off at the knees—probably to give him more freedom to move those bizarre legs.

      “You are not of the pack. You do not give us commands.” The assassin leader snorted, his lips curling back into a snarl as he pulled the shawl down from his face. I got a much better look at his sharp, distinctly Gray elven features. His golden-brown skin was flecked with scars over nearly every inch of his face, and his white hair had been cut short into a more human style. The crossbow he wore slung over his back looked a lot like the one I’d been using earlier. There was still mud caked on the stock. “We’ve already lost three of our finest for this one whelp. Zuer will not be pleased. So hold your tongue and wait. You’ll get your prize once our payment arrives.”

      Prize? Was he talking about me? But why? I was a nobody. And I’d never seen anything like him before. What could that monster possibly want with me?

      The beastly man dipped his head slightly, his glare smoldering behind a shaggy veil of jet-black hair that was cut off right at his shoulders. “And if he doesn’t come?”

      The elven Ulfrangar’s opalescent eyes narrowed dangerously, his features sharpening into a knowing grin that made my blood go cold. “He will. He was Zuer’s favorite from the beginning—the most brutal of her pups. He will fight to his very last heartbeat. Do not doubt his appetite … or his pride.” The elf gestured to the assassin still holding the knife against the side of my head.

      The cold scrape of the knife disappeared as the dagger-wielder withdrew. My head spun as I lay, staring groggily up at the group of assassins gathered before me. My gaze caught the ornate silver cuffs they all wore. The engraving of the snarling wolf’s head, with a third eye right in the middle of its forehead, seemed to leer back at me spitefully. They were talking about Murdoc, right? He had been an Ulfrangar. That’s why he had been dressed in the same armor, wearing that same vambrace, the night we met. That’s why he could fight better than anyone else. He was a trained assassin.

      My stomach rolled. I felt sick. Biting down on the gag in my mouth, I squeezed my eyes shut.

      “This is taking too long,” the beastly man muttered. “We’re wasting time. Every second we waste here gives the dragonriders a chance to respond. Have you considered that perhaps he’s hoping for that? To wait us out until the dragonriders arrive to do his work for him?”

      “A fair point,” one of the other assassins agreed. “We cannot risk exposure.”

      The Gray elf’s expression tightened. His mouth scrunched. At last, he gave his accomplice a nod.

      A muffled scream tore from my throat as the assassin standing over me seized the front of my tunic, flinging me over onto my stomach so he could ram his knife through the back of my shoulder. My spine stiffened. I struggled to breathe around the gag as he gripped my neck, forcing me to stay still with his knife embedded in my body. Tears blurred my vision as my body trembled out of control.

      Seconds dragged by. After a few minutes, the elf’s expression darkened with a sense of cold impatience. “Again.”

      The knife twisted inside my shoulder with a sudden jerk, sending another wave of pain through me. My eyes went wide. For an instant, I couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in my ears. I screamed again as the the world around me spun out of focus.

      “Do you enjoy having that hand?” Out of nowhere, a familiar growling tone cut through the pain sizzling over my brain. “If you do, then I suggest you step away from him.”

      I lifted my head shakily.

      Murdoc strode from the gloom like a prowling wolf, every step effortlessly smooth and calculated. He stopped only a few yards away from where I lay and the rest of the assassins were gathered, his broad shoulders back and head held high. Panning his gaze across the crowd, Murdoc slowly tilted his head to the side as he considered the men in Ulfrangar armor—his former comrades.

      His face drew slowly into an ominous scowl as his eyes blazed with a cold fury like star fire on a winter’s night. One corner of his mouth twitched, and his arms flexed as he curled his hands into fists. Then his harrowing glare settled squarely on me.

      “You should have left with the others,” he said quietly. “This was not supposed to be your fight.”

      I couldn’t reply.

      “Murdoc.” The assassin let go of my shirt, dropping me back onto the ground. Nearby, his companion drew the crossbow, a new arrow already fitted to fire as he aimed right for Murdoc’s head with a finger poised on the trigger.

      “Blackridge.” Murdoc didn’t even blink. “Let him go. He has nothing to do with this.”

      “You’re not in a position to be making demands. Did you really think you could turn your back on the Ulfrangar? That you could just skip away into the sunset, lost to the fall of Thornbend, and no one would be the wiser?” The assassin holding me chuckled and gave the knife in my shoulder another sudden jerk.

      I bit down against the gag in my mouth, resisting another scream, as I shuddered with pain.

      “You should know better. The pack sees all.”

      Murdoc’s mouth twitched again, hinting at a snarl. “Release him now, and perhaps I’ll make your death quick—instead of forcing you to beg me for it.”

      “Killing us won’t change anything. You know we are oath-bound to hunt anyone who betrays the pack. No one leaves the Ulfrangar except in death. Your blood, like your life, belongs to the pack.” The Gray elf took a daring step closer. “All that remains within your power now is how many of your pack-brothers will die along with you.”

      “And yet the Zuer sent only novice deltas to bring me in? I’m insulted.” Murdoc’s lips slowly curled into a wide, wicked smirk. His glare flashed to the beastly man standing silently by, watching without moving a muscle. “Did you think allying with more Tibran-bred scum would better your odds?”

      The Gray elf tipped his head slightly, gesturing to the rest of his company—including the guy who still had the knife embedded in my shoulder. “She sent us as a courtesy with the hope that you still had some sense of honor to the pack that raised you. The Tibran isn’t with us. His score is with this whelp.” His finger brushed the trigger again. “This is your only chance to surrender, Murdoc. Come back now, and you will be given an honorable death.”

      With his smirk fading, my friend stood in uncomfortable silence as though considering his options.

      “Very well,” he agreed at last, his eyes never leaving mine. For the briefest instant, that icy, fierce exterior cracked. I saw the faintest hint of regret leak through, his brows rumpling and his lips thinning.

      My heart thrashed in my ears. Gods and Fates, Murdoc was just going to give up? No! He couldn’t! He had to fight—we had to fight! How could he just surrender?

      Murdoc shut his eyes tightly and turned away. His shoulders tensed. His features snapped back into a scowl that was nearly hidden beneath the lengthy black bangs that fell over his face.

      Standing before the Gray elf assassin, he slowly raised his hands in surrender. “I am … sorry, Thatcher. I’m not who you think I am.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I jerked in wild desperation, trying to get to my feet. Sorry? He was sorry? No! I wouldn’t let him do this!

      With fresh agony, confusion, and terror turning my brain to mush, I almost missed it. One of Murdoc’s hands twitched, blurring through a gesture that lasted only a fraction of a second as he stared down at me. Something about it immediately struck a chord in my frazzled memory. I’d seen that signal before hadn’t I?

      Then I remembered. It meant “stay down” in the dragonrider code. Was he … trying to tell me something?

      A fraction of a second later, a chorus of thundering roars shook the barn around us. The assassin holding the blade in my back jumped. He yanked the dagger out of my shoulder, leaving me breathless on the floor as a wave of fresh pain scalded every nerve. My vision went black and my breath caught in my chest as my throat closed. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think.

      All around me, men shouted, metal rang and clashed, dragons bellowed war cries, and the beastly man screeched in fury. Footsteps shuffled by. The pungent smell of dragon venom stung my eyes. I couldn’t see what was happening. I was slipping, second by second, losing my consciousness as the back of my tunic became hot and wet.

      “Phillip Derrick!” someone’s booming shout echoed above all the chaos. “What have you done?”

      Gods, I knew that voice. It made my heart twist with hope as I strained to make my eyes focus. Stepping over the fallen bodies of Ulfrangar assassins, Jaevid Broadfeather advanced with his scimitar firmly in hand. His gaze fixed in a smoldering glare straight ahead.

      I tried to cry out. Help—someone had to help Murdoc! He couldn’t fight this on his own.

      And Fornax, where was my dragon? Was he all right? If I didn’t make it, if I died here, then someone had to look after him. Fornax couldn’t be alone. He needed me.

      The harder I struggled to make a sound, the darker my vision became. Slumping onto the floor, my mind spiraled into foggy silence. I was … fading.

      “I found him!” someone else called right over me. This voice was softer, more feminine. Warm hands touched my face and gently patted my cheeks. “It’s all right, you’re safe now,” she whispered as she brushed soft fingertips along my chin. “Foolish, silly boy. What if I had been too late?”

      “Is he alive?” Reigh’s voice shouted over the chaos.

      A second before the pain swallowed me again, dragging me under to a frigid, numb abyss, I saw them. It was only a glimpse, but I knew that strange elven girl’s wide yellow-green eyes, smooth ebony skin adorned in silver runes, and deceptively delicate features right away. Behind her, Reigh stood with his blades drawn and his teeth bared.

      My friends … they’d come back for me.
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        * * *

      

      “Hold him steady!” Reigh shouted over me.

      On either side, two men I didn’t know—dragonriders—held me down while Reigh prepared to snap my elbow back into its socket. They’d cut my blood-soaked shirt away already, trying to bandage the deep puncture in my shoulder, but there was fresh crimson smeared all over the place as I struggled.

      “Let me go! I have to see him! You have to let me see Murdoc!” I snarled in defiance. “They’ll kill him, and it’s not his fault! Just let me talk to him!”

      “If you keep this up, you’ll tear something permanent, you moron!” Reigh snapped in reply. “Ready?”

      The two men grunted in agreement.

      Without warning, Reigh wrenched my arm. I let out a howling scream as my elbow popped, and pain shot through me like I’d been lit on fire. Just as quickly as the sound left my lips, the tingling discomfort in my arm vanished. So did the numbness. I could feel my fingers and move them again.

      I let out a shuddering breath, falling back limp on the bed as the dragonriders let me go.

      “You’re an idiot,” Reigh growled under his breath as he sat back, wiping his hands and glaring daggers at me. “But you’re a lucky one—lucky it was only dislocated instead of broken. Geez … and people call me reckless. You’re in a league all your own.”

      I didn’t feel very lucky. My heart sat like a stone in my chest, heavy and fractured. Somewhere, Murdoc still owed me answers.

      “Here, drink this,” Reigh murmured as he held a cup of something warm in front of my lips.

      The sharp, spicy smell of it made me cringe back.

      “Relax, it’s just tea, and it tastes better than it smells. Chaser root tea helps with pain,” he explained as he began gathering up his tray of medical supplies sitting on the table beside my bed. The two dragonriders left without another word.

      With every sip of the warm, peppery tea, my head grew heavier and my eyes wouldn’t stay open. I sat back, trying to think past the haze that crept over my brain.

      “It’s strong, so don’t try walking,” Reigh warned. “You’ll sleep like a log though, and maybe give those wounds a chance to heal before you do something else stupid.”

      “Maybe pass some this way, then,” Ezran fumed from a bed on the other side of the room. Propped up on a few white pillows, he sat scowling down into the bowl of potato stew we’d been given for lunch. Tired lines creased his face and dark shadows under his eyes betrayed the fact that he hadn’t slept much. Not that I blamed him.

      Physically, he seemed to be doing better. All his injuries were bandaged. Mentally, however? Well, I guess he had a lot to work through. Most of his home had been in flames the last time we’d seen it. Even if his barns and the dragon hatchlings survived, the rest of the manor was probably little more than a heap of charred rocks and cinders at this point.

      I slumped into the pillows, barely able to put the cup on the nightstand before my arms went slack. “I … I feel … weird,” I managed to slur.

      “Good. I’ve got other patients to see.” Reigh rolled his eyes as he stood. “Only a few members of the Cromwell serving staff made it out alive, but they’ve all got burns—Some that’ll take months to heal. It’s gonna be a long day, so just go ahead and pass out already, would you?”

      I obliged. The tea didn’t give me much of a choice. My eyes drooped. My body went slack. As my last few shreds of willpower dissolved, I tried to piece together what had happened.

      After being rescued from the estate by the dragonriders of Eastwatch, I remembered being taken immediately to the infirmary at the fortress. Jaevid and a company of dragonriders had stayed behind, determined to do an intense search of what was left of Cromwell manor for any more survivors.

      Gods, what was Jaevid even doing here? Wasn’t he supposed to be back at Halfax helping Queen Jenna?

      I wondered if I’d even get a chance to ask.

      By morning, the tea had worn off enough that I could at least sit up. Too bad my legs still felt like two heavy logs. I couldn’t stand let alone walk. The storm had long passed, giving way to an oddly calm sunrise. The skies were quiet, smeared in soft hues of lavender and pink. Lying on my bed and staring out the window nearby, I could still feel the nervous energy of that storm in my veins. Echoes of thunder rippled from the corners of my mind.

      No one seemed willing to fill me in on exactly what had happened to Murdoc. They were probably suspicious of me, too, since he was my best friend and … well, an Ulfrangar assassin.

      Fine. Fair enough.

      Lucky for me, dragonriders gossiped like a bunch of clucking hens. I overheard them talking about how the Ulfrangar who weren’t killed in the initial assault had fled, vanishing like phantoms into the city. There wasn’t much hope of ever tracking them down.

      Well, save for one.

      According to them, Murdoc had surrendered to the dragonriders without a fight. In fact, he’d been the one to tip them off about what was about to happen at the Cromwell estate in the first place. That must have been where he had gone after he’d vanished after dinner—straight here to Eastwatch to give the dragonriders all the information he had. Now, I didn’t know where he was or what would happen to him.

      I swallowed hard. Murdoc’s last words were still boring into my brain like a worm into an apple. He was right—he wasn’t at all who I’d thought he was. But did that really change anything? I’d always known he was good with a blade, and I’d suspected that he was a hired mercenary or maybe even a Tibran defector. Now that I knew the truth, I wasn’t sure what to think of him. All I knew was that I didn’t want the dragonriders to put him to death or toss him into some abyssal dungeon.

      I wanted to talk to him. No, I needed to.

      But the tea Reigh kept giving me made my breathing and pulse slow. If Reigh had his way, I probably wouldn’t be moving for a while. I had no choice but to wait.

      Wait—and hope.

      Maybe Jaevid wouldn’t let them kill Murdoc just yet. Maybe giving away the assault on the Cromwell estate would be enough to buy him some small amount of mercy.

      All I could do was pray to whatever gods might be listening that I’d get to see him again.
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        * * *

      

      Reigh’s chaser root tea kept me lulling in and out of consciousness for what felt like an eternity. My mind stayed hazy and my body felt heavy, numb, and stiff. I slept, but it wasn’t restful. My thoughts were caught, tangled up in nightmares wreathed in flame, Tibran armor, and that monstrous man with fangs and claws like a beast.

      When I finally woke up, I had no idea how much time had passed. Lying on my back, I stared around the quiet, nearly dark infirmary room. With the streams of sterling moonlight ebbing through the window, I could see Ezran’s bed was empty. I was the only one there.

      Or so I thought—until movement in the doorway caught my eye and made me jolt upright.

      The elf girl leaned sideways, one shoulder resting against the doorframe, and her hips cocked at a confident angle. When our eyes met, a knowing smile curved over her lips. It made my heartbeat skip and stall, thumping wildly in my chest. Girls didn’t usually look at me like that.

      “You’re alive after all,” she murmured quietly. “Reigh said your injuries weren’t that serious, but I was beginning to wonder.”

      I blinked a few times just to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. Nope. She really was there, the soft celestial light glimmering over the silver marks on her forehead.

      “Where’s Ezran?” I groaned as I rubbed at my eyes. “Is he okay?”

      She took a few careful steps into the room. Her bare feet didn’t make a single sound on the wooden floorboards. “Recovering well enough to sift through the wreckage of his estate, or so I’m told. How are you feeling?” A few locks of her long, loosely curled black hair spilled over her shoulder as she tilted her head to the side.

      “Okay,” I muttered as I rubbed the back of my neck. The area around the deep puncture in the back of my shoulder was stiff, sore, and throbbed when I moved too suddenly.

      “You don’t have to lie, you know,” she said, finally crossing the distance and spinning around to sit on the edge of my bed. “Not to me.”

      I dared to meet her intense, yellow-green eyes again. Something about them seemed to peer right past my flesh and bone and straight into the deepest depths of my soul. That probably should have terrified me—or at least freaked me out—but it made it hard to look away from her. I wondered what she’d find down there. Maybe she could tell me why Fornax had chosen me as his rider.

      “I should be asking who you are,” I realized aloud. “You saved my life twice, but I don’t even know your name.”

      The elf girl’s expression tensed some and she blinked rapidly as she stared down to the staff in her hand. Her fingers drummed on the smooth shaft as the moonlight caught over the misty, multicolored stone fixed to the top. “My name is Isandri,” she replied at last, her voice so quiet I could barely hear her. “But some used to call me Isa. As for who I am … it’s probably best that you know as little as possible right now.”

      “Is it alright if I call you that? Isa, I mean.”

      Another faint smile brushed her features. Her long, dark lashes fluttered as she glanced my way. “I suppose. Reigh mentioned your name is Thatcher?”

      I nodded. “Or just Thatch, if you like.”

      “Very well, Thatch.”

      “Why can’t I know who you are?”

      Her enchanting smile faded. “It’s not easy to explain. There’s something I must do—something no one else can, even if Reigh disagrees. Many lives hang in the balance. But to do this, I have to stay hidden. No one can know where I am or where I’m going.” Her vividly colored eyes dimmed with a sadness I didn’t understand. “What I can tell you is that I am Lunostri, brought here as a captive by Argonox.”

      Something about that word—Lunostri—struck a chord. I’d heard it before. But with my mind still hazy from the tea, I couldn’t remember. “So … how, uh, how do you know Reigh?” I had to know. It was obvious they knew each other.

      She squared her shoulders a bit and tucked some of her hair behind one of her pointed ears. “It’s complicated.”

      Complicated? Oh … Yikes. I may not have been very well versed in the nuances of the female mind, but “complicated” usually meant, you know, romantically complicated. Even I knew that.

      “I-I see. Right. Of course. Sorry.” My voice cracked and I deflated. “I didn’t know it was like that.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” She arched a brow.

      “Well, I mean, you’re incredible, and Reigh is a prince, right? Plus he knows a lot about elven culture. It makes sense that you two would be—”

      “Oh, goddess, no!” she interrupted. “I did not mean like that.”

      My face flushed until I could feel heat practically hissing out of my ears like steam from a kettle. “I-I’m sorry. I just thought, well, you guys seemed to know each other pretty well. I just didn’t realize—”

      “Stop.” She put a hand over my mouth. That’s when I noticed her cheeks seemed a little rosier, too. “Listen, Reigh and I met only once before this. It was during the Tibran War. Lord Argonox had held me prisoner for … a very long time. Reigh was the one who set me free. We struck a deal, but things took a bad turn. I wasn’t able to keep up my end.”

      “Is that why you’ve been helping us now? To make it up to him?”

      She gave a slight shrug. “It was one of many reasons.” Her vibrant eyes darted back to me, searching me with sudden intensity. “Now, I have to ask: why are you here, Thatch? War and chaos don’t seem to be things that you’re … made for, necessarily.”

      When I opened my mouth, nothing would come out. It was hard enough just to remember how to breathe with her staring at me like that. “I, uh, I was sent here.”

      “By Jaevid Broadfeather?”

      I shook my head. “No. Well, not only by him. The Queen of Maldobar chose a few of us to be her hunters. We are supposed to be tracking down a Tibran witch named Devana.” Too late, I realized that I probably wasn’t supposed to be telling everyone that. Oops.

      Isa’s expression closed as she drew back slightly, still studying me carefully. “She sent you to hunt Devana?”

      “Um, well, yes.” Great. Well, it’d been a few days since someone last pointed out how badly I fought. I guess that meant I was overdue.

      “Thatch, I believe it is best that your quest ends here,” she said quietly. “You should go back to your home and stay where it is safe.”

      Any other time, I would have protested. After all, she didn’t know me. Who was she to tell me what was best? I didn’t have a home to go back to. But that guarded look jarred something loose in my memory. It was just a second, a single glance, but it rushed back so suddenly all I could do was stare back at her for a moment with my mouth hanging open.

      “You … you were at the castle in Halfax.” The words slipped out before I could stop them. “In the Court of Crowns. I saw you standing in the crowd.”

      The faintest trace of fear crept over her face as she held my gaze.

      “Have you been following us all this time? Why?”

      She looked away, her mouth clamped into a tense frown, and didn’t answer.

      Then I remembered. The Lunostri—Jaevid had said they were from a kingdom called Nar’Haleen. Moon elves. And … Devana was one of them. Did that mean Isandri knew her? Or … was it possible …. I mean, what if she was …?

      My mind spun, reeling as a new tidal wave of questions swarmed my already frazzled brain. No. That didn’t make any sense. Why would she help us if she was somehow associated with the Tibran witch Jenna and Jaevid had described?

      “Does this have something to do with Devana?” I finally dared to ask. “Do you know her?”

      No reply. Isandri sat completely still, staring at the floor without a single word. Her slim fingers gripped the shaft of her weapon tightly.

      I let out a sigh. “All right, then. You don’t trust me. Fair enough.” Rubbing at the back of my neck again, I tried not to think about the pain in my elbow. “Can you at least tell me if my dragon is all right?”

      She dipped her head. “He fought bravely. Now, he rests with the other dragons here at the tower. His injuries were minor.”

      “What about Phoebe?” I hadn’t seen any sign of her since I’d arrived here.

      Isa paused, her expression darkening again for the briefest second. “She breathed in too much smoke but has already recovered. Now she’s gone with Jaevid and the others to see if any of her artifacts can be salvaged from the fire.”

      Well, that was a relief, at least. “And … Murdoc? Have you seen him? Do you know where he is?”

      She glanced back over her shoulder, arching a brow suspiciously. “And if I do?”

      “I need to talk to him.”

      “That would be a feat. The dragonriders have already questioned him. But he won’t say much. Other than offering a brief account of himself to Jaevid, your friend seems determined to go to his death in silence rather than beg for his life.” She gave a snort and shook her head slightly, making her long dark hair swish along the base of her back. “I can’t decide if that’s foolish or brave.”

      My heart sank. For all the answers I’d finally gotten about Murdoc, I now had twice as many questions. Why had he betrayed the Ulfrangar? Why had he spared my life in the first place? Why had he given himself up to the dragonriders now? Why, why, why …

      “You should try to get some rest,” Isa murmured as she stood and strode smoothly across the room. “I expect you’ll have a lot to answer for very soon. This has stirred up noble courts and crowns far beyond your borders. If you can manage it, I … I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention my presence to anyone else here. I’d prefer to remain anonymous for as long as I can.”

      “What? You mean you aren’t going to stay with us?”

      Her bemused smile reminded me of how other, usually much older women looked at me when they crooned about my “baby face” and how cute I was. It felt patronizing and stung my pride a little. She was about my age, wasn’t she?

      “You’re too kind, Thatcher,” she said softly. “I might not be a very good addition to the queen’s hunters, though. I’ve already stayed here too long. Helping you at the estate was a calculated risk on my part. I owed Reigh a great debt, and I … I couldn’t bear watching you suffer. But as I said, there’s something I have to do.”

      “So you’re leaving? Just like that? If you’re after Devana, we could work together.” I argued. “We should work together.”

      Once again, Isa stared at me like someone admiring a puppy. For crying out loud, why did girls always look at me like that? Maybe if I tried growing a beard? Would that help make me look older?

      Probably not. Then I’d be cute and furry. Ugh.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty to keep you busy. Reigh says that the Ulfrangar have been nothing but a nasty rumor for centuries. And yet, you’ve just confirmed that all those awful bedtime stories might actually be real. Whispers in the ranks say that a man, King Jace of Luntharda, has come here personally to question you. The dragonriders hold him in high esteem, even if he is no longer of your country.”

      My stomach did a frantic backflip. “M-Me? He wants to question me?” That didn’t make sense. Why in the world would the king of the Gray Elf kingdom want to talk to me? I’d never even been to Luntharda.

      She shrugged as she paused in the doorway to cast me one last, meaningful look. “I can only assume he worries about how much of a hold the Ulfrangar may have in his kingdom, as well. Especially since a Gray elf was found among their dead.” Her lips pursed, expression becoming thoughtful as she began to turn away. “Take care of yourself, Thatch. There is a darkness coming, a power unknown to even Jaevid or your queen. They foolishly hurled you into its path, but you have a chance to escape. I strongly recommend that you take it. Go home.”

      “Stop saying that,” I snapped, my tone sharp with an anger that rose up so suddenly it left me dizzy. I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down before I started over. “I don’t have a home anymore. It’s gone. This—Fornax and my chance at being a dragonrider—is all I have now. Jaevid and Queen Jenna gave me that chance. Now, they’ve asked for my help.”

      “No,” she corrected, her voice hushed and her expression more guarded than ever. Gazing into her eyes felt like staring into an ever-changing maze, as though her mind were a living labyrinth I might get lost in forever. “Whether they realize it or not, they’ve asked for your death.”
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Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      By morning, I felt more like myself. Still sore, of course, and Reigh insisted I use a sling for my injured arm for a few weeks while my elbow healed, but I could manage. At least, I could manage well enough to have a chat with King Jace of Luntharda.

      Politics were not my area of expertise. You want to know how to properly trim hooves, hitch up a carriage, or shoe a horse? I’m your guy. But the delicate intricacies of international royal courts?

      Forget it.

      Honestly, I was counting on what Ezran had told me about the King of Luntharda to be my only saving grace. According to him, King Jace hadn’t always been royal. In fact, he hadn’t even been a noble until after the end of the Gray War, forty years ago. Before that, he was a dragonrider—a human soldier from Maldobar—and a decorated war hero. He had been Jaevid’s instructor at the dragonrider academy and had seen things that people all over Maldobar still told stories about. He had been a commoner just like me. A regular guy. So maybe he would understand why I was a sweaty nervous wreck as I stepped into the finely decorated colonel’s office on the top floor of Eastwatch tower.

      I managed a nervous glance around at the other men standing around, searching for a familiar face among the soldiers dressed in regal armor who stood waiting for me. Jaevid, Ezran, and Reigh were the only people I recognized out of the crowd. Identifying King Jace wasn’t all that difficult, though. I knew exactly which one he was.

      Mostly because he started yelling at me immediately.

      “You!” The old king strode toward me, jabbing an accusing finger at my face. His skin was crinkled with age, and both his hair and short, neatly-trimmed beard were a peppery shade of grayish-white. But he didn’t move like an old man at all. And the cold fire in his light amber eyes sent chills up my spine as he glowered at me.

      “Jace, please, try to calm down.” Jaevid stood close by, watching with his expression stern.

      “Calm down?” The old king balked, spinning on Jaevid with a frenzied scowl. “I am the only one giving this the appropriate reaction. There was an Ulfrangar agent in the royal castle—standing in the same room as Jenna, Reigh, and gods only know how many other people you care for. If you had any idea of the risk that situation implies, you’d be losing your mind right along with me.” He turned back to me, nostrils flaring as his face flushed beneath that frost-colored beard. ‘The gods must have taken a particular liking to you, boy. That’s the only reason I can fathom you are still breathing. That, or sheer, dumb luck.”

      “B-But you don’t understand!” I started to protest. “Whatever he was before, Murdoc isn’t—”

      King Jace surged toward me, moving much faster than I expected a man somewhere in his seventies could. His scorching glare sizzled over me like the heat of a desert sunset, standing so close I could see all the angry little veins on his eyeballs. “You listen to me, boy. Take every ridiculous notion of friendship you have with that thing and forget it—right now. Gods and Fates, you have no idea what that creature truly is. He may have been born human, but the Ulfrangar have made an art of stripping away all traces of humanity from the children they obtain. Every breath he takes is a risk that all the malice and cruelty they have poured into his soul will resurface and some poor fool will be standing too close. He cannot be allowed to leave this place alive.”

      “You don’t know him!” I yelled back, trembling with desperate anger as my heart thrashed in my ears. “Who are you to judge? You don’t know anything about him! How can you just assume—”

      “BECAUSE I WAS ONE OF THEM,” the king roared back.

      I froze. My heart stopped. The room fell completely silent.

      What? He … King Jace … had been an Ulfrangar assassin? How? When?

      One glance over to Jaevid’s anguish-ridden face made my blood run cold. He bowed his head, eyes shut tight as he rubbed his forehead. Wait, had he known all this time?

      King Jace took a step back, his chest puffing with furious breaths under his long, sweeping robes and golden decorative armor. His light brown eyes searched me, consumed with a fury I didn’t understand. As suddenly as I saw it, though, that anger began to fade. His shoulders dropped. His head bowed slightly, and he stared down at the floor.

      “It’s all right, Jace,” Jaevid whispered, his expression still grim.

      The older man cringed. His expression fractured, and he buried his face in his hands. “No, Jae. It isn’t. For years, I’ve dreaded the moment when they might find some way back into my life.” He took in a shuddering breath, as though trying to steady himself. “I was … abducted by the Ulfrangar as a child. Unlike that monster you call a friend, I had a family before that. I had good memories from before the torment they call training. I understood the difference between right and wrong. That understanding was the only thing that kept their teachings from consuming my soul entirely. But there were many others who were trapped with them just like I was, and they weren’t so lucky. I saw the innocence die in their eyes. Their souls were snuffed out like candles in the night. They were alive, but only in body. Their minds and souls belonged to the Ulfrangar. They became cold. The only language they knew was one written in blood.”

      When he turned to look at me again, the anger was gone from the old king’s face. In its place, something like grief made all the hard lines around his eyes and mouth deepen.

      That rawboned expression cut me right to the core. I sucked in a sharp breath as he loosened the collar of his finely embroidered silk tunic, pulling it down so I could see the old, gnarled scars around his neck. He pushed back his sleeves to reveal more on his wrists. The marks were faded, but they were thick and still plainly visible.

      They looked exactly like the scars I’d seen on Murdoc.

      “This is what they do to all their new recruits—children bought or stolen. They call them pups, and from the time they’re able to walk, those children are shackled like animals and beaten into submission, tortured, and starved until they obey without question. You have to earn your freedom from those bonds,” he explained, his voice broken with anguish and regret. “But to earn that freedom, you have to surrender your soul. You have to prove your loyalty. You have to kill. You have to become one of them.”

      Looking at those marks made my insides writhe and twist into knots. Had Murdoc really been tortured like that?

      “That boy didn’t have the influence of a family. He claims he doesn’t remember a life before the Ulfrangar—and that is what makes him so dangerous. Most likely, he was bought as an infant, so they scorched every trace of mercy and love from his soul before he ever knew he had it. Whether you choose to believe it or not, I know the horrors he’s had to endure to survive among them. I know what they’ve made him do to earn his place. He can’t be like us. Like a dog that’s learned the taste of blood, he will always be drawn to the taste of it.”

      “He saved me.” My voice faltered, cracking over the doubt that seeped into the corners of my mind.

      “He used you,” King Jace corrected. “Trying to leave the Ulfrangar immediately earned him a death sentence. No one leaves the pack. It’s part of the blood oath you take when the order recognizes you as a true member. The only way out is in death. You were nothing but a shield to him; a smokescreen to give him a new identity and chance at escaping their grasp. Don’t try to make it more than it was. It wasn’t friendship, loyalty, or some desire to be good—it was a survival tactic.”

      I bit down hard against the hot, stiff, painful sensation that rose in the back of my throat. I … I didn’t want to believe that. Murdoc had come back for me in the end, just like I’d known he would. If that was true, if he didn’t care about our friendship at all, then why hadn’t he just run away when he had the chance? Why come back to the estate—back to the one place where his former comrades were sure to find him?

      “So how did you escape them, then?” Reigh asked, sitting forward to rest his elbows on his knees.

      King Jace’s brows knitted together, his jaw stiffening as he flashed a look at all the men in armor standing around us. “It was during the Gray War. The Ulfrangar thrive on war. It presents many opportunities to kill for profit—which has always been their primary function. Hired assassins, you see. They pull at the hidden strands between kingdoms like spiders on silken threads, invisible until it’s too late. But with business booming, it became harder and harder for Ulfrangar agents to communicate without risking exposure. Many of us were dispatched in small strike forces of one or two members so we could work more efficiently and complete jobs faster. I was sent with two others to eliminate some noble brat. It was supposed to be an easy job. Cut his throat while he slept and vanish—simple.”

      King Jace rubbed at his beard, avoiding our stares while we waited for him to finish. “But when I got there, something about the job just … threw me off. It became harder and harder to justify what I was doing. Memories of my family haunted me nearly every night. So when I looked down at that kid, sound asleep in his bed, I couldn’t do it. I sabotaged the mission, tipped off the city guards, and let them arrest me. As far as the Ulfrangar knew, I was put to the sword. Executed by order of the crown. But in truth, someone in the royal castle got wind of what I really was—Ulfrangar and not just some flea-bitten, mercenary mongrel. I was a top pedigree killer.”

      “The King of Maldobar offered you a fresh start,” Jaevid finished for him, recognition dawning over his face. “Hovrid offered you a dragon.”

      “Yes. But with strings attached,” King Jace agreed. “He’d send some other poor fool to the sword in my place, and I would be sworn in as a dragonrider. In return, I had to make it my mission to eliminate every member of Luntharda’s royal household I could on the battlefield. If I accomplished that, I would be given a lavish retirement to live out the rest of my days in comfort and peace. I was almost successful, too.” A strange, nearly sad smile brushed over his lips. “And then I lost my wingend in battle and was sent to the academy to teach and scout for a new partner. I met my very first student, a pitiful little halfbreed and his wild dragon. Nothing was ever the same after that.”

      Jaevid and King Jace stared at one another for a moment. The silence between them was like standing in a room choked with steam, uncomfortable and heavy. The old king was the first to look away, shifting his stance and muttering under his breath.

      “Are you sure you just want to kill this guy without even hearing him out?” Reigh asked. “I’ve traveled and dueled with him. He’s the best swordsman I’ve ever seen. In case you’ve forgotten, there’s a Tibran witch out there still twisting in the wind. He could be an incredible asset to bringing her down.”

      King Jace hesitated. “Jaevid, ultimately, this is your decision. But if you don’t hear anything else I say, at least hear this: the Ulfrangar will come for that boy again, regardless of what you choose to believe about where his allegiance lies now. They will never forgive his desertion, and there is no corner of this earth they won’t raze to the ground in search of him.” He sighed, readjusting the collar of his tunic to cover his scars. “Their network is vast—larger than you can comprehend. Their coffers are deep. There’s nowhere they can’t go and nothing they won’t do to get what they believe they’re owed. Keeping that boy alive or letting him travel with Jenna’s agents will only put more people in danger. Whatever you decide to do with him, be sure the outcome is something you can live with.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know what to believe anymore. After the meeting was finished, I left the Colonel’s office with Reigh on my heels. My head spun, swarming with questions, worries, and doubts. The evidence was overwhelming. Murdoc was an Ulfrangar assassin. And while I’d suspected from the beginning there was a lot more to him than he would ever admit, I now had to come to terms with that ugly truth.

      Strangely enough, what bothered me the most now was that he’d never told me. Didn’t he trust me at all? Or was I really just a smokescreen? A human shield to keep the Ulfrangar thrown off his scent?

      When we reached the top of a staircase leading down into the depths of the dragonrider tower, Reigh put a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, Thatch, hang on a second.”

      I bowed my head to look down at my boots.

      “Are you okay?” He sounded sincerely concerned. “I know that got a little heated back there.”

      Gnawing on the inside of my cheek, I tried to think of something to say. “My father used to say I was a terrible judge of character. I guess he was right,” I confessed. “And now I just feel sick. People died. Phoebe was hurt. Ezran, too. You were almost killed. And it’s because of me.”

      “Hey, stop that, okay? I don’t have any hard feelings about what happened. Neither does Ezran or Phoebe. We know it wasn’t your fault.”

      Somehow, I couldn’t agree.

      “I’m sorry about Murdoc,” Reigh murmured. “And for doubting you before. You saved my life on that roof.”

      “No. Isa was the one who caught you,” I objected.

      “Yeah. That’s true. But that assassin was gonna shoot me. All Isandri would have rescued was a corpse full of arrows if you hadn’t climbed up there to stop him.” He cleared his throat, lowering his voice as though he didn’t want anyone else to overhear. “I’m probably in the minority of opinions here, but I don’t think you’re a bad judge of character. A little naïve, sure, but … Murdoc came to Eastwatch and tipped them off about the attack and how to take the Ulfrangar out. He tried to save us as soon as he sensed what was about to go down. And when we landed here without you, he lost it. He wasn’t going to let anyone stop him from going back for you. Jaevid got him to agree on a compromise, working with the dragonriders, to get you out safely. Deadly assassin or not, there’s still something good in him—something the Ulfrangar didn’t destroy.”

      I bit down hard against the tightness that crushed at my chest. “I … I want to talk to him.”

      Reigh gave a solemn nod. “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “I do, as well,” someone spoke up from behind us.

      Together, Reigh and I turned to see Jaevid striding down the hall in our direction, concern still sharp upon his features and his long cloak fluttering at his boot heels.

      “See?” Reigh gave my shoulder a squeeze before brushing past me down the stairs. “We’ve all got questions. Now, let’s see if that friend of yours is up for a chat. I have a feeling that if anyone can get him to talk, it’s you.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Murdoc was probably the most dangerous criminal ever held in custody at Eastwatch tower—and maybe in all of Maldobar, too. And since this place had already weathered the Gray War and the Tibran War, that was saying something. They had him under tight security, locked in a cell in the dungeon beneath the tower.

      It took a long time for us to get down to the bottom levels. The elevator shaft that ran through the center of the structure from the fiftieth floor at the top all the way down to the ground wasn’t meant to carry people. Jaevid warned that it was far too dangerous. Instead, we took the seemingly endless stairwell that wound through every floor.

      Jaevid led the way, leaving Reigh and me to follow along behind in silence. The farther we descended, the faster my heart raced. I tried to breathe through the panic rising in my chest. My mind raced, blurring between my need for answers and wondering if I was really ready to know the truth. What if Murdoc refused to say anything to me? What if the dragonriders decided to put him to death? Would I have to watch him die?

      Walking beside me, I noticed that Reigh seemed to be breathing hard—too hard for someone just going down steps. His face had gone pale. His mouth locked shut, and his gaze focused straight at Jaevid’s back. A vein stood out against the side of his neck, as though he were gritting his teeth.

      When we were nearly at the bottom of the staircase, Reigh halted suddenly. His chest heaved, mouth gaping as he sucked in shallow, frantic breaths.

      I stopped, reaching out with my one good arm to steady him. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      His eyes darted around, wild and confused, as though he couldn’t see me at all. What was happening? He’d seemed just fine a few minutes ago. His forehead beaded with sweat as his legs suddenly buckled and he sank into me. I staggered, shouting to get Jaevid’s attention while trying to ease Reigh into a sitting position on the floor with only one hand.

      “Reigh!” Jaevid called as he jogged back up the steps. “What happened?”

      I gaped up at him in shock. “I-I don’t know. He just collapsed.”

      All but shoving me out of the way, Jaevid dropped to his knees in front of him. Reigh was still breathing hard. Beads of sweat rolled down the sides of his face as he stared back at us, eyes wide and pupils dilated.

      “Is he going to be okay?” I panicked.

      Jaevid’s expression went steely. He grabbed Reigh’s face in his hands and forced him to make eye contact. “Reigh, you need to listen to me. Calm down. You’re not at Northwatch. The war is over. Argonox is gone. I know what you’re seeing looks real. I believe that you’re seeing it and I know it seems like it’s really happening. But it’s not. The war is over. You’re safe.”

      Reigh’s light brown eyes welled, his expression skewing with pain. He blinked back at Jaevid, body trembling as his gaze suddenly seemed to focus. “J-Jae,” he stammered hoarsely. His hands shot out to grip the front of Jaevid’s breastplate like a drowning man clinging to a life raft.

      “It’s not real, Reigh. Think—try to remember what happened. We defeated Argonox together. You’re not at Northwatch anymore,” Jaevid repeated, his tone softer. “The war is over. You’re safe now.”

      I stood back, not sure how to help. I wasn’t a medic or a healer by any stretch, so it was probably best to give them some space. Jaevid continued to talk to him in a gentle, soothing tone as Reigh gradually calmed down. After a few minutes, he looked much less pasty and seemed to be breathing normally again, although he still hadn’t stopped shaking.

      Gods and Fates, what happened? Was he sick? Was it some kind of fit or attack?

      “Go on ahead of us,” Jae ordered without ever looking my way. “We’ll catch up.”

      “No,” Reigh snapped, his voice still weak. “If he’s gonna be stuck with me fighting witches and monsters, he should know what he’s really in for.” He paused and muttered what I suspected were a few curses in elven under his breath as he lurched back to his feet. His hand still shook as he raked some of his lengthy red hair away from his face.

      I glanced between them, confused. Reigh had mentioned that he was having issues with what had happened to him during the war. But this was a lot more serious than I’d expected.

      “I … I’ve been having flashbacks more often,” he confessed quietly. “At first, it was just at night. You know, nightmares. I’d wake up soaked in sweat. But lately, it happens even when I’m awake. Something sets it off, a sound or a smell, and it’s like I’m back there. It’s been a lot worse since I came back to Maldobar.”

      Jaevid’s frown darkened. “How often?”

      Reigh avoided eye contact as he dipped his head in shame. He closed his eyes to take a few deep, stabilizing breaths. “Uh, well … almost every day. Three times since we got here. Funny how all the dragonrider watches look exactly the same on the inside, right? I think this is the first time I’ve been inside one without someone trying to kill me.” He barked a thin, uncomfortably forced laugh.

      No one else was laughing.

      “Lighten up. I’m fine.”

      The look on Jaevid’s face was almost unreadable. Empathy laced with something darker—a grim understanding. I wondered if he ever had flashbacks. He’d been a soldier too, right? He’d probably seen his fair share of gruesome things.

      Jae’s pale, aquamarine eyes tracked Reigh as he started down the stairs again, his brow still creased with concern. Then he looked back at me, pinning me under a tense, disapproving stare.

      I nodded slightly. It didn’t take a genius to see that Reigh was trying to slough this off like it wasn’t a big deal. But it was, and that awkward laugh wasn’t fooling anyone. If something set off a flashback at the wrong time, like when we were fighting, things could go bad in a hurry.

      “Stop it, Jae. I can feel you caring from way over here. Knock it off,” Reigh shouted back as he stomped away down the stairs. “I’m fine. I mean it.”

      Only he wasn’t—I knew that now. No wonder Jaevid had wanted me to look after him.
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      We found Murdoc chained to the center of a cell in what felt like the deepest, darkest corner of the Eastwatch tower dungeon.

      My breath caught as we stepped around the corner, approaching the thick iron bars that separated the cell from the rest of the cavernous stone corridor. There were rows of cells on either side, lit by crackling torches that made the shadows dance, but the one where Murdoc was held lay at the very end of the hall.

      Kneeling on the cold stone floor, Murdoc was bound with iron gauntlets clamped over his hands so that he wouldn’t be able to use his fingers. The gauntlets were tethered with taut, heavy chains that held his arms out to the sides. A heavy metal collar was locked around his neck, and there were shackles on his feet that clamped them to the floor.

      Four armored guards surrounded him, their swords drawn and leveled at his neck just in case he made a false move. When we walked up to the cell door, they didn’t move an inch. They might as well have been statues. It took Jaevid clearing his throat a few times before one of them even looked our way.

      While he conversed quietly with the guards, I stared at Murdoc and tried to remember how to breathe. My stomach twisted and wrenched, squirming like I’d swallowed a live eel. My heart pounded, and I clenched my teeth to keep them from chattering.

      The young man kneeling on the ground in that cell barely resembled my friend now. He was filthy, his skin smeared with grime, soot, and dried blood,. His dark hair hung in a shaggy, tangled mess that hid his face from our view. Gods, was this really him?

      They’d stripped him down to his smallclothes, revealing every horrific scar on his body. Hundreds marred nearly every inch of him. Most looked old and faded, but many more were still raised and obviously recent.

      “I do apologize, Lord Broadfeather, but we were given explicit orders not to let this criminal out of our sight,” the leader of the guards argued. “I cannot let you speak to him without supervision.”

      “And who gave you those orders?” Jaevid demanded.

      “They came straight from Colonel Haprick,” the guard replied with a faint tremor of nervousness.

      “Yeah? Well, now you have orders straight from his Highness, Prince Reigh of Maldobar, to take your men and get out of here.” Reigh stepped in between them with a harrowing glare. “Now. Before I lose my patience.”

      The guard blinked, shocked and uncertain for a moment, and then bowed swiftly and gestured to the other guards. Immediately, they all sheathed their blades, opened the cell door, and marched down the hall without another word.

      Impressive.

      “You enjoyed that,” Jaevid mumbled as he stepped into the cell.

      Reigh shrugged and followed. “Only a little.”

      Standing outside the bars, I tried to will my feet to move. I needed to go in. I had to talk to Murdoc. But the longer I stared at him, the more it felt like I was slowly drowning in lukewarm water. I didn’t know this person. Not really. The realization made my gut clench.

      I was … afraid of him. I didn’t know what to say. Frantically, I tried to remember all the things I’d wanted to ask him before. My mind had gone completely blank.

      “Thatch?” Reigh had paused to stare back at me, an eyebrow arched expectantly.

      I swallowed hard. Squeezing my eyes shut, I forced myself to move. I crossed the threshold into the cell, my teeth still chattering as I stood right in front of where Murdoc was chained. He never moved. Never said a word. He didn’t even look up. If not for the way his ribs pressed against his skin as he breathed, I might have thought he was unconscious or dead.

      For a few long, agonizing minutes, we all stood in silence around him.

      Finally, words tore out of me I couldn’t repress. “Why didn’t you tell me who you really were?”

      Murdoc didn’t respond at first. Then, slowly, he lifted his head to stare up at me. His earth-toned eyes, a mixture of browns, greens, and flecks of gold, caught in the warm torchlight. They hadn’t lost any of their sharp, smoldering intensity.

      “Because you would have forgiven me for it,” he replied quietly.

      “What?”

      “I am what I am, Thatcher—what they made me. But I know you don’t understand what that really means. You would have forgiven me out of ignorance. No Ulfrangar deserves that kind of mercy.”

      “You judge yourself very harshly,” Jaevid said. “Even though you spared his life twice. Once at Thornbend. And again by coming here with your warning. That was the only thing that saved any of the lives at Cromwell estate.”

      Murdoc’s calculating stare snapped away to meet Jae’s, his mouth twitching with withheld fury. “Is that enough to atone for the hundreds of others I’ve killed already?”

      My thoughts scrambled at those words. Hundreds? He’d killed hundreds of people?

      “Whatever good you think I’ve done is nothing. It’s an insignificant speck of dust compared to what came before.”

      Reigh crossed his arms. “So we should just kill you and be done with it? Is that what you’re saying?”

      Murdoc’s head bowed slightly, an ironic smile ghosting over his lips. “If you’re smart. And I’d suggest making it a public event, or else you risk the Ulfrangar not hearing of it before they torture and butcher your little band of hunters in search of me. As I hoped, the arrival of so many dragonriders caught them off guard. They don’t wage open warfare. But trust me, they won’t make the same mistake twice. They’ll come again. And they’ll make sure their work is accomplished.”

      “No,” I snarled suddenly. Heat rose in my veins, scalding under my skin and drawing every muscle tight. It made my injured elbow throb, but I didn’t care. Hearing him talk like that—like one of those assassins—made my blood boil. “I won’t let you die.”

      Murdoc snapped a defiant glare up at me, his mouth twitching with a snarl. “Stop it. You’re acting stupider than usual. If I’m publicly executed, then you and the others won’t be targeted any further. But if you spare my life out of some ridiculous notion of friendship and loyalty, you’ll ensure that all of us meet a gruesome demise. The Ulfrangar will not let me go, Thatcher. And if you try to stand in their way, they will cut you down, too.”

      “I DON’T CARE!” I yelled into his face. My heart pumped wildly, anger scorching my throat as I bit back the urge to punch him. “Calling you my friend isn’t ridiculous. It isn’t stupid, and neither am I. If anything, you’re the stupid one here. You think dying is going to make up for all the bad things you did? It won’t. It just makes you a coward who’s too afraid to face his own past. If you really wanted to make up for that, if you really wanted to change, you’d be standing with us instead of hiding down here like some self-loathing, little child.”

      Murdoc flexed against his bonds, making the chains groan as he glared back at me.

      A strong, steady hand came to rest on my shoulder. “Calm down, Thatcher,” Jaevid urged.

      I tried. But my vision blurred with rage as I took a step back, away from my so-called friend. “Just stop this. Stop running and hiding. Stop pretending like your fate is already written. Dying doesn’t make the pain go away—not for anyone. It just makes it someone else’s burden. My burden. Don’t you get it? You and Fornax … you’re the only family I’ve got now.”

      Silence hung heavy in the air until Jaevid spoke up again. “Murdoc, there is a chance that even if you forfeit your life, the Ulfrangar will keep pursuing Thatcher and the others, anyway.”

      He blinked, obviously confused. “They’d have no reason to—”

      Jaevid didn’t let him finish. “The man that was with them, the one who looked more beast than human, was he Ulfrangar, too?”

      Murdoc hesitated. His eyes darted between us as though he were thinking it over. “No,” he replied at last. “He wasn’t. At least, not to my knowledge.”

      With his mouth setting into a hard, grim line, Jaevid turned away to pace the length of the cell. “So Phillip has betrayed us, but not for the Ulfrangar. Gods and Fates, what is he doing?”

      “Who?” I’d heard them talk about a man named Phillip while we were meeting with Queen Jenna. Surely this wasn’t the same guy, though … right?

      “Phillip Derrick, formerly Duke Phillip Derrick of Barrowton,” Jaevid confirmed.

      "He is, or was, my sister’s fiancée,” Reigh added. “It’s kind of a long story, but he was held captive by the Tibrans for a while, too. They experimented on him with something called switchbeast venom, and it transformed him into that monster. We, uh, well we thought his mind was still intact. His personality didn’t seem any different. I thought he was supposed to be at Barrowton helping Aedan?” His expression crinkled with uncertainty as he glanced Jaevid’s way. “He wouldn’t betray us, not in a million years.”

      “Something must have happened,” Jaevid insisted. “Phillip loves Jenna. I spent hours scouring his mind when we first rescued him from the Tibrans. He wouldn’t turn on us; he wouldn’t betray her. Not even if his life depended on it.”

      “I agree.” Reigh was rubbing at his neck and chin thoughtfully. “Can we really be sure that was him? I didn’t get a good look, and there may have been others who suffered that same kind of torture, right?

      “Ulfrangar don’t hunt with anyone outside the pack,” Murdoc countered. “You must be mistaken.”

      “I saw him.” Jaevid’s jaw locked, his brow drawing into a grimace of rage and anguish. “It was Phillip. He was with the Ulfrangar at the estate.”

      Reigh’s expression was riddled with concern, as well. “Is it possible his mind is slipping? From the venom?”

      “I don’t know.” Jae rubbed his face with his hands, groaning between his fingers. “I can’t sense those things like I did before. All I know is what I saw, and there’s no mistaking him. I … I called out to him, but he didn’t even look my way. It was like he didn’t know me. As though it were his body, but it was not his mind—not the Phillip we know. Gods, how am I going to tell Jenna? She thinks he’s still in Barrowton.”

      I cringed. Unfortunately, I remembered that monstrous guy clearly, too. He’d seemed set on kidnapping me, although I didn’t understand why. “They, uh, they mentioned something about me being a prize. It sounded like that monster … er … man, Phillip, wanted to abduct me. Like maybe he was working with the Ulfrangar, or they had some kind of deal worked out that involved handing me over as payment.”

      “Who would want you?” Reigh paused, flashing me a roguish smirk. “No offense.”

      “Could it be Devana?” I guessed.

      All three of them stared at me with similar expressions of bewilderment.

      “Well, it’s just that we know she can manipulate people’s minds, right? What if she’s manipulating Phillip somehow?” I tried to sound convincing or, at least, like I wasn’t a complete moron.

      Jae’s eyes went wide. “Maybe. If that’s true, then has she left Northwatch? Is she roaming from city to city now? How many more people are in danger?” He strode back toward Murdoc and crouched down before him, balanced on the balls of his feet with his elbows on his knees. The length of his long blue cloak pooled around him and the torchlight danced over the polished surface of his dragonrider armor. “Are you listening, Murdoc? Do you understand what this means? Whether you live or die, the Ulfrangar will come for Thatcher again. And with Phillip on their side, I’m not sure anyone is beyond their reach. As you said before, they won’t make the same mistake twice. They’ll try to kill Reigh and Phoebe. They’ll try to take Thatcher as their prisoner again. And if Devana has allied with them or is using them somehow, then I’m not sure even Reigh or myself could stop her.”

      “Not that I don’t intend to try,” Reigh added with a snort of defiance. “It’s one thing for her to be some former Tibran agent lurking around, but if she’s done something to Phillip? Jenna won’t rest until we’ve got him back—and I wouldn’t be much of a brother if I didn’t help.”

      Jaevid slipped a hand beneath his breastplate, reaching into one of the pockets of his tunic. A brass-plated key shimmered in the dim light as he held it up in front of Murdoc’s face. “The only question remaining is what do you intend to do about it?”

      I stiffened. Jaevid had asked me that question once before. Now, it was Murdoc’s turn. I held my breath and waited for him to answer.

      “You’re really willing to risk letting me go?” Murdoc’s gaze darted between us, his expression tense and uncertain. “Just like that? After everything I’ve done? After everything you’ve seen?”

      “I’m willing to give you the same second chance Jace was given,” he said firmly. “What you do with it isn’t something I get to decide. It’s your life, Murdoc. I suggest you choose wisely.”

      Murdoc’s expression had gone cold, his sharp gaze fixed on the key before him with a pensive scowl. Seconds ticked by. Then, with a rumbling growl through clenched teeth, Murdoc answered, “Get these chains off me.”
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      “You do realize King Jace is going to lose it when he hears you let Murdoc go, right?” Reigh jogged along after us as we hurried out of the dungeon. “He’ll probably spit fire, bleed from the ears, or break someone’s neck. Or, you know, all of that. But then again, he is pretty old. He could just have a rage-induced heart attack and die on the spot.”

      “I’ll handle it. Honestly, I’m more worried about telling Jenna that Phillip has gone rogue.” Jaevid sounded more annoyed than worried as he handed Murdoc his cloak to wrap up in while we trekked back up the stairs.

      “Yeah. She’s gonna lose it, too,” Reigh agreed. “Make sure you’re standing across the room when you tell her. I know she’s moving a little slower than usual these days, but you’ll still need a head start.”

      Jaevid shook his head. “Let’s just get him some clothes, pack up, and get you moved out of the tower as soon as possible. I’ve got connections in Dayrise that can provide a place for you to regroup before you head to Northwatch. If Devana is the source of the problem, then it’s best that we apprehend her as soon as possible.”

      “You’re still not going with us? After all this?” Reigh chuckled like that was a bad joke. “Come on, you know you miss it. The hopeless odds? The near death experiences? The epic feats of heroism?”

      Jaevid snorted and shook his head, his mouth scrunching as though fighting back a smile. “No thanks. I’ve got to report this to Jenna right away. And then I’m needed at home—which is where I should be now. That was the only reason Jenna would let me out of the Court of Crowns; you know that.”

      Reigh’s brows shot up. “Any day now, huh?”

      I could have sworn Jae was blushing as he ducked his head and looked sheepishly away. “The midwife didn’t want me to leave in the first place because the baby could come at any time. But once I spoke with Jace about Murdoc, I knew I had to be here.”

      “You sly dog!” Reigh cackled and smacked him over the back of the head. “You’d rather change diapers than save the world? Fine. I guess I understand.”

      Jaevid turned red across his cheeks and all the way to the tips of his ears. “I’m sure you can manage well enough without me this time. Besides, this is your chance to pull off the heroic acts without me stealing your spotlight.”

      “Riiiight,” Reigh groaned and rolled his eyes.

      “Just … try not to burn anything else down.”

      Reigh grinned wolfishly. “I’ll see what I can do. No promises, though. Especially if I’m lugging them along.” He thumbed over at Murdoc and me. “Buncha walking disasters, these two.”

      Murdoc snorted, but he didn’t retort.

      We made our way back to the dragonrider levels of the tower near the top without incident, although I was a winded, exhausted, sweaty mess once we got there. I’d never climbed so many stairs in my life. My calves were howling as I dragged myself the last few feet into the room in the infirmary where I’d been for the last few days. Murdoc sat down on the edge of the bed, and I collapsed into a chair nearby.

      “Wait here; I’ll see about clothes and get Phoebe up to speed,” Reigh said as he and Jaevid paused in the doorway. “Hopefully she’s stopped crying about the gear she lost. We salvaged some of it, but most burned to a crisp. She’s been working for days to come up with a new plan to contain Devana.”

      Murdoc glanced up at the mention of her name, his lips thinning. “Was she … injured?” His voice caught.

      That cunning smile curled across Reigh’s face again, making his eyes glint with mischief. “Breathed in a little too much smoke, but she’s fine.”

      Murdoc’s body relaxed.

      “Stay here, would you?” He slipped me a wink. “With the guards out of the way, hopefully we can buy a few hours before anyone—especially King Jace—notices he’s gone. But let’s play it safe, all right? We need to be long gone by nightfall.”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      Satisfied, he turned on a heel and started away down the hall with Jaevid right behind him. I waited until I heard their footsteps retreat to let out a shaky sigh. Easing back in the chair, I rubbed at my sore elbow through the length of cloth Reigh had tied around it as a sling to keep it held firmly against my torso.

      The silence was oppressive. Sitting on the bed, Murdoc stared down at the floor. Jaevid’s cloak was still wrapped around him, hiding the scars that marred his body. It didn’t do anything to hide the dusky, haunted circles under his eyes, however.

      “Thatcher?” He spoke so quietly I barely heard him.

      “Yeah?”

      “I … I’m sorry. I should have told you the truth. I guess part of me hoped you’d figure it out on your own so I wouldn’t have to.”

      I picked at the hem of my tunic. “Yeah, well, I’m not that smart, remember?” I couldn’t do anything to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      “I just assumed this time you’d want to walk away. I wouldn’t blame you if you did.” His expression fractured with raw shame and he leaned forward to bury his face in his hands. “You don’t understand what it’s like to look at your reflection and see nothing but horror—the pain you’ve caused so many others. I hate what I am, and I’m powerless to change it. I’d rather let them kill me than live another day like this. But I can’t let them kill you, too. You don’t deserve that fate.”

      A knot formed in my throat as I watched him break down. Getting up, I moved over to sit down next to him. “I’m not angry, you know. I’m just disappointed. I thought by now you’d trust me—that we could trust each other. It probably sounds stupid, but I really do think of you like family. Like a brother, I guess. I always wished I had one.”

      “No,” Murdoc rasped. “It doesn’t sound stupid. But Thatcher, I … I don’t know who I really am. I don’t even know my own name.”

      “Wait, it isn’t Murdoc?”

      “No. Ulfrangar like to name their pups after the places they get them. That’s what they called me.”

      I scratched at the back of my head. “But I don’t know of any cities named Murdoc.”

      He let out a shuddering sigh and moved to let his chin rest in his palms, still hunched over. “I know. It’s probably a street or the name of some orphanage. Sometimes they sell babies to the Ulfrangar when they have too many to care for, which happens a lot during wartime. Too many mouths to feed and not enough to go around.”

      “That’s … awful.”

      “The world almost always is,” he said. “I tried looking for the place where they got me, somewhere called Murdoc, whenever I could get away with it without someone from the pack noticing. I searched for years. I never found anything, though.” His tone was utterly defeated. I saw it in his eyes, too. That look, like hopelessness, regret, and sorrow were all he’d ever known.

      “You couldn’t just ask someone in the Ulfrangar? They wouldn’t tell you?”

      “It’s not the kind of thing you ask the people training you to become one of the most lethal assassins in the world, Thatcher. Where I came from, who I might have been before they took me, didn’t matter. And asking too many questions might taint your reputation before the Zuer—the leader of the pack. Risking her dissatisfaction is potentially lethal,” he explained. “Instead, I tried to put it behind me. I tried to believe it didn’t matter. But then …” Murdoc fell silent, his mouth suddenly clamping shut.

      “Then what?” I pressed.

      “Then I met you.” His forehead crinkled as his brows drew up, his expression skewing into a grimace. He dropped his head into his hands again. “I’d never had anyone look at me as anything but a worthless pup, a rival to be eliminated, or a monster that had come to destroy and murder. But that night in Thornbend, you looked at me like I was a person. A real, actual person. Then you called me your friend. You trusted me without question. No one had ever done that before. And I started to believe I could be the person you thought I was. Someone better. Someone good. I could leave the Ulfrangar behind and start over. It made me lose sight of the truth.”

      “What truth?” I had a feeling I knew what was coming—what he would say next. But that didn’t matter. He still needed to say it. And more than that, he needed me to hear him say it.

      “That it doesn’t matter where I go, what I do, or who I’m with, the Ulfrangar will always own me. They will always be there, like a wolf circling in the shadows around a campfire, just waiting for me to set foot back into the darkness of their world.” His voice trembled, muffled by his hands. “Waiting to destroy me and anyone I might care about. They won’t forgive my desertion. They won’t just let me go. Once you are one of them, they own you until you take your last breath in this world. Only death can release you from your oath.”

      “They don’t own you, Murdoc,” I declared, trying to sound braver and more confident than I actually felt.

      Honestly, I was terrified. He was running from something more dangerous than I could fathom, risking his life to get away. I didn’t know if I could help him. But I wanted to try. I had to. Regardless of what King Jace believed about him, Murdoc was my friend. I wouldn’t turn my back on him. Not now. Not after everything we’d been through.

      “We’ll figure it out together,” I promised, patting him on the back. “And when this is over, we’re going to find where you came from—together.”

      Murdoc raised his head a little. He stared at me through his fingers with wide eyes, and his brow puckered with shock and confusion, like maybe I’d grown a third eyeball or something.

      “You know, you’re probably the worst friend in the entire world,” I added. “Terrible. I mean, you’ve almost gotten me killed, what, like a dozen times now? You run away whenever I try to have a real, heart-to-heart conversation with you. Not to mention you lied to me about who you really were.”

      His expression fell into an exasperated scowl. “I really hope there’s a point to this little speech you’re making.”

      I stood, straightening my collar with my one good arm before I swaggered to the door. “But I’m the worst fighter in the world, and now you’re stuck following me into battle against an enemy I stand no chance of defeating. So, I’d say we’re about even.”

      His mouth scrunched sourly. Murdoc glared at me like he was trying to weigh the risk of drawing attention from the dragonriders in the rooms nearby against how much he might like to hit me.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to reserve one of the bathing stalls for you because, honestly, you smell awful and you look like you just got scraped off the bottom of someone’s shoe,” I announced.

      “Thatcher,” he growled in warning.

      I waved a hand dismissively. “Relax, I’ll be stealthy about it. I’ll even guard the door so no one comes in.”

      “You’re about as stealthy as a cat with a string of tin cups tied to its tail.”

      “Yep. And you’re about as nice as a rabid jackal. It all evens out.”

      It happened so fast I almost missed it.

      One second Murdoc was leering at me as though trying to decide how many of my fingers he was going to break, and the next … a broad, genuine, actual smile spread over his face.

      It only lasted a second or two before he turned away and resumed his usual, brooding frown down at the floor.

      “Fine, fine,” he puffed. “Just hurry it up.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a renewed sense of confidence in my step as I walked with Reigh and Jaevid down the curved hallway that wrapped around one entire floor of the tower. Stalls for dragons lined the walls on either side. As we passed, brightly colored eyes peered at us through the narrow windows. Occasionally, a dragon’s snort or curious chirping echoed from the other side of the stall doors. The familiar smell of hay mingled with animal musk hung in the air. Something about that smell made the tension in my aching muscles relax.

      Probably because it reminded me of home.

      “Check over your saddles quickly,” Jaevid advised, his voice low and quiet. We were trying to slip out of here with as little fanfare as possible. “I’ll see about getting the doors open to the launch platform. Reigh, you’ve got the location in Dayrise, right? Think you can find it in the dark?”

      Reigh made a scoffing sound in his throat. “Come on, Jae. I’m a Gray elf-trained scout, remember? Have some faith, would you?” He stopped in front of a stall and rolled open the heavy wooden door. His green dragoness, Vexi, poked her head out into the hall and perked her ears. She sniffed and chirped, nipping at the front of his tunic playfully. Reigh let out a yelp of surprise when she grabbed a mouthful of it in her jaws and dragged him into the stall.

      Jaevid turned to me with a tense smile, as though he were struggling not to let his apprehension show. I wondered if he was anxious about our mission … or about his wife. Both, probably. “Are you okay, Thatch? Think you can still ride with that arm?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. It’ll be fine.” I gave it a flex to show him. Reigh had taken off my sling and replaced it with layers of heavy wrapping to stabilize my elbow but still allow me to move and grip my dragon’s saddle. It still felt stiff and sore, but I could manage.

      “I wish I could go with you,” Jae murmured, regret in every word. “I’m afraid of what I’ve involved you in. I thought this would be simple; that you’d only be acting as courtesy reinforcements if Reigh needed some backup bringing this woman in. I knew it might be risky, but I had no idea it would get this bad.”

      “I can handle it.” At least, that’s what I was hoping. Ignoring that little voice of panic and doubt in the back of my mind was getting harder, though. Especially with Isa’s warning still hanging over my head. She’d insisted that Jae and Jenna didn’t know what was really going on when it came to Devana. All I could do now was pray she was wrong about that.

      Jaevid didn’t look convinced, though. “Just be careful. Keep an eye on Reigh and Phoebe, and if it gets too dangerous or if you see Phillip again—”

      “Then he’ll have to get through me.” I nearly jumped out of my skin as Murdoc’s deep voice growled right behind me.

      Looking back, I stared up into my friend’s scowling, no-nonsense expression. He seemed more like himself now, dressed out in sleek, dark brown leather armor that fit snuggly to his tall frame. It was much plainer than the stuff the Ulfrangar wore, more understated and straightforward. But it looked comfortable, and with two slender swords belted across his back and a smaller set of dueling daggers at his hips, it suited his fighting style.

      “Look after them,” Jaevid said as though it were a direct order. “I’m sticking my neck out for you and putting my trust in what Thatcher claims to see in you. Don’t make me regret it.”

      Murdoc answered with a single bow of his head.

      Jaevid breathed a small sigh, like he was glad to have that said so we could now move on. “If I’m right, if something’s happened to Phillip Derrick, then he’s now a threat none of us are prepared to deal with. You all have to be on your highest guard,” Jaevid warned. “But if you see him, you cannot fight him.”

      My heart thumped wildly at that thought. I remembered that monstrous guy all too clearly. His strength alone had been incredible. Unbelievable. What else could he do that Jaevid wasn’t telling us about?

      Murdoc opened his mouth like he might be about to ask, but a cheerful voice from down the hall made all three of us pause.

      “Murdoc! Thatcher!” Phoebe ran toward us, her wild mane of coppery curls flying. She hit me at a full sprint like a charging bull, throwing her arms around my neck to squeeze me in a fierce hug. “I’m so happy you’re okay!”

      “You … don’t … say,” I choked as I tried to pry her arms loose enough for me to wheeze in a breath. She had a strong grip for so small a person.

      Pulling back, she put her hands on my cheeks and pulled my head down so she could stand on her toes and plant a kiss right in the middle of my forehead. “They said you were hurt badly. I was so worried. And then they said Murdoc was—” Phoebe suddenly fell silent as she turned to look up at him.

      Standing solemnly off to the side, Murdoc regarded her with an awkward, uncertain frown. Everything about him was stiff and uncomfortable. It was painful to watch. We were really going to have to work on his normal social skills.

      Suddenly, Phoebe wrapped her arms around his middle and hugged him, too.

      His eyes went wide, expression blank as he held perfectly still in her embrace. I couldn’t tell if he was even still breathing or not when she pulled back and beamed up at him. “I’m glad you’re back with us. It wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      Murdoc opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His face had gone pink around his cheeks and nose. “I-I, uh,” he managed to stammer hoarsely. “Thank you.”

      Her face lit up with a radiant smile. “Do you like the cross-sheath for your blades? I modified the design myself. Oh! We should get going, right? Come look—I made some changes to Vexi’s saddle so you can ride more comfortably.” Grabbing one of his hands in hers, she began pulling him away down the hall.

      With a frazzled, slightly panicked glance back at us over his shoulder, Murdoc staggered along after her. He didn’t exactly put up a fight, though.

      “For the record,” Jaevid chuckled, crossing his arms, “I think you’re right about him.”

      “Y-You do?” I sputtered.

      He was grinning from one pointed ear to the other. “Yeah. Maybe Jace knows more about the Ulfrangar than I do, and he might even be right about having memories of a family being what ultimately helped him shake off their teachings. But I don’t believe anyone’s fate is written beyond our ability to change it, if we choose. Not that it’s easily done, of course. But Murdoc has a lot of things working in his favor now.” Jae’s icy blue eyes glanced my way for an instant. “Still think you’re up to being a dragonrider after all this?”

      I couldn’t fight the smile that spread over my face, making every inch of me feel warmer, stronger, and more alive. “Absolutely.”

      “Good.” He started off down the hallway after Murdoc and Phoebe, waving for me to follow. “No time to waste, then.”
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      Fornax greeted me with a blast of hot, smelly dragon breath right to my face. It blew back my hair and made my eyes sting a little from the smell. Yikes.

      He kept on bumping me with his nose and sniffing through my hair as I walked around to get a look at the saddle. Finally, I had to stop and give his head a thorough petting before he’d let me work in peace.

      Everything was already packed and ready to go. Phoebe didn’t have her giant bags of gear anymore—just a small backpack clipped into place right next to mine. Jaevid had already gone off to get the door to the launch platform opened for us. We had to hurry.

      Swinging his huge head around, my dragon made low murring, chittering sounds as he continued to sniff me over as though he were checking for damage. I let out a breath that I felt like I’d been holding in since we’d been separated at the Cromwell estate. He’d fought so hard to protect me from the shrikes.

      I wrapped my arms around his snout and laid my head against his. “Thanks, big guy.”

      He grumbled and growled in reply, giving me a swipe up the side of my face with his sticky black tongue. It left a trail of thick, smelly dragon spit on my cheek and forehead.

      Gross.

      “Okay, we need to have a talk about the licking thing. Because first, it’s sticky. It smells awful, then it dries, and it’s basically impossible to get off.” My hand stuck to my cheek, then again to my shirt as I fought to wipe it away. No luck.

      A giggle from the doorway made me look up.

      Phoebe came strolling in, carrying a large bundle under her arm as she came to join me at Fornax’s side.

      “What’s that?” I dared to ask.

      “A gift,” she announced proudly as she held it out. “Murdoc asked me to make it for you before we left Halfax. Luckily, it wasn’t destroyed in the fire.”

      My jaw dropped as she carefully pulled back the black cloth covering it. Gods and Fates. I ran my hands over the dark stained wood and polished brass fixtures that gleamed in the low light of the stall like gold. It was a crossbow—a beautiful, hand-detailed crossbow.

      “He was very specific about the design. It took a little time to get all the calibrations right,” she explained. “And, don’t say anything to him about this, but I made a few tweaks of my own. It will be much more efficient this way.”

      I stroked the padded brown leather strap, admiring how she’d even taken the time to press some gold-leafed scrollwork into it along the edges. It was incredible. Beyond incredible. It was too much.

      “I-I … I don’t … I mean … ” Words failed me, so I just babbled until I finally gave up.

      “It automatically reloads between shots, and the recoil should be minimal so it fires as smooth as silk,” she added, standing back with a proud grin on her face. “It holds fifty arrows, ready to fire. What do you think?”

      I tried to breathe through the shock, which probably looked a lot like hyperventilating. “What do I think?”

      I couldn’t put it into words, so instead, I just hugged her. She squeezed me back, ruffling my hair and smiling as she brushed past to climb up into her spot on the saddle behind me. “Now hurry up, dragonrider! We’ve got to clear out before anyone notices!”

      Right. I threaded the crossbow across my shoulders so that it hung against my back. For the first time, it felt like a part of me. It felt right.

      Climbing up into the saddle, I couldn’t get my heart to stop racing. Even after we had made our way out of the stabling area, taking off from the lofty platform all the way at the very top of Eastwatch tower, my pulse roared in my ears as the wind howled over my helmet. We sailed out into the smooth afternoon air, every beat of Fornax’s mighty wings sending us surging forward.

      Ahead, beyond the steep cliffs and rocky mountain peaks, the city of Dayrise was waiting. It wasn’t too far from Northwatch—as long as you didn’t have to navigate the steep paths through those peaks and canyons. On foot or riding a horse, it might take two or three days.

      For a dragonrider, however, it was easy.

      I gripped the saddle handles fiercely, lowering my head and cutting my gaze off to the east through the glass slit in my helmet. In the distance, I could see where the steep cliffs ended and the glittering sea touched the horizon. Smoke still rose from Cromwell manor, curling up like a grim reminder of what would happen if we let our guard down. Good people got hurt and killed.

      I set my jaw and looked forward again, feeling the necklace Jaevid had given me under my tunic like an iron weight against my chest. Whatever came next, I couldn’t let that happen. When the Ulfrangar came—either for me or Murdoc—I’d be ready for them. When we faced Devana, I would fight.

      And this time, Fornax and I would show them all what the queen’s hunters were really capable of.
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EPILOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






A SHORT STORY FROM JAEVID BROADFEATHER

        

      

    

    
      Almost home—just a little farther.

      Guilt soured in my gut as Mavrik and I did a low pass over the city of Solhelm, just southwest of our new home. I leaned down against his neck, gripping the saddle handles so tightly my fingers went numb. My ears were still ringing after meeting with Jenna. It had been brief, especially since I didn’t have much in the way of hard evidence to provide when it came to Phillip’s location. She didn’t want to believe he would ever betray her. Honestly, neither did I. But I knew what I had seen through the fray and flames at Cromwell estate. And even if Phillip’s mind had been altered either by the switchbeast venom or something else, that had been his body. I was sure of it. Those were problems for another time, however.

      Right now—right this second—I needed to be at home.

      “Faster,” I urged as I gave Mavrik’s neck a pat. He puffed and grunted, wheeling on powerful black wings above the updrafts and gusts of salty air that blasted in from over the eastern seas.

      The rugged landscape below seemed to drag by. The bare rock cliffs, rolling grassland, and swelling hills stretched on to the foothills of a small mountain chain that followed the craggy coastline all the way north, past the boundary of Luntharda. North of Solhelm and the old Farrow estate, I saw it: my home.

      It was still strange to call it that. Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined a house like this would be mine. I’d begun my life as a scrawny little halfbreed, unwanted in my father’s family and rejected by a world that had a long list of reasons why a kid like myself never should have been born in the first place. Destiny had a different plan, though … as well as a few deities.

      I smiled underneath my helmet and gave Mavrik’s neck another pat. It was all thanks to this stubborn dragon that I’d ever become more than that. He’d chosen me as his rider and set my life on a new course—one that had dropped me in the middle of wars, royal courts, and schemes of divine magic numerous times. Now I had people from kingdoms I’d never even been to looking to me for answers. Jenna was still fresh under her crown. With the Tibran War barely ended, she had been dealt a difficult hand. Not that I regretted any of it, but noble life still wasn’t something I felt comfortable with.

      It would take a while to really feel like this place was home.

      The chateau sat on a farm of open prairie, the fields of long, windswept grass flowing and rippling like a golden ocean below. In summer, it would be green, and the stone fences would be mended so we could graze horses or small cattle if we wanted. Although, being this close to wild dragon territory, I wasn’t so sure that was a good idea. My dragon being a king drake might discourage them from coming too close, but I wasn’t willing to bet on that just yet.

      The intricately cut glass on the front windows of the chateau, made in the designs of diamonds, ovals, and interlocked circles, caught the light of the setting sun with glittering perfection. The smooth, sand-colored stone of its sturdy walls glowed with a welcoming hue, reflecting the golden-orange horizon. It was only two stories and twenty-six rooms, in all. I’d been told that was modest for a noble house, but it still seemed huge and excessive to me. After all, as a child, I’d spent most of my life sleeping in the attic of my father’s barn.

      Now, I had my own barn, and it was more than twice the size of my father’s and far better made. The fine stone structure stood stoic against the bitter wind on the far side of a paved courtyard. No doubt it had been built to stable horses, not dragons; even the courtyard was barely big enough for my blue king drake to land. He tucked himself in low against the ground, chirping anxiously as I clambered down from the saddle and took off my helmet. The cold wind blasted through my damp, sweaty hair. I shivered, pulling the fox fur collar of my dragonrider cloak tighter around my shoulders as I ran for the large, arched front doors.

      “Master Jaevid!” Our housekeeper ripped the door open before I could even touch the handle. Flushed and breathless, she stared up at me with her long pointed ears peeking out of the silvery white hair that framed her face. Navalie was young, somewhere in her late teens, but had taken over running things around our new home with expert precision. I’d questioned why a girl so young would set off for a kingdom so different from her home with the intention of being a housekeeper. Sitting poised and proud in my office, Navalie had insisted that running noble homes and managing the rest of the staff was her dream. Who was I to question that? Besides, she’d come highly recommended as one of Reigh’s childhood friends from Luntharda. So far, it seemed like she and my wife had become fast friends. They shared a distaste for disorder and a liking for archery.

      It was a little easier to leave Beckah, my new bride, alone in this place knowing she had a friend here to keep her company. Her two older … younger … well, her sisters had come to visit for a month or two while I was gone to court. They’d even brought along her elderly and incredibly feeble mother. Having family around helped somewhat, but that part was complicated for all of us. And I could tell it was still a little awkward for Beckah. She’d only been back about a little more than a year, and so much had happened in that time.

      As often as I could bear it, I tried to give her time to herself to reflect and think things through. We’d gone to where her father was buried to pay our respects, and she’d barely made it ten minutes before she broke down. He’d enjoyed a full and rewarding life, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be missed. It had been that way for me, too. Coming back was like waking up from a nightmare and not recognizing where you were anymore. The world was different. We were different. For as many new joys, there were just as many sorrows.

      But I still loved Beckah more than anyone—that hadn’t changed. I knew it never would. I wanted her to be with me always. While I ran around the kingdom, flailing like a panicked chicken on Jenna’s political errands, it became more obvious to me that Beckah was all that really mattered in my life now. So kings, Tibran witches, and whatever new drama Reigh was cooking up would just have to wait.

      “How is she? What’s happening?” I panted as I hurried inside, spinning in a staggering circle while Navalie helped me out of my cloak. “Where is Beckah?”

      Navalie stepped lightly, darting ahead down the foyer with my cloak and helmet in her arms. She still dressed in the traditional Gray elven style, sporting brightly colored, flowing silk robes that were gathered at her wrists and ankles. She’d asked about that when I hired her on—how I wanted her to dress. Honestly, I appreciated the sight of some of my mother’s culture in our otherwise Maldobarian home.

      Navalie spoke quickly, her tone gentle and, despite her best efforts, still heavy with a Gray elf accent. “Now, Master Jaevid, I don’t want to alarm you, but—”

      “What?” I shouted in panic. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing! Nothing to panic over,” she squeaked in a frantic voice. “I mean, maybe a little. Not really. Mistress Beckah has been having contractions for over a day, so we knew it might progress at any ti—”

      “Over a day? And no one sent word to me?” I ripped off my riding gauntlets and threw them onto the nearest chair as I raced through the front parlor and up the staircase to the second floor. “Gods and Fates, is she all right? Tell me!”

      Navalie was right behind me, still frantically juggling the pieces of gear she picked up off the furniture. “She’s doing just fine! Everything is progressing normally. The midwife is here, and her waters came only a few hours ago. We tried sending word, but you’d already left Halfax. We weren’t sure where—”

      “Can I see her?” I cut her off again.

      “You’ll have to ask the midwife! I’m not sure if—”

      “Where is she?”

      “In the bedroom. Oh, but you’re still in your armor! Shouldn’t you change first?”

      There wasn’t time for that. My heart pounded, booming in my ears and clashing against my ribs as I scaled the staircase in a mad sprint, taking two and three steps at a time. Navalie couldn’t keep up. She kept calling after me even after I was long gone—zipping down the halls to the grand master suite at the far end of the manor.

      I hit the door of our private chambers out of breath and seeing stars. Gripping the brass handle, I threw the door open and startled the two servant girls working in the front sitting room. They whirled around, eyes wide until they realized who I was.

      “Where is Beckah?” I demanded between rasping, wheezing pants.

      “S-She’s in the bedchamber,” one of the servants squeaked. They’d been busy rinsing clean towels in a basin of hot water, but as soon as I arrived, both packed up their work and prepared to move it into the bedchamber. “Please wait here a moment. I’ll get the midwife for you.”

      Wait a moment? She had about three seconds before I went in there to see what was happening to the love of my life.

      Fortunately, it only took about that long for the midwife to emerge. A short, slightly stocky little woman stepped out of my bedroom with a glare that might have singed my eyebrows right off my face if I’d been standing any closer. “Keep your voice down, Master Broadfeather. I won’t be asking you again,” she commanded in a hushed voice, wagging a promising finger right in my face. It might have been terrifying if not for the way the large bow on the back of her long, white apron fluttered behind her like wings on a fairy. Beneath that, she wore a long, dark blue dress with the sleeves rolled neatly to her elbows, and her ginger-blond hair was bound back in a neat bun.

      “But … but my wife,” I protested weakly. Something told me that, despite her stature, I did not want to test this woman’s patience.

      “A mother must have a calm, peaceful environment. I won’t have you going in like a tornado of anxiety and disturbing her concentration.” The midwife glanced me up and down, her green eyes keen and quick. “Take a few breaths, if you can, and try not to look so pasty.” She went back to the door and waved me in, moving fast for so small a person. “Just a few minutes, all right? And then you’ll have to wait out here.”

      I nodded. Then again, I probably would have agreed to anything she told me to do right then. Dance around with bells on my toes? Sure. Right away.

      Only a few candles flickered around our bedroom, giving the otherwise spacious room a close, cozy atmosphere filled with soft, warm light. The heavy drapes had been drawn over all the windows, and our large bed was stripped of its usual mixture of fur-lined blankets. It had been neatly arranged with clean white linens, towels, and pillows. The subtle scents of lavender, lemon, and clary sage hung in the air, mingled with the crisp tinge of peppermint—probably coming from the oils one of the midwife’s assistants was using to massage Beckah’s legs and feet. When I entered, she stopped right away, whispering comforting words to my wife while covering her with blankets again. Then the room quickly cleared out of everyone except for Beckah, the midwife, and myself.

      My hands shook, and I struggled to remember how to breathe as I crossed the room and rounded the bed. Propped up on a stack of rice-stuffed pillows, Beckah looked exhausted but strangely blissful as she lay with her hands resting on her round, swollen belly. Her long, dark hair had been woven into a loose braid, and the wide neck of her thin, white nightgown hung off one of her slender shoulders.

      Her smile left my mind reeling, completely at a loss for words as her soft green eyes searched mine. Gods, she was beautiful. What had I ever done to deserve someone like her looking at me like that? Like there was no one in the world she’d rather be with?

      “Jae …” She breathed my name like a sigh of relief. “You’re here.”

      “Of course I’m here,” I managed, forcing my tone to stay steady as I bent down to kiss her forehead. “Gods, Beckah, I’m … I’m so sorry. I should have come sooner.”

      “It’s okay, love.” She gave a soft, exhausted laugh. “You’re the great Jaevid Broadfeather. There’s always going to be kingdoms calling for your help now, whether you like it or not.”

      I eased down onto my knees at her bedside, resting my elbows on the mattress. “Maybe so, but none of that matters. Not compared to this.”

      Suddenly her face blanched, going so pale that even her lips went white. Her expression skewed, eyes pinched shut as she gripped the blankets and fought to take in slow, steady breaths.

      Panic struck me like a white-hot dagger to the gut. Gods, what was happening?

      “Focus on your breathing,” the midwife reminded from across the room. By her tone, it seemed whatever was happening was normal. “Relax your legs, concentrate on pulling your breaths in, and let it pass.”

      Beckah didn’t reply, but her gaze went steely with focus as she stared straight ahead.

      The seconds dragged. I didn’t dare to move, even to blink. After what felt like an eternity, she let out a shuddering sigh and went slack against the pillows again.

      I tried not to show how petrified I was to see her like this. The last time I’d seen a woman in labor had been her mother, and that hadn’t gone well. My divine power had been the only thing able to save her and her baby, but I didn’t have those abilities anymore. If something went wrong now … I wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop it.

      I was completely and totally helpless.

      “Beckah, I—”

      “It’s okay, Jae. I can bear this,” she cut me off like she knew I was about to start apologizing again. “We’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

      I wanted to believe that. Gods, I had to.

      From across the room, the midwife gave me a small gesture. I needed to go. There was nothing I could do here, and Beckah needed to concentrate and relax as much as possible. My ears were ringing, and my heart lurched with every step as I got to my feet again. I took her hands in mine and kissed every one of her knuckles.

      “If you need me, I’m right here. Okay?” I forced what was probably the world’s worst excuse for a genuine smile. “I’ll be right outside that door.”

      Hers was real. It spread over her freckled cheeks and filled my soul like a breath of clean spring air. “I love you, silly man.”

      I gave her hands one more gentle squeeze. “I love you, too.”
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      Leaving the room was agony. Outside, the servants had laid out a fresh change of clothes from my wardrobe so I could get out of my formal armor. They’d also brought a platter of food. By the time I stepped out into the front sitting room, someone else was already helping himself to my dinner.

      “How is she?” Felix Farrow, the former King of Maldobar, Queen Jenna’s father and my long-time best friend, was reclining on one of the sofas, stuffing his cheeks with tea biscuits.

      My shoulders dropped. I didn’t know whether to yell like a maniac or collapse. “She’s in pain. But everyone keeps assuring me it’s normal,” I grumbled as I shuffled over and dropped onto the sofa beside him. “When did you get here?”

      “This morning.” My old friend scratched at his short white beard and yawned. “I thought I should stay at least until you arrived.”

      “Thank you.” Sitting forward, I started unbuckling my breastplate, pauldrons, vambraces, and greaves. I tossed all my armor, piece by piece, into a stack next to the coffee table.

      “Want me to stay? I’d hate to leave you here alone and miss watching you pace ruts in the floor.” He flashed me a knowing grin.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I … don’t know what to do.”

      “Nothing you can do now, Jae. Take it from a seasoned father of three—er, well, four. Sort of. Anyway, the best thing you can do right now is stay out of the way.”

      “How long does it usually take?” I hated how ignorant and ridiculous I sounded asking something like that. But I honestly didn’t know. I’d never been around this sort of thing before.

      “Depends.” Felix was back to stuffing his face with some of the small, triangular cut sandwiches from the platter. “Somehow, the first time always seems to take an eternity. But Beckah is strong. She’ll power through this; I’m sure of it.”

      Free of my riding gear, I rubbed my face and leaned against the back of the sofa. “It’s going to be a long night.”

      His cattish grin twinkled with delight, like there was so much I didn’t know and he couldn’t wait to watch me suffer through it. “You have no idea. I hope you enjoyed sleeping at night, cause you’re pretty much done with that for a long, long while.”

      “Kiran said babies sleep a lot,” I countered.

      Felix’s grin widened. “Oh, yeah, sure—they do. But that doesn’t mean you’ll get to sleep, too.” He kicked back on the sofa, propping his feet up on the coffee table with a satisfied sigh. “So, do I get to know what names you two have picked out if it’s a boy or girl?”

      I let my eyes fall closed while I focused on slowing my frazzled pulse. “It’s bad luck to tell anyone. You know that.”

      “Just so you know, Felix is an excellent name.”

      “If we decide to get a dog, maybe.”

      He punched me in the arm so hard I almost fell off the sofa.

      I couldn’t help but laugh, even if I’d probably have an enormous bruise on my bicep tomorrow. Having him here to take my mind off what might be happening in the next room, to tease, taunt, and otherwise distract me—well, it was what I desperately needed. I guess Felix had probably known that all along. Without him, I’d spend the night pacing or standing with my ear pressed to the door.

      But he was here. I didn’t have to go through this alone.
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        * * *

      

      The sun sank beyond the western hills and night closed in, passing quietly with nothing to fill the silence except for our quiet conversation and the crackle of the fire burning low in the hearth. After we finished the platter of food for dinner, Navalie brought in tea and cider. Her features were drooping with the same weariness and distress mine were, but she stayed up through the night. Every few hours, she eased into the bedroom to get a report from the midwife. Then she returned to give us the details—which I only barely understood. Dilating? What did that even mean?

      Sometimes, I heard muffled sounds from the bedroom. The soft voice of the midwife. Beckah grunting or whimpering. It made my jaw clench until my teeth were sore.

      Felix tried to reassure me that everything was fine. I still had to get up and walk a few laps around the room, though. It didn’t help, but it felt better than sitting still. My shoulders sagged, and my back ached. I’d spent so much time in the saddle, and exhaustion made my eyes heavy and my head pound. But I didn’t dare fall asleep. Not now. Not until I knew Beckah was all right.

      I’d barely sat down on the sofa again when a desperate, high-pitched cry wailed from beyond the bedroom door.

      My heart hit the back of my throat. Beckah! Oh gods. I snapped to my feet, starting for the door until Felix’s strong grip closed around my arm and yanked me to a halt.

      I met his gaze in a fury, ready to punch his lights out.

      He raised a hand to put a finger to his lips, gesturing for me to stop and listen.

      I froze. Through the heavy silence, the cry continued, muffled slightly by the door. It was so loud. So frantic. But it wasn’t Beckah.

      It was a baby’s tiny, squealing cry.

      My heart thumped hard and then seemed to stop altogether. Oh gods, that was … that was my baby.

      I stood, afraid to move, straining to hear the sound. My mind blurred through an endless list of questions. Was Beckah all right? Was the baby okay, too? Why hadn’t someone come out to get me yet? Gods and Fates, what was happening in there?

      Then the crying stopped.

      For what felt like a miserable eternity, everything was quiet. Minutes dragged by. Or was it hours? I couldn’t be sure.

      At last, the door cracked open. I sucked in a sharp breath, holding it as the midwife emerged with a tiny bundle wrapped in soft, white cloth. Felix finally let me go.

      I staggered a few steps closer and stopped, freezing solid again as the midwife moved slowly, carefully, toward me. She held the bundle out and guided my arms to show me how to hold it.

      A tiny, pink, perfect face blinked up at me with pale green eyes the color of turquoise. They blinked sleepily and slowly closed. The baby in my arms squirmed and grunted, tiny wrinkly fists tucked under a chubby little chin.

      “Master Jaevid,” the midwife said gently. “You have a daughter.”

      I made a noise somewhere between a choke, gasp, laugh, and squeak of pure panic. She was the most beautiful, incredible thing I’d ever seen. And so small! I could barely feel her weight in my arms as I held her close. She had a head full of silky hair already, and all of it was the same beautiful dark shade as her mother’s. Her teeny ears sloped into delicate points—something she’d undoubtedly gotten from me. Gods willing, that would be all she got from her ridiculous father who couldn’t stop the tears from welling in his eyes.

      “Congratulations,” Felix said with a tired smile. “She’s beautiful. Well done, my friend.”

      “I-Is Beckah …?” I rasped, looking back to the midwife. I couldn’t do anything to hide the tears running down my face.

      She wore the same tired but undeniably content smile, her cheeks a bit flushed and her eyes teary as she nodded. “She’s doing just fine. Everything went smoothly. It was perhaps the easiest birth I’ve ever witnessed. We’re helping her get cleaned up, and then you can go in. It’ll just be a few more minutes.” She offered a small bow before returning to the bedroom, leaving me standing there holding my tiny, fragile newborn baby.

      Gazing down at her, it was as though the world shifted under my boots. My life, my wants, my needs—nothing in the world mattered more than this child. She was my world now. I bit down hard, trying to hold back the tears that welled in my eyes again.

      “So.” Felix draped an arm around my neck. “What name did you and Beckah choose? Felixine sounds nice. Or Felixiana. So many possibilities!”

      If I hadn’t been holding the most precious thing in the entire world, I might have punched him, if only for revenge. “Absolutely not.”

      “What, then?”

      When I looked down at her again, I couldn’t hold it back. A smile spread over my face. It sent warmth through every part of me. “Maylea,” I answered. “Her name is Maylea.”
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