
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Table of Contents

    
      	
        Chapter 1
      

      	
        Chapter 2
      

      	
        Chapter 3
      

      	
        Chapter 4
      

      	
        Chapter 5
      

      	
        Chapter 6
      

      	
        Chapter 7
      

      	
        Chapter 8
      

      	
        Chapter 9
      

      	
        Chapter 10
      

      	
        Chapter 11
      

      	
        Chapter 12
      

      	
        Chapter 13
      

      	
        Chapter 14
      

      	
        Chapter 15
      

      	
        Chapter 16
      

      	
        Chapter 17
      

      	
        Chapter 18
      

      	
        Become a Dragoneer!
      

      	
        Reviews
      

    

  
  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Table of Contents
      

      	
        Cover
      

    

  


  Chapter 1


  hen Esgeril sat down at the table for lunch, she had a look in her eye that told me she wanted to revisit the conversation after I’d been putting off for months.


  In the six months since she’d dropped her bombshell on me, we had mostly avoided the topic. First, I’d told her no, and then I’d told her I needed more time to process things. And then I just started avoiding the topic and coming up with reasons to leave. Telling your best friend that you love them isn’t something you just drop on someone.


  What was I supposed to tell her in return? Until a year ago, I had been engaged to a boy I’d been set up with since we were toddlers. I’d never had to even consider my sexuality. Esgeril had to understand that.


  Besides, my track record with dating wasn’t great. My first boyfriend dumped me when I became a Dragoneer, and my second sold me to pay off his gambling debts. Not that Lewon had been a real boyfriend.


  “Are you going to eat that?” Esgeril asked, her lips in a lopsided grin.


  I’d gotten lost in my head; my fork speared with a slice of beef hung inches from my open mouth.


  I put the fork down and pushed the plate toward her. It was hard to eat when every time I saw her, my guts twisted inside. “Go ahead. I’m full.”


  The large bell outside tolled, cutting off any further conversation. Dragoneers around the cafeteria abandoned their half-eaten meals as they rushed for the door. Another round of Capture the Flag was about to start.


  My stomach rumbled as I trotted to the field where Farean preened among the other Blues. I’d lied about not being hungry; I’d barely started my meal. Colonel Authand was like that, though. He’d call a game during meals, classes, even at night once. He wanted us to be prepared for battle no matter when.


  At least Capture the Flag teams were sorted by dragon color. I wouldn’t need to deal with Esgeril over with the other Reds.


  I’d progressed quite a bit since my embarrassing start at the game last year. My first game happened less than an hour after I arrived, with no harness. I’d been grounded and forced to watch as a spectator until Lewon had tricked me into believing I could win the game. Instead, I had cost our team the win.


  The third-year’s had long memories, though. The new captain, Pene, refused to take advantage of Farean’s superior flying abilities compared to the other Blues. Or Greens. Farean could do nearly anything that any color dragon could, but Pene didn’t seem to care about that. Didn’t seem to care about me. Jealousy of our skills should have disqualified him as our team captain, but I got outvoted.


  By a lot.


  Nobody voted for me for captain. Nobody would admit that I was clearly being punished for that long-ago mistake. I was still the princess that nobody wanted.


  To punish me for daring to run against him, he put me with the first-years guarding the flag. His brilliant strategy was to put the three-year-old dragons, those who were reaching adulthood, as offense. The yearlings took defense, and the two-year-olds wandered about looking for opportunities.


  Farean and I excelled at defense, of course. We’d hardly be the heroes of the Battle of Tulta if we weren’t excellent defenders. But we could be so much more. And I would show them. Once Pene and the other third-years were out of my way, I’d win this game single-handedly.


  “With my help, of course,” Farean said.


  “Oh, yes. I always count you as part of me, my heart,” I reassured her. And it was true. A year ago, I would have never imagined a bond as absolute as the one between Farean and me. Our hearts were one, almost literally. Saving her life after the battle had almost killed me.


  The whistle blew to signal the start of the game. I dutifully carried our flag to the hiding spot Pene had decreed. He only had three spots that he ever used, and it had been found in each spot multiple times. We might as well have left it in the middle of the field.


  “You five,” I pointed at random. “Form a perimeter around the flag. I want groups of five at each of the other two spots we hide the flag, as decoys.”


  “That’s not what Pene ordered,” one complained.


  “There’s sixteen of us,” said another.


  “His orders are stupid,” I snapped. “Aren’t you tired of losing?”


  We were in second place, only a game behind Green, but it grated me that, with Lewon as their captain, they were beating us. Florian certainly held it over me whenever she got a chance and she wasn’t even a Green. She was a Red, like Esgeril


  Federa’s nose crinkled. With anyone else, I would have taken it as disgust, but I’d noticed that Dragoneers with extra abilities were more common than Colonel Authand and the others let on. She could smell other dragons in the air. I’d once asked her if the Greens smelled worse, or just their riders. That had elicited a chuckle from her and an admission that it didn’t work that way. It would be a good skill in a teammate, but her flying was still not. Besides, Esgeril had already agreed.


  “Scatter,” I shouted even though I held my ground. Federa’s dragon passed the direction of an intruder on to Farean. Just before Florian and her Red dragon, Masta, burst through the trees, we leaped into the air, blocking their view of the flag. They took the Bailist and gave chase, although they were no match for us in a sprint. After a minute, they gave up and broke off, heading for their base.


  We landed with the others as they returned to our flag’s hiding spot. “Red is going to know we are here within minutes. We still have time to move the flag. Take it to spot number three while we still have a chance.”


  A completely new hiding spot would have been better, but a lot of thought needed to go to flag placement. There were rules involved. You couldn’t just stuff it in a tree. Hiding a flag in Capture the Flag was about strategy. And the flag had to be in its final position within ten minutes of the start of the game. Getting caught moving the flag after that would count as a disqualification.


  There were mutters, but I shouted, “Now!” in the tone I’d been trained since birth to give orders with. It didn’t help my reputation as being a spoiled princess, but there was little time.


  That sent them moving. “Which group are you going with?” asked the Dragoneer who had pointed out our numbers before. “With the flag?”


  I grinned. “I’m going to a flag. Just not ours.”


  Most dragons flew the game in short bursts in the sky before dropping into the trees again to avoid detection. The Greens’ maneuverability and ability to fly below the tree canopy was their advantage.


  As it was ours. For some reason, Farean’s abilities overlapped with the other colors. We weren’t as maneuverable as the Greens, steady as the Reds, or big as the Oranges, but we were more of those things than any other Blue we’d encountered. Just one more thing that made her special in ways I was too scared to question.


  Which is why I knew it was intentional when a branch struck my arm. “Ow!”


  I rubbed my arm as I pushed some healing energy into the bruise, just enough to keep others from knowing it had happened. My ability hadn’t been as strong since healing Farean from the brink of death and it took more out of me than before. Yet, after the game, I’d be expected to heal everyone’s injuries. I only did major ones, like broken bones, and acted like cuts and bruises, like the one on my arm, were beneath me.


  The truth of the matter was that, without taking a heavy dose of stimleaf, even just healing those major injuries would put me in a healer’s berth next to my patients.


  “That wouldn’t have happened if you were paying attention,” Farean said, her tone smug. “The threat you don’t notice—”


  “—is the one that kills you,” I finished. “Yeah, I know. But you were paying attention. You did that on purpose.”


  Farean ignored the accusation. “I don’t like the way you’ve been. We won’t win the Dragon Run like this. With this amount of insubordination, we might not even get to compete. Plus, it’s hard to make friends with the other dragons when none of their riders can stand you. Your feelings for Esgeril are getting in the way.”


  I sighed. “I don’t have feelings for her; we’re just friends.”


  “You can lie to yourself, but you can’t lie to me,” Farean grumbled. “I know what your heart says.”


  “I don’t even know what it says,” I snapped. “And even if I did, it doesn’t matter, so there’s no need to have this conversation again. We have a game to win,” Farean grumbled once more, but she kept her thoughts to herself. She knew I was done with this conversation.


  We flew above the trees, heading perpendicular to our goal. As we flew, we rose until the air grew cold and winds buffeted us. We couldn’t last long at this altitude, but we didn’t have to. In the blue, cloudless sky, a Blue dragon was almost impossible to notice.


  The same couldn’t be said of a bunch of Orange dragons. The Orange team had a few scouts around, trying to score points, but most of the team concentrated on defense.


  Few people ever dared to attack the Orange flag, because you would have to avoid a sea of big dragons.


  We circled until we spotted the flag, barely a spec from this height. Farean tucked in her wings as we dove. We gained speed as we fell, faster and faster. The ground rushed toward us, and all I could hear was wind.


  They spotted us just a hundred feet above their heads.


  When you are big, you are slow. And we were moving fast. Very, very fast. I saw an Orange dragon roar in alarm, but I couldn’t hear it over the sound of the wind rushing past my ears. Before they could even move, we’d dropped the final distance. Farean rolled at the last second, and I grabbed the flag. As soon as the fabric was in my fingers, she rolled again and snapped her wings open.


  My teeth snapped shut at the sudden jolt. Farean pumped her wings as the Orange dragons converged on the spot we’d resided just a breath earlier. Several gave chase, but we were out of Orange territory before they were more than a few feet off the ground.


  Farean banked toward the common area, where the flags were brought to be awarded points.


  “No,” I told her. “We are getting them all.”


  “Even the Green?”


  Nobody had found the Green flag all season. Holding on to one flag while searching for another was risky enough. Holding on to two while searching for the third was foolhardy at best. But I was tired of being underestimated. I was the hero of the Battle of Tulta, but we were never allowed to explore our full potential. I didn’t know what the limits of Farean’s and my abilities were, but they certainly extended further than sitting on the ground protecting a flag. I yearned for offense.


  Thinking of her brought a pang, but I pushed it aside. An unwritten rule of Capture the Flag was that you left relationships and friendships at the gong.


  My surprise attack on their flag had roused the Orange team. Most chased after us, a fool’s task if there ever was one, but several fanned out into the Red, Blue, and Green territories. Orange was going on the offense for the first time since I had arrived at Tulta.


  I hoped that the three first-years I left guarding our flag were up for the task. A nearly full-grown Orange was an intimidating sight for a dragon only a month old.


  I followed the contingent of Oranges heading into the Red territory. We flew just a few feet above the canopy but behind them. Unused to doing more than guarding their own flag, they weren’t checking their rear.


  “The threat you don’t notice...” Farean clucked.


  “Fortunately for them, I’m not interested in taking them out,” I responded. One of the things that Flatch, who taught history, but always laced strategy through it, had taught us: let your enemy do your work for you. He meant it in the sense that you wait for the enemy to come to you, but it seemed to work for this, too.


  Orange dragons found and tagged Red dragons with ruthless efficiency. For the game, each team was outfitted with mock weapons, similar to what we would have in battle but designed not to injure. A wooden sword coated in blue chalk hung by my side. Three hits, and a dragon was considered disabled.


  A fallen Red spotted me, but kept his mouth shut. On the battlefield, the dead couldn’t warn their comrades, and neither could fallen dragons or riders in Capture the Flag.


  As long as Orange continued to commit to blind offense, they would lead us right to the Red flag.


  The Orange contingent banked hard to the right and picked up speed, as much as three-ton dragons could. Their formation remained perfect, even in the game. Roars from the Red dragons erupted when they spotted the Oranges. I counted half a dozen, met by a dozen in return. If this was a battle, it would have been a bloodbath. We dropped well below the canopy. If Farean extended her legs, they would drag on the ground.


  Following the sound of the battle above, we found the Red flag in a lone tree in the middle of a large-ish clearing. Their dragons flew around it, slightly above and slightly below, flying in opposite circles.


  The Red defenders bore bows with blunt-tipped arrows, coated in red chalk. The Orange dragons descended on them in waves. The archers took out a couple but more took their place. We used the distraction to swoop up at the base of the pole, inside of the dragon perimeter. The flag came free in my hands, and we continued to shoot up before the Red team realized what had happened.


  Bows swiveled to us but one Orange dragon continued its attack, taking out two of the archers before they could shoot.


  The others, both the Reds and the Oranges, followed after us. We dipped below the trees and took a hard turn before heading toward the Green territory. It wouldn’t shake our pursuers completely, but it would slow them considerably.


  Two flags down, one to go.


  We lost our pursuers inside the Green territory and stopped at a stream for water. This wasn’t the hardest Farean had pushed herself, but she wasn’t holding back, either.


  I slid off her back to refill my canteen. Always fill it when you have a chance, even if you’d only taken a sip. That was another lesson Esgeril had taught me.


  “Still running off on your own, I see,” Lewon said behind me.


  I managed not to jump; that would be exactly what he wanted. Instead, I internally berated myself for not making sure everything was clear.


  “Still underestimating me, I see,” I retorted as I finished filling the canteen. The lid secure, I slid it into its spot in my harness. He didn’t have his sword out, at least not yet. If I reached for mine, he was the quicker draw. Plus, he was a better duelist by far. I’d have to outwit him. At least on that battlefield, he was outmatched.


  Lewon didn’t respond to my taunt. “Did you think you could hide from the Orange and Red teams out here? I’m just debating whether to tag you myself or to lead them here to you. That might be entertaining to watch.”


  While he bragged, I took a small step toward him. To someone not paying close attention, the motion would have looked like I was shifting my weight. It’s something he should have spotted, but as usual, he was overconfident. “I’ve been debating whether to force you to admit what you did to me or to just bring Roland to collect you.” Another step.


  His nostrils flared and his hand went to his sword. “Go ahead. He’s after you, too.”


  “I see the flag,” Farean said. “It’s in the tree behind Calen.”


  My eyes flicked in the direction of the Green dragon perched on a thick branch. The entire pole had been mounted in a hollowed-out portion of the trunk, leaving the flag partially hidden in the leaves.


  “Interesting spot for the flag,” I told him. “I’m not sure it’s one hundred percent in line with Colonel Authand’s rules. Maybe we should call him here to check. Or you can just give it to me, and we can keep it between ourselves.” Another step.


  “Ha.” He laughed. “It would be on the ground before he got here. Your word against mine. He trusts me. You’re just a spoiled little royal.”


  Another step. I now stood just a few feet from him, and he hadn’t even noticed. Farean leaped at Calen. She twisted out of his reach just before reaching the Green dragon.


  Lewon turned his head to watch, as Farean feinted again. “Are you going to try to scare him out of that tree? Is that your master plan?”


  “Or maybe she’ll just attack,” I responded. “Look.” I pointed. Farean flew at Calen again, claws out. It was a dirty move for the game, and technically illegal, but it got the job done of turning Lewon’s entire focus off of me.


  I drew my blade. Not the wooden sword on my left but the knife at my right. I don’t know why I did it. Maybe I just wanted him to suffer for a change. Charging, I knocked him down just as Farean turned her claws back in. Calen’s attention shifted for a second to us, and Farean took advantage of broadsiding him with enough force that the branch cracked.


  I pressed the point of my knife against his neck, which put a quick stop to his fighting against me. If I had used the mock weapon, they would have been out of the game, but I didn’t expect Lewon to acknowledge that.


  I pushed until I drew blood. With my other hand, I pushed healing energy into the wound with the blade still piercing his skin. He howled in pain; it had to be excruciating. After what he did to me last year, tricking me like that, trying to sell me to a nightblood, and then lying to everyone about it, lying again after I saved his life, I wanted to hurt him. It took all my restraint to not push the blade all the way into his neck.


  Calen flew at us, but Farean knocked him down. “The flag,” I told her.


  She hesitated, but I glared at her, and she let Calen up.


  The Green went for us again, but I bared my teeth at him. “Come closer, and I kill him.” I pressed the knife deeper, to prove my point.


  Calen hesitated. Farean grabbed the flag and landed beside me. I let up on the healing energy to grab the wooden sword. It was awkward with my off hand, but I smacked it hard against his chest. Proof that he had been bested by a Blue rider.


  I sheathed the knife and healed the wound. “You can try telling the colonel, but it will be your word against mine. And then you would have to admit that the spoiled little royal beat you.” I climbed up Farean and clicked my harness into place.


  Lewon glared as I flew off.


  “Let’s go win this game.”


  Chapter 2


  We didn’t bother for stealth. Farean flew straight at the parade field in the open air with a trail of Green, Red, and Orange dragons collecting behind us. An Orange came at us from the north, but we dodged her easily.


  From the south came a Red, Baran, with an Esgeril aiming one of her red chalked bolts at us. They flew at us at top speed.


  “Baran says that Esgeril is really upset,” Farean passed on to me.


  She had to be humiliated at the way we had slipped by her at the Red flag. That was the only part of this gambit I regretted. Her team probably thought she had allowed us by. Despite saving the entire camp a few months ago, most Dragoneers still had a low opinion of me. Well, that would change today.


  I let her get close, closer than I’d let anyone else get to us. Baran, for his part, didn’t flinch at our collision course. At the last moment, we dipped below them. The other dragons would see it as yielding, which should let them save some face.


  “And cost me mine,” Farean grumbled.


  I patted her neck. “Dragons will tell of what you did here today for years to come. We can share some of the glory with them.”


  Looking back at Esgeril and Baran as they turned to join the pack chasing us, I nearly missed a Green dragon rising up from the trees just ahead of us. We swerved, but they swerved with us.


  We went up, but they followed. The Green dragon matched us move for move as they got closer.


  If we were tagged out now, we’d never get another chance at this. Not today, and probably not ever.


  We couldn’t [bookmark: _Hlk99017039]outmaneuver them, but I could probably outsmart them.


  Understanding my plan, Farean gave up any pretense of trying to avoid the Green.


  The rider’s eyes had the same steely determination as mine. We both urged our dragons on faster and faster.


  With just dozens of feet to go, Farean braked her wings. My stomach lurched as we dropped.


  The Green matched our trajectory, but we were moving faster. I drew my wooden sword and ducked as we slipped under them. The sword smashed into the soft part her belly with enough force to pull it out of my hands. The Green shrieked in pain, which I echoed.


  The dragon, obviously hurting, slowed to land in a nearby clearing. Her rider, a transgender girl named Alu, shouted something, probably curses, that was lost on the wind.


  My right arm hung limp at my side. I’d dislocated it enough times to know what to do. I tore off an extra-large piece of stimleaf – I was starting to get low and would have to figure out a way of getting more – and shoved it into my mouth. Letting my harness hold me, I waited for the initial burst of energy to pass as I chewed.


  Pushing as much healing energy into my left hand as possible, I bent my right arm back and shoved it as hard as I could into the socKellan.


  Pain flared and then subsided. I tried the arm again. It moved but was still a bit sore. I’d have to heal the rest of it the old-fashioned way.


  Farean slowed. Healing used her energy as well and we’d been flying at top speed for most of the last hour, with only the fight with Lewon and Calen as a break. We weren’t pulling ahead of the others anymore, but at least they weren’t gaining on us, either. As long as we could keep this pace for another half-mile, we would be okay.


  The sky was empty of other Blue dragons. I hoped that meant they were all guarding the flag pole. Once we reached the field, we still had to run the flags up.


  I’d never have a chance to run them individually, so I used the last minutes to tie the three flags together. Then I would only have to hook one carabiner, and raise them at once.


  We passed into the parade filed. My teammates were there, but they all hung back well away from the pole, beaten to the defensive positions by the other teams. Instead, at the base, three Orange dragons paced. For good measure, six three-year-old Red dragons flew around the top, lest we repeat our stunt from their pole.


  “It was a good effort. I can’t believe we almost did it. Where should we set down?” Farean asked, resignation mixed with relief tinged her words.


  I undid the buckles connecting my harness to hers. “Go right over them all. We are going to give them a show before we give up.”


  “Kalia, what are you doing? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”


  “No, it will be fine.” With the flags bunched up in my hands, I pushed myself up onto my feet, balancing on Farean’s back, first in a crouch and then standing upright. I let the flags billow out behind me as we flew. Farean slowed to focus more on providing me with a platform for my reckless stunt.


  Authand stood in the judges’ box in the middle of the field. He used a horn to make himself heard at the distance. “Kalia, you get down right this instant.” Korth’s tail twitched in the anger that the colonel must have felt. Floor boards bounced where his tail hit them.


  My commanding officer gave me a direct order, so I complied.


  I leaped from Farean’s back into the sky. Farean tried to catch me, but I dropped like a stone until I was well out of her reach.


  I used the flags as a parachute, but I was falling much too fast. Contrary to what I’d told Farean, this had a lot of possibility of turning out not fine. Being honest, it had very little chance of ending well.


  The Red dragons switched from game mode to rescue mode. While the others fanned out to give space, one pulled into tight circles in an attempt to catch me.


  Farean hesitated. If another dragon rescued me from my own stupidity, she would be humiliated by the idea that she couldn’t keep my safe. If it didn’t, I could die. After a moment, she trusted my judgment and dove at the Red.


  The other dragon dodged the attack, leaving me with a gap to fall through.


  I missed the clip at the top of the pole, but flipped the flags up. The last one, the Green, caught on the dragon finial.


  The fabric ripped as I fell past the slack and I slowed as the fabric tore. The tear moved down until it reached the knot. If that gave, I would be in trouble. I was still more than fifty feet above the ground.


  But the knot held, and I nearly lost my grip when I stopped hard.


  “One hundred fifty points to Blue,” Authand, emotionless, boomed through his speaking horn. His face betrayed no emotion, at least from what I could see at this distance. “Blue team wins. Game over.”


  One of the Reds approached to fetch me, but I pulled my knife and slashed the rope. It came free, and I rode it down, wrapping the ruined flag around the pole. It didn’t work as well as I’d hoped, and I hit the ground harder than expected. I dropped my shoulder, the one that had been injured just a few minutes ago, and rolled. I bit back a scream as it slammed into a rock, but I used the momentum to launch myself onto my feet.


  Farean touched down next to me as the Orange I had landed near scurried out of her way.


  Others began to fall in around us, taking their color’s positions around the field.


  The faces around me conveyed a mixture of emotions: shock, anger, frustration, and disgust. Nobody looked happy, not even my Blue teammates. And especially not Pene.


  As soon as he was free if his dragon, he stormed over to me and the flags waving in tatters in the breeze.


  “I knew you were worthless,” he shouted, pushing his finger at my chest.


  I slapped it away. He was cute, and half the girls in camp had a crush on him, but that didn’t give him permission to have his hand that close to my breasts. Farean snarled and bared her teeth at him. His dragon roared back, but Pene had the good sense to back away from me.


  “What do you mean worthless? I just won the game.”


  “It wasn’t yours to win. I gave you an order as team captain, and I expected you to follow it.” He balled his fists but didn’t make a move.


  “Then maybe you should give orders that are worth following!”


  The rest of the camp stood motionless, staring at us. Farean was still riding high on adrenaline and was equally angry at him and me.


  An angry dragon was like a lump of firerock, just needing the least jostle to explode. I knew I had to defuse the situation, but I also didn’t want to.


  The decision was made for me when Tulowa, the healer, approached. “Shame on you, the lot of you. You have your dragons to attend to, instead of standing there egging these two on to battle.”


  I didn’t think anyone was egging us on, but I probably would have done something I’d regret if he hadn’t stepped in.


  Tulowa glanced around for Esgeril. He still feared her, after she’d pulled a knife on him last year when he’d tried to stop me from healing Farean after the Battle of Tulta.


  She wasn’t particularly close, but she and Baran had moved toward the front of the Reds when things had become tense. It struck me that I didn’t know whether she would fight with or against me, didn’t know how angry she was about the Red flag or about the stunt I had just pulled. The crowd was breaking up, though, and she seemed inclined to leave with them, leading Baran to the lake for a good scrub.


  Satisfied she was in no position to attack, Tulowa came closer. “Come now, we have work to do. Our patients await.” Without waiting to see if we followed, he turned on his heel with military precision and strode back to the camp’s medical clinic, where he spent most of his time.


  I didn’t dare try to climb back on Farean with my shoulder. Instead, I walked beside her until we reached the building.


  I patted Farean’s muzzle before we parted ways. Using my left hand made it awkward, but it hurt to move my other arm. I stuffed some more stimleaf into my mouth before entering. I’d used way too much today, and now I had a headache.


  The healer’s building was bright as usual, too bright for me, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. Somebody would say something if I started snuffing out the oil lamps that lined the hallway walls. The astringent odor hit me in the face when I entered, which didn’t help matters. Fortunately, the large window in the room in which I healed would let in fresh air to diminish the smell. And the lamps weren’t lit in here, either.


  I surveyed the line as I walked to the door. Three Orange riders and a Blue. That was fewer than usual, but this game had been shorter, too, thanks to me.


  “How many dragons are outside?” I asked Farean. While I healed elves inside, she would heal the dragons outside, taking turns so it didn’t strain us too much.


  “Eight Oranges. And Cadi. She’s got a pretty big tear in her right wing.”


  “Is she in a lot of pain?” I asked. “Maybe we should start with her.” As much as I hated Florian, her dragon shouldn’t suffer for something, as Baran would say, “beneath the affairs of dragons.”


  “She’ll live.” Farean shook her head in our mental dialogue. “Trust me, Cadi is no peach, either. I’m more worried about Beli. His talon split clear to the flesh. It could get infected.”


  My tutors back home hadn’t been a fan of the recent idea that something we couldn’t see could make us sick, but Tulowa had been passing his knowledge on to me in extra classes that the colonel made me attend. I had no interest in becoming a professional healer, and I think Authand realized that I’d never not join the action, but it did make sense for someone with the ability to magically heal others to know what they were healing.


  Farean’s tail rested on a table in the workroom, making it the perfect height to rest my hand on while we healed. She transmitted everything she did through our connection, and it was almost as if I was picking up the Orange’s talon in my own claw. The split was indeed nasty.


  “We need to check to make sure nothing is broken before we do anything,” I told her. A tendril of my healing magic traced the talon up beneath the dragon’s scales to the bone. As I suspected, the bone had splintered where it connected.


  “Stupid dragon should have told us that, instead of worrying about his talon,” I mumbled. Without me, that talon would have fallen off and a new one would have grown in its place. It would have hurt a lot, and, as Farean had pointed out, there was a chance of infection. But this fracture, not properly treated, could result in losing the entire toe.


  By the time we finished treating Beli, I had to sit down. I pinched off a small piece of stimleaf and waited for it to take effect. I’d just started on the next patient when Tulowa entered. While I took care of the bigger injuries, he patched up the cuts and scratches. He was a big fan of this gel that smelled of alcohol. It burned like fire when applied to open wounds, but it got the job done. I could smell it on him when he entered.


  I explained what the first injury had been and how I treated it. He nodded his approval as he entered it into his log. “Good thinking, checking for a fracture. I will have a word with Beli’s rider about being more diligent when checking for injuries. Alright, time for your next patient.”


  Having finished with his pateints, he sat on a stool in the corner, occasionally lending an extra hand or a word of advice while I healed the remaining elves and dragons. With enough energy, I could heal just about anything, but it was a lot easier if I knew just how to direct the golden light.


  The last patient gone, I collapsed onto the cot that the elves laid on while getting treated. I wiped the sweat of my brow, but that didn’t do much good when I was covered head to toe in perspiration.


  “It appears that you have overexerted yourself, my dear.” Tulowa opened a cupboard by the door and retrieved a jar filled with stimleaf.


  My eyes widened. All this time, there had been a stash just a few feet from where I worked. The knowledge would come in handy in the future. I doubted that General Lutania had meant to give me as much as she had when we had flown hundreds of leagues to Verlo for reinforcements for the Battle of Tulta.


  I still needed to find a regular supply, but this would help while healing.


  “Have you used this before?” he asked.


  I nodded. If he knew just how much I’d been using, he would never give me the sliver held between his fingers.


  I savored the stimleaf, letting it dissolve on my tongue. Feeling better, I said my goodbyes and left the clinic.


  The sun was low when I got outside. Farean trundled down to the lake for a bath and scrub in the warm sand. I should wash her, but neither of us were up for it. I probably had an hour until the dinner bell. I could still make most of History of the Dragoneers, Years 583–715 Since the First goblin War, but I was in no state to attempt that class, either.


  “What were you thinking, pulling that stunt?” Esgeril’s voice behind me startled me so I nearly jumped out of my own skin.


  “The threat you don’t notice...” I giggled. I’d definitely had too much stimleaf. I felt giddy, and not wholly in control of my reasoning abilities. That’s the only way I can explain what happened next.


  I kissed her.


  Chapter 3


  “I shouldn’t have done that; I’m sorry.” I blushed to my ear tips.


  Esgeril looked at me, part smile, part consternation. “If we were dating, you wouldn’t have to apologize.”


  I sighed. I had to do it. I’d been putting this off for too long, afraid it would jeopardize our friendship. But leaving her hanging like this was doing just that. I didn’t know what telling her would do, but not telling her would destroy us.


  “Let’s go for a walk. I don’t want to do this in public.” Most of the other Dragoneers were in classes or attending to other duties, but there were a few in the square. Without consciously choosing a direction, I led us toward the woods. I still felt most at home around nature.


  The truth was, I still didn’t know how to do this. I came up and rejected several ideas as we left the camp behind us. The knot in my stomach grew with each attempt. If Farean had left the issue alone, I wouldn’t be stuck out her


  Finally, she spoke up. “You had something you wanted to say to me?”


  “About that. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to say this. I had to figure out how I felt.”


  She looked up at me, her smile widening. No, no, no. I was giving her the wrong impression.


  “It’s just that I’m not...” The words stalled on my lips.


  Her smile faltered. “Not what? Not gay? Not attracted to me?” Each sentence came out a little louder. “Baran has caught you staring at my butt.”


  I blushed again, glancing around furiously to make sure nobody could have heard.


  “I’ve seen you do it, too,” Farean added, from the lake


  “You be quiet,” I told her.


  Esgeril stamped her foot, bringing my attention back to her. “Well, are you going to deny it?”


  “I stare at boys’ butts, too,” I blurted. Oh, for Farr’s sake, Kalia. Why did you say that? “It’s just... No. The answer is no. I’m sorry, but I don’t want to date you. I’m still a princess and have things expected of me. I don’t know if Etlin will have me back, or I’ll be married to some other noble. I’m sure my parents are working on that. We have no future, romantically. It’s not fair to either of us to try to start something that will have to end.”


  She stood there in silence. I chewed my lip, a habit my tutors had never broken me from. “I still want to be your friend.”


  “I want that, too.” Her lip quivered. A sigh, and then her shoulders slumped before a mask slid over her face, set like stone. “But right now, I want to be alone.” She turned on her heel, leaving me alone.


  I didn’t move for a long time. Once I knew Esgeril wasn’t near enough to see or hear, I screamed in frustration. She hated me. I’d messed it all up. And why? Because of a throne that, if I was being honest with myself, I didn’t even want. It wasn’t even my throne. I’d just be a figurehead. It hadn’t bothered me before, but I hadn’t known of anything different until last year.


  If Mother and Father had had another child, I wouldn’t be in this predicament. If I hadn’t been at the hatching, none of this would have ever happened. My life would be better.


  “You don’t mean that,” Farean cried. For the first time, I cursed our stronger than normal connection. “Please tell me you don’t mean that.”


  I screamed again, and kicked at the dirt, at some old goblin tracks left over from the battle.


  “That’s not what I meant. I don’t regret you. It’s just, everything else.” I waved my arm in the general direction of the camp. “Don’t you ever wish that we could just go off by ourselves? Nobody falling in love. Nobody underestimating us. Maybe we should run away. Fight the goblins ourselves. We could probably win this war, the two of us, if people would just let us.”


  “If only,” she replied wistfully.


  I plopped down next to an ash, daydreaming of a simpler world. The rough bark , warm from the sun, felt good against my back.


  My back felt good. It had been full of knots earlier from leaning over my patients while healing. The shoulder I’d dislocated this afternoon was no longer sore, either. In fact, I felt great. All the bruises I’d just partially healed, all the injuries I’d accumulated since healing Farean after the Battle of Tulta, were gone. As were the buzz and impending crash from the stimleaf. I felt like a new elf.


  “I feel better, too,” Farean said. “I’d thought it was from washing up, but it’s more than that. What happened? We aren’t even touching. We aren’t even close.”


  I wasn’t religious, but I was leaning against an ash, a tree named after the goddess of the wood. The god Farr supposedly banished her to tree form when she created elves. I’m not sure why we worshiped a god that didn’t even want us existing, but I’d never met an Ash worshiper. Instead, the story of our creation and her punishment were used as a cautionary tale against disobeying authority. The leaves rustled, even though there wasn’t a breeze. In fact, the air was unnaturally still.


  Could the stories be true? Was I leaning against a goddess? I sat upright. I didn’t know what I believed, but I wouldn’t disrespect a deity by using her as a chair.


  The dinner bell rang, the single deep toll that announced our meal was ready. I cursed but stopped in the middle, looking at the ash. I mumbled an apology.


  I wouldn’t get in trouble if I missed dinner, but I would go hungry. I stood, stretched, and sprinted back in the direction of the camp. I don’t know if it was my imagination, but I felt faster. Indeed, the other Dragoneers were still filing into the dining hall when I arrived. I was winded but not overly so.


  I scanned the cafeteria. Esgeril was nowhere to be found. My heart stopped for a moment. That was my fault.


  The Blue riders spread out over their tables to not leave any room for me. That was okay. I didn’t want to sit with them, either. I took up a seat at a table near the trash cans, my usual spot when I didn’t eat with Esgeril.


  I didn’t think I would eat much, with everything weighing on my mind, but I cleared my plate and even went up for seconds and a third helping. I could probably eat a fourth, but the dinner period was wrapping up.


  Now that I no longer needed tutoring with Flatch, the free period after dinner was mine to do as I pleased. Most nights I spent it with Farean, but she was already dozing in her stall. Instead I just went back to my room and laid down. Farean Curfew wasn’t for hours yet, but my eyelids felt heavy. I barely got my clothes off before sleep took me.


  Chapter 4


  I woke before first bell, the first time since I’d been here. The first time ever, really.


  I reached for my stimleaf, out of habit more than need. Yet I knew that if I didn’t take it now, I’d regret it later. Wanting to save the bigger pieces for when there was a greater need, I wet my finger and pressed it against the crumbs. Instead of the usual low buzz that followed taking it, it was like lighting racing through my veins.


  I didn’t have a chance to ponder it before someone knocked on my door. “Coming,” I yelled while running my fingers through my hair. It was nearly always a mess these days between all the time I spent in the air and now being responsible for its care after fifteen years of having a maid brushing it, but I still tried to keep it somewhat presentable.


  Florian sneered at me when I opened my door. How she’d made proctor was beyond me. She was even less qualified for the job than Pene was as a captain. She held a lantern up, shining it in my eyes. “The colonel wants you at his office at first bell.”


  Outside, the sky’s deep purple announced the first bell was only minutes away. “Could have given me a little more notice,” I grumbled. I pushed the door, but she shoved her booted foot in the space to keep it open.


  “You went to sleep early and I didn’t have a chance. Didn’t want to disrupt your beauty rest, Princess. You don’t get enough as it is.” She snickered before removing her foot, allowing the door to close at last.


  I rushed to get dressed, grabbing the clothes crumbled on the floor by my bed from yesterday. They reeked of stale sweat; hopefully, the colonel wouldn’t notice.


  I paused at the toggles on the trousers. I remembered the day that Esgeril had to show me how to undo them, the spark when her hand had touched mine. I sighed. There was no sense in reminiscing about that now.


  Boots on but unlaced, I sprinted out the door, not bothering to close it. Florian would probably write me up for it – she always found something to write me up about – but it wouldn’t be as bad as Authand getting upset at me again.


  I made it, sweating despite the morning chill, as the bell tolled. The aide de camp – one day I would figure out his name – eyed me in disdain and his nose crinkled at the smell I’d brought along. So much for nobody noticing. Hopefully this meeting will be short so I can get changed.


  “I’ll let the colonel know you are here while you finish getting dressed.” He turned his back on me and returned to the darkened building.


  I’d just finished tucking my shirt into my pants and lacing up my boots when the door opened again. “The colonel will see you now.”


  I held my head high when I passed him. I may have been wearing dirty clothes, and my hair might not have been combed, but I was still a Dragoneer. His opinion shouldn’t matter to me, and I wouldn’t let him see that it did.


  Authand sat at his desk, with a candle lit beside him. As I entered, he rolled up a piece of parchment, dripped wax from the candle, and pressed the dragon signet on his finger into it.


  He raised his head to look at me and shook his head. In a low voice, almost a growl, he said, “That uniform is not the standard I set.”


  It was true. His clothing had faded from wear but was in otherwise impeccable shape. The buttons on his flying jacKellan were straighter than I could ever manage, and I had two hands where he only had one.


  “I can’t bring you back to Kastea like that.” Exasperation tinged his voice, like a parent who just didn’t know what to do with their misbehaving child.


  I gulped. I hadn’t seen my parents since the ceremony, when I’d been awarded the Golden Leaf medal for saving the camp at the Battle of Tulta. They’d said they supported me being a Dragoneer, but none of the letters I’d sent had received a response. And when I came home during the leave we’d been given, they were out visiting the elemental nation.


  Authand would only be visiting if he had an audience with my father and he was right. I couldn’t see my parents like this.


  “I wanted to leave at first light,” he said, bringing me back. “But I suppose I should eat breakfast first. I want you saddled up and ready to go by the end of meal time.”


  So much for breakfast. Just another meal missed in a long line of meals I didn’t get to eat here. “Yes, sir.” I saluted before fleeing the room, forgetting yet again to wait to be dismissed.


  I sprinted back to my room, nearly running Florian over as she made her way to breakfast.


  “Hey,” she yelled. “Royalty has to share this path with us peons.”


  I knew I had to hurry, but I couldn’t help myself. She brought out the worst in me. I straightened and threw my shoulders back to look as official as possible. “I’m on my way to Kastea on Dragoneer business with the colonel. If I’m not presentable, it will be because you skirted your duty, and I’ll see that the king knows it.”


  It was a lie. Father would say that I was my own responsibility and scold me for even suggesting otherwise. But she didn’t know that.


  “I-I didn’t know,” she stammered. Me being a princess apparently meant little to her, but she clearly still feared my father. “I was only told Authand wanted to see you. I figured you were in trouble again,” she said by way of apology.


  I felt bad for lying, but I couldn’t walk it back now. Instead, I told her, “I envy you, you know. You’ll be able to fall in love with whomever you please. My parents will marry me off to the next king. I won’t be more than a gateway to the throne for my future husband.”


  Florian snorted. “Oh, yeah. I’m sure you will be sitting on a gold privy wishing you were still slumming it with us real Dragoneers.”


  I started to argue that the privies at the castle weren’t made of gold, but that was just missing the point. Instead, I turned back to the path and finished my jog to the dormitory.


  I needed a bath. My mother certainly wouldn’t consider me presentable just splashing some water on my face and underarms, but that’s all I had time for now, thanks to Florian. Her excuse stuck with me, though. Even I thought I was going to get another one of the colonel’s lectures after my performance at Capture the Flag yesterday. He hadn’t said why he was taking me to Kastea, either. He wouldn’t take me on a six-hour round trip flight just to let me see my parents.


  I didn’t have time to worry about that, so I splashed some water on my face and pits before changing into a clean uniform. The brush just made my hair frizz more than usual, but a quick braid and a liberal amount of grease gave the appearance of being presentable. My nails were atrocious, but if Farean flew smoothly enough, I could at least pick the dirt out from underneath while in flight.


  Farean snorted in my head. “Of course, I’ll fly smoothly enough. What do you take me for, a Green?”


  “Good, your awake.” I ignored her remark. “Only a small breakfast. We are going to Kastea. Don’t want Korth to outpace you.”


  She grumbled something about the audacity of suggesting such a thing, but I tuned her out. I had just enough time left to stuff some muffins into my saddle bag to eat during the flight.


  * * *


  The flight was uneventful, with us stopping once for water. I still couldn’t bring myself to pee in the woods, though. When we landed, just before noon, I struggled to stand at attention while Authand finally delivered me his lecture about Capture the Flag, pacing before me as servants helped with our dragons.


  “I would ask you what you were thinking, but I already know. Believe it or not, I was once a young hotshot with something to prove and convinced I didn’t need anyone but my dragon.” He stopped mid-stride and sighed. He seemed to age ten years in front of me, suddenly much older than his fourty-two years. “My attitude got somebody close to me killed. How would you feel if your actions led to Esgeril’s death?”


  I frowned. “She will be safe from me. She wants nothing to do with me.” My breath hitched, but I wouldn’t cry in front of the colonel, and especially not in front of the servants trying to look like they weren’t watching the princess of Darneta getting a dressing down. I didn’t see anyone I recognized, but I’d probably done the same thing to one or more of them.


  Authand softened. He placed his hand on my shoulder, awkwardly like he wasn’t used to comforting people. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”


  “There was nothing to work out. She wanted something I couldn’t give her.” Suddenly it felt too hot in this courtyard. I wanted nothing more than to get away. “Are we done here?”


  Authand straightened his spine, instantly shifted back to command mode. “I’ll say when we are done. You’ll need to pick someone else to be your second for the Dragon Run. I want an answer by the end of the week. And—”


  “I’ll just do it by myself.”


  Authand lifted his hook like he was going to hit something with it, but there was nothing nearby. Nothing except me. I resisted the temptation to take a step back. He wouldn’t hit me, certainly not in front of everyone.


  “If he did, he would have to deal with me.” Farean’s voice carried venom. I still hadn’t trained her out of her tendency to react to things that hadn’t actually happened yet.


  “Korth is more than twice your size,” I told her. “Go back to your meal.”


  “A day’s worth of stable duty for interrupting,” Authand said in a low voice. “A day for disobeying Pene, a day for ordering the first-years without authority to do so, and a day for each flag you captured yesterday. A day for destroying the Green flag. And a day for every day you haven’t handed in a completed team roster, for both the second Dragoneer, and the non-rider.”


  I scowled. “Anything else?” My voice sounded more bitter than I’d meant it to.


  “And another day for insubordination!” His shoulders heaved with each breath as he stared at me. “These games are about teamwork. We call them games, but, remember, they are really training you for what you will face when you leave Tulta. The rules don’t exist arbitrarily. They will save your life one day in the field. We leave in four hours. Find someone to be your other teammate, a non-rider, and have them ready to leave with us by then. Dismissed.”


  He didn’t wait for me to respond but strode off, with the scroll from this morning, in the direction of the gates instead of the castle proper.


  Chapter 5


  Authand thought I would find a non-rider for my team here in Kastea. It was a fair assumption. Most of the non-riders I knew lived here. But I didn’t have anymore in the way of friends here than I did anywhere else.


  My old maid, Lunara was my best bet. With her gift of hearing dragon’s mindspeak, she could provide me with a competitive advantage. And I had promised to bring her to Tulta one day. But rather than get her hopes up and then find out she was bound to the castle, I should ask first. I wasn’t ready to face my parents yet, if they would even see me. And they would probably consider such details beneath them. The castle steward wouldn’t do me any favors, either.


  That left Lunara’s father. Besides, it was almost lunch, and nobody cured a ham like Theron.


  Flying to the swineherd’s house took only a few minutes. We found Theron in his outdoor workshop, repairing a trough.


  I laughed. “Still fixing my mistakes?”


  He whirled at my voice, bringing his hammer up like he was going to attack, before recognition washed over his face. “Oh thank Farr, it’s you.”


  He dropped his tools and rushed over to me, wrapping me up in his muscular arms. It was the kind of affectionate gesture that my own parents had never given me. He must have realized he was wrapping a princess in a bear hug, though, because he backed off. “Sorry, Your Highness. I forgot myself.”


  I opened my mouth but was interrupted by a sandy-haired elf in the uniform of the king’s guard. “What’s the commotion back here? Did you see anything?”


  He saw me, or rather my uniform. “What are the Dragoneers doing here? Trying to steal from the king? Bad as the greyskins, you lot are.”


  Theron’s mouth opened and shut wordlessly, like a fish out of water, gulping for air.


  “The nerve,” Farean hissed. She stood beside me, ready to pounce.


  “I’ve got this,” I told her, putting a hand on her haunch as I stepped toward the guard.


  He looked smug. The kind who only respected power. He already held little regard for the Dragoneers, and a second-year cadet would have no standing for him. My noble birth only provided me with derision amongst the Dragoneers, but my father’s guards were another story.


  “Kneel before your princess, Corporal,” I said, drawing my sword. “I’ll have you in the stocks for your attitude, if I don’t draw you through myself.”


  Theron looked like he would be sick. For someone who slaughtered animals for a living, he had surprisingly little taste for violence.


  My words had the desired effect on the guard, however. He dropped to his knees hard, his gaze resting on the dirt between us. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. I didn’t realize who you were. We’ve had trouble in these parts, and your father ordered us here to protect the royal herds.”


  I looked at Theron. “Is this true?”


  He gulped. He clearly didn’t want to be in this situation, and I was sorry to have put him in it. He kept his eyes on the ground like the guard corporal but thankfully didn’t kneel. “Yes, Princess Kalia. goblins have surrounded the area and won’t hesitate to steal livestock. I’ve asked for Dragoneer protection, but your father sent his guard instead. Does your presence mean he has reconsidered?”


  I shook my head and returned my sword to its scabbard. “This is the first I’ve heard of it. When I see my father, I will be sure to bring it up with him. You deserve better than this.”


  He took my hands in his but dropped them under the glare of the corporal. “They aren’t that bad. But I would feel better to have Farean flying overhead.”


  I gave him a half-hearted smile. “We’re just cadets. We aren’t going to be posted anywhere for a while. But that’s not a bad idea.” [bookmark: _Hlk100143765]I turned to Farean, who was still tracking the corporal’s heartbeat with tiny, microscopic flicks of the eye that I’m sure I couldn’t actually see. “Why don’t you take a couple laps around to check on things. Have to earn our keep around here.”


  Farean didn’t move. “I’d rather not leave you here with this one.”


  “I’m not helpless, you know. He won’t be a problem now that he knows his place is beneath me.”


  She grumbled, but I shushed her. What a difference a year made. I was shushing a dragon!


  “Let’s be better than he is.”


  Farean stretched her neck until she was almost touching his face, and snorted. Hot air washed over his face with enough force to cause ripples through his short hair. To his credit, he didn’t move. His heart, I could sense through Farean, did beat even faster. That was good enough for her, and she leaped into the air to start her patrol.


  “I’ll have a couple boars in the south pen when she lands,” Theron said.


  I nodded and passed the information on to her before turning to the corporal.


  “Rise.” Without waiting for him to finish standing up, I continued. “Theron speaks on your behalf, so this will be your warning. You need to get better at telling friend from foe. The Dragoneers are your friends. This will be your one warning. Act in a matter befitting your uniform or it will be stripped from you. Dismissed.”


  As he scurried away, I returned my attention to Theron. “I’m sorry about that, but I couldn’t let that stand.” It wasn’t lost on me it was the same reason Authand was so harsh on me. But at least I had the advantage of being right. “I was hoping you could do me a small favor. I have a question to ask about Lunara.”


  His face soured like I had brought up an unwelcome topic. Had they fallen out while I was away? Oh Farr, had something happened to her?


  “What do you want to know, Your Highness?” He sounded stiff, guarded.


  “What’s wrong? You know you don’t have to be formal with me. You’ve been more of a father to me this last year than my own has been.”


  Without looking at me, he sighed. “I’m protective of her, Kalia. As I’m sure your father is of you. You’ll understand when you have your own children.”


  I took a step back. There it was. That was my true place in this world. To produce an heir for the next king. Or, failing that, producing a daughter so that the next king could marry into the throne. It was why I couldn’t even consider a future with Esgeril.


  Theron noticed the change in my demeanor. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. It is not my place to comment on the family lives of nobility.”


  “No, that’s not it,” I said. “Just some stuff back ho— I mean, at Tulta. Please tell me Lunara is okay. I was hoping to take her to Tulta with me for the Dragon Run.”


  He exhaled, like he’d been carrying a great weight and someone just took it from him. “She would like that a great deal, and I could see how her gift would be helpful to you.”


  So he knew about her ability to hear mindspeak. That’s not something most people would reveal. It told me that I had broken through his guard on the subject of his daughter.


  “That’s exactly what I was thinking. Plus, I told her I would find a way to bring her to Tulta. I don’t know what her contract is like, though. I wouldn’t want her to get in trouble for leaving. That’s what I wanted to ask you.”


  “Oh.” He paused. “So you don’t know.”


  “Know what? I thought you said she was okay.” I’d just received her latest letter a few days ago, but anything could happen in that time. A year ago, she was a nameless maid who drew my baths. Now she was one of my dearest friends, and I couldn’t bear the thought of anything ill befalling her.


  “She is. She is,” he said a little too quickly. “This... This isn’t something that is my place to reveal. She must tell you herself, when she feels ready. But when she does, please be gentle with her.”


  I didn’t understand what he was being so cagey about. But I knew it would be useless to try to get him to reveal something if he didn’t want to.


  After a moment, he added, “Let’s go inside. We can review the contract after lunch. Can you stay long? I have much to tell you. So much has changed since you went back to Tulta.”


  That felt more like the Theron I knew. When he’d offered me a roof over my head after my parents had kicked me out of the castle, it had taken him a while to warm up to me. To be honest, it had taken me a while to be someone he could warm up to. Once he had broken through that wall, it was like I had said. My father could take lessons from his swineherd on caring for family.


  Inside the home’s small kitchen, a broad woman with graying hair poured amber liquid into vials lined up on the table. Behind her, an assortment of pots and tubing bubbled with more of the liquid. It smelled gross, like the inside of a privy. The setup reminded me of when I’d snuck into the apothecary’s workshop at the castle once as a child.


  “Theron.” The woman looked up. “You didn’t tell me company was coming. I’m almost done.” She had elf ears but otherwise appeared human. She looked a bit older than Theron. Maybe as old as my grandfather had been when he’d been murdered by a dragon.


  An orc, I corrected myself. I’d blamed that Orange dragon for too long. Both he and his rider had been pawns in a war that was bigger than them or us. One day, I probably would be called on to kill someone else’s grandfather. It was a sobering thought, and I pushed it aside to focus on matters at hand.


  “Kalia.” Theron stepped in front of the setup on the stove. He wore a broad smile as he placed a hand on hers. “This is Bache. My wife.”


  My mouth dropped. “Your wife? Why didn’t you tell me? I would have brought a gift. Congratulations.” A lump formed in my throat and in my stomach. I’d arrived empty-handed into the home of newlyweds and asked for something from them instead. I hadn’t known, but hospitality was a pretty big deal for elves.


  He shook his head, still smiling. “Your father’s gift was already quite generous. Just having you visit is gift enough.”


  “But I insist,” I told him. “Ask for anything, and if it is in my power to give, it is yours.”


  Bache spoke up instead. She’d put down the pot she’d been pouring from and wiped her hands on her smock, frayed at the edges as it was. “Forgive me for being forward, Your Highness, but you ride a Blue dragon, right? Theron has told me so much about you and Farean. Him and Lunara are both over the moons about you. I would love a scale from her.”


  “A scale?” My hand drifted to my sword pommel, but I didn’t draw it. If not bringing a gift to newlyweds on you first visit was considered poor manners, attacking one of them in their own house was a million times worse. But dragon scales weren’t shed often. When the goblins had removed a scale for the witch who had been tasked to destroy the bond between Farean and I, it had taken months for it to grow back. “Why would you want that?”


  “Blue is such a pretty color.” Bache’s smile showed no malice. “My favorite, really. I thought it would make a nice pendant.”


  She was obviously an apothecary of some sort, but I didn’t know of any potions or tonics that used dragon scale aside that witch’s sPellial. But Bache wasn’t a witch. At least, I didn’t think so.


  “They aren’t really mine to give, but I will ask Farean when she returns.” She would know more about whether any harm could come from giving one away. Or maybe her imaginary dragon king had answers. She was close enough to ask now, but not many knew about the distance at which we could communicate and I preferred to keep it that way. Besides, if there was something to worry about, I wanted to be able to have a conversation about it without arousing suspicion.


  “That’s fair.” Theron still smiled, but it was more strained than before. I’d offended him. After insisting on giving a gift, I just refused the one thing that had been requested. “Why don’t you get the boars I promised Farean ready while I help Bache clean up in here and look up Lunara’s contract? Then we can eat and discuss it.”


  I nodded and went out to the hog pens. “When you finish that round, I have food for you.”


  When she landed, I relayed the conversation to her, “What do you think? Is it safe to give Bache a scale?”


  “Well, my scales are pretty.” Farean preened in the sunlight.


  “Careful.” I worried that it would give away our conversation if anyone was watching. Or listening in... If Lunara had the gift of hearing mindspeak, did that mean her father had it as well? He’d never given any indication that he did.


  “Dragons will always show off how amazing we look. We don’t need an excuse.”


  “You’re right,” I said. “There’s never been a vainer creature to walk this world. Does Vernis have anything to say on the matter?”


  “Oh, so now you believe Vernis to be real,” she shot back. “Didn’t you call him imaginary just a few minutes ago?”


  I grimaced. In the past year, I’d become better at shielding her from my stream of consciousness, but it tended to bleed through when it was her I was thinking about. Forcing a smile, “I’ll take any help that I can get at this point.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” She eyed the pigs that I’d brought to the pen. They were understandably nervous about being in such close proximity to a large predator; she was about eat them. “Vernis doesn’t hang around for me to ask questions. Anymore than any villager can just walk up to your father and ask him about the state of the war.”


  “I suppose you’re right. And we have time. We don’t have a scale just lying around.” I finished pushing the last hog into the pen. It huddled with the other ones in the far corner, squealing. I felt bad for them. I understood that dragons had to eat meat, and I understood that meat came from animals. I didn’t like thinking about it, though.


  “Actually, there’s a loose one by my tail.” She flicked it in my direction as if to show where it was. “The new one is starting to come up under it so it will probably come out fairly easily.”


  She stayed still, even though her meal was waiting for her just a few feet away, while I searched her for it. I found it right near where spikes protruded from the tip. It was a smaller scale. If Bache had any use for it beside jewelry, this one wouldn’t go very far. I worked it loose. Farean had been right; it would have come free in the air within days if I hadn’t removed it now.


  I stuck it in my pocKellan until I could decide what to do later. “Enjoy your meal. I’m going to go inside and try not to think about where mine came from.”


  When I returned, all the mysterious equipment had been hidden from sight. In its place was a plate of smoked meats.


  “It’s not much,” Theron said by way of apology. “If I had known, I could have whipped up something more.”


  Now I really felt bad. I reached into my pocKellan for the scale, which was sharp against my fingertips. If I had forgotten what was inside and shoved my hands in there, I would have cut myself. I pulled it out and held it in the palm of my hand. “This is for you, Bache. I hope it will work for her necklace. Careful, the edges are sharp.”


  “Oh, it’s wonderful.” Bache picked the scale up with care. “Thank you very much, Your Highness.” She curtsied low.


  “Please, no. You don’t have to do that. I was a guest of your husband for so long it wouldn’t be right. This is your home. Here, I am just Kalia.”


  “Well then, Kalia.” She smiled, the kind that seemed to go ear to ear and you could believe it would go even wider if it were able. “We thank you for your gift. Now let’s eat. From the smell, you would think it didn’t, but brewing Lunara’s medicine always gives me an appetite.”


  Theron coughed behind me.


  “Medicine? Theron promised me she was well.” I pulled the plates out of the cabinet as Theron went to work cutting links off a change of sausages, then sat down.


  Bache smiled again, but it was a diminished version of her previous one. She rubbed a talisman on her arm before speaking in an almost sing-song voice. As she spoke, the concern drained away from me. “Her body doesn’t make something it aught. My dad had the same problem when he got old. Had to put droplets of water in his eyes, because they weren’t wet enough on their own.”


  I swallowed a bite of smoked meat. “My grandfather had to do that, too, before he died.” I felt a need to change the subject. A rolled-up piece of parchment sat next to Theron. “You found the contract! What does it say?”


  He paused from shoveling food into his mouth. “Yeah, but I haven’t had a chance to look at it yet.”


  He pushed it toward me with his off hand, making it spin wildly. It teetered on the edge of the table, threatening to drop to the floor if I didn’t catch it in time. A year with the Dragoneers had honed my reflexes to a degree I’d never considered possible.


  I almost caught it.


  It clattered onto the floor. A string tied around the middle was all that held the parchment tightly wound, but Theron had only tied it with a simple slipknot. The impact jarred it free and the scroll unraveled on the floor.


  It was a simple contract. The one that allowed me to be recognized as a Dragoneer while still being a princess and future queen took three full scrolls, outlining all of my duties for both positions and my privileges, which were considerably fewer than before Farean’s hatching. Those three scrolls determined my entire future, save for details like whom I would be marrying after finishing my training at Tulta.


  This much shorter scroll would determine Lunara’s.


  I quickly scanned the contents. “She was given directly to me? I don’t know how I feel about that.”


  According to the contract, Lunara wasn’t an employee of the castle. She was the personal maid to the princess. My name wasn’t mentioned specifically, but there was only one in Darneta. Her salary came from the castle, but technically she answered to no authority but mine.


  Theron pursed his lips, like he was recalling something unpleasant. Anything to do with my younger self probably was. He didn’t speak for a long moment, his fork hovering in mid-air. It would raise slightly higher or lower, like Theron wasn’t sure whether to put it down or take the bite. Finally, he placed it on his plate.


  “It was done at your insistence. She started in the kitchen. I’d known the cook, Addos, for years, and he’d agreed to hire my daughter to give her a chance at being something other than a farmer’s daughter.


  “You went through a period where you were…difficult to almost all of the staff. The steward refused to send any more of the house staff, so Addos sent Lunara. He apologized to me later, saying that if he’d tried to send someone with more seniority, he’d have a revolt. But you took to her immediately. Didn’t throw a single plate that she brought. When you had night terrors, she would read stories to you. When you finally ventured out of your room, she went back to the kitchen, but you threw a fit. Threatened to never leave your room again if it that was the only way to see her. The king himself summoned me so he could void the original contract and have the steward write a new one.”


  I looked down at my plate. “I-I don’t remember any of this. I didn’t even know her name until she found me out in the rain that day.”


  Theron smiled, but it was a pained expression. “That was on purpose. The steward didn’t think it was appropriate for a maid to be friends with a princess. You would follow her around like you were smitten. He encouraged you to call her ‘maid’ instead of her name.”


  I blushed at his words. If he or Bache saw it, they didn’t indicate it. “I don’t remember any of this.”


  Bache spoke up. “I couldn’t imagine anyone being so bold as to affect the memory of the royal family, but there are ways if one is determined enough.”


  “Well, I’m sorry. But the good news is, there’s no problem. If Lunara is my maid, she should be in Tulta with me.”


  Theron smiled again. This time, it was a genuine display of happiness for his daughter. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. The steward will be upset that he’s losing a servant to boss around, but he can’t fight the contract that he wrote himself. That will show him.”


  I mirrored his smile. When Authand found out, he would be pleased about how I’d stopped the mistreatment of others. He was big about that. “If he has a problem, I’m sure my father will overrule him. After all, if he let me have a dragon, what is a single maid?” I gave him an exaggerated wink.


  Bache laughed and I joined in, followed by Theron. This felt good. It felt like the dinners I’d had with Esgeril and her family before things had become strained between us. It felt like family in a way that my own, stiff and formal, never had.


  Chapter 6


  I found Farean napping outside. She roused when I put her harness on. “Well, that was easier than I expected. But it turns out that I used to be an awful person. Even if I was manipulated into part of it. What did you see in me?”


  She yawned and her teeth glinted in the afternoon sun. A year ago, standing in this same spot, the sight would have sent me running. Now I knew she would never hurt me.


  “I told you that I would never.” She sounded a little annoyed. “And as I also told you, I saw your potential. Why would I care who you were before I hatched?”


  “I wish elves saw it that way. Now, let’s go see Lunara.” I climbed onto her back and clipped myself in. The glass vials Theron had given me for his daughter clinked together in a bag. He’d assured me they would survive the trip unless I did something stupid.


  The sun was lower than I wanted it to be. I wasted further time searching the castle. I found Lunara in the laundry, a room filled with steam and the scent of soap. I’d never been here before. I’d not even been in the laundry at Tulta, since it was one of the few things done for us there.


  Lunara was stooped over a vat, stirring the whites. Even with her sleeves rolled up and sweat dripping down her face, she looked beautiful. I bit my lip to force my mind to focus on something else. But I’d have to warn her about the guys at Tulta. Beat them up if I had to.


  She saw me while I struggled to contain my feelings. A smile bloomed on her face as she stood, her arms outstretched as if to hug me from across the room. “Kalia!”


  The entire room stopped and turned their attention to me. People bowed and curtsied. A boy of around ten tripped trying to put himself in a position to face me, spilling a basKellan of clean sheets. The laundry matron shouted at him, then remembered my presence, and shut her mouth, glaring at the poor soul from the side of her eye.


  “It was an accident,” I snapped at her, rushing to where the boy was alternating between bowing at me and picking up the spilled sheets. “Here, let me help you with that.”


  His eyes went wide and he froze. Shaggy brown hair fell over his eyes.


  Lunara joined me. “Don’t believe the stories you hear.” She elbowed him in the side, bringing his attention to her. “She’s mostly harmless.”


  I laughed and she joined me. The others just stared at us in shock. We quickly filled the basKellan with the sheets. They would have to be washed again, unfortunately, but helping with picking them up was the least I could do.


  I handed Lunara the bag from her father, still slung over my shoulder. “A gift from your father and new mother.” She glanced around like she was engaging in a secretive exchange, then dropped her voice. “I need to take this back to my quarters.”


  I nodded. “I wouldn’t put anything away just yet. Drop those off and meet me in my quarters.”


  She curtsied and left, managing to avoid the matron, who was glaring daggers at her.


  I stood, wiping the dirt from the floor off the knees of my trousers. “And you,” I told the woman. I had to stand on my toes to look her in the eye. “I will check back. If that boy loses his job, I will have him hired back and give him yours. If you hit him, you will never work in the castle again. Do you understand me?”


  The matron gulped and nodded.


  I repeated my words loud enough for the entire room to hear. “I said, do you understand me?” I was probably being harsher than I should, but the boy reminded me of myself first learning to be a Dragoneer.


  She curtsied low enough that I thought her knees would touch the floor. “Yes, Your Highness. No harm will come to him.”


  “Good.” Without another word, I left the room.


  It took three flights of stairs to get from where the laundry was located up to the room I called mine but no longer felt like home. Lunara arrived shortly after.


  “Did all the vials survive?”


  She nodded, then dropped her gaze to the floor between us. “Did dad say what they were?”


  “Bache said it was medicine, something your body couldn’t make on its own. And Theron said it was not his place to tell. But you can tell me later, if you want. Right now, I have a question to ask you.”


  Her shoulders relaxed a little, but her legs looked poised to bolt if it came to it.


  “Would you come to the Dragon Run with me as my teammate? I need a non-rider on my team, and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have by my side.” That wasn’t quite true. I’d rather have Esgeril, but that was different.


  Lunara exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized she was holding. “Oh, yes, of course.” She hopped with joy. “But my job here. I can’t just leave.”


  I grinned. “I read your contract. Your job is to be my maid. Which means that you go where I go.” I put on a serious face, the kind my mother uses when lecturing me on behaving ladylike. “Somebody’s been shirking her duties for the last year.” I tried to keep my face straight, but I couldn’t and broke out laughing.


  She shrank back at first, but, realizing the joke, she broke out into a belly laugh and hugged me. Her body felt warm against mine.


  I didn’t want to ever leave her arms, but she broke the embrace.


  “Kalia, there’s something I need to tell you first. And I need you to promise not to freak out. It’s very important that you not freak out. Like, life and death important.”


  She trembled before me. Tears flowed down her cheeks and she resumed her earlier posture, looking like a rabbit ready to bolt at any moment.


  I took out my handkerchief, a gift from Esgeril for the last winter solstice. It was a light blue, like my eyes, and monogrammed with my initials. I dabbed at Lunara’s tears. She flinched at the touch but didn’t make a move otherwise.


  “I promise to not freak out. Whatever it is you have to tell me, you are safe with me.”


  She nodded, sniffling. “It’s just. Well, you see. I mean. Kalia, I’m—”


  “You’re here!” my mother screamed through the open door. Had it been open this entire time? Had Mother seen me holding Lunara? I backed away from her.


  My mother rushed to fill the gap I’d made. She pulled me into a hug that left me gasping for breath. The normally prim and proper woman who’d admonished me for getting emotional in front of others was nowhere to be seen.


  I looked to Lunara. “Pack your things. I know it’s short notice, but meet me at Farean in an hour. We can talk during the flight.”


  She bit her lip but must have realized there would be no chance for conversation before then. Not with my mother present. She curtsied. “Your Highnesses.”


  My mother waved her off like she was common help, which I supposed Lunara was to my mother, even if she was my friend. Lunara curtsied again and left us alone.


  My mother squeezed me again. “Kalia, dear, I didn’t know you were coming. You should have sent word. I would have had guests come to feast in your honor. Rub it in Duke Folas’s face what he gave up by breaking the engagement to his son. Oh well, there are still others. But you need to visit more. I have to show you off to get you engaged with that pet of yours.”


  I grimaced at her depiction of Farean as a pet. But there it was again. Even my own mother saw me as nothing more than a future wife. With some effort, I pulled away from her. “The Dragoneers choose their own mates.”


  She tittered. “How silly. Well, I suppose they don’t have to make alliances or make sure the kingdom is in good hands.”


  “Maybe I could have some say in who I marry.” I straightened.


  She frowned. “Whom, Kalia. You know better. And you know better than to suggest such ridiculous ideas. Whom would you choose? One of those Dragoneer boys? Do you really think any of them would make a good king?”


  “What if I was gay?” There, I said it. It was the first time the word had ever come out of my mouth. I knew it wasn’t quite right. I still liked boys. But if I could pick who to marry, right now it wouldn’t be a boy.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” she spat. “Of course, you aren’t. You must ensure the royal line continues.”


  I pulled away from her, a sneer on my lips. “Is that all I am? My purpose? To be bred while my husband rules the country, and servants raise my children?”


  She slapped me. I rubbed the reddened flesh of my cheek while glaring at her. Neither of my parents had ever hit me in my life until recently. I didn’t like this new development.


  Neither of us spoke. My mother looked like she was ready to cry. I’m sure I looked like I was ready to start a fight. Tears started falling down her cheeks. She sniffed twice, like she was trying to suck them back into her eyes. Her breath caught, and then she started sobbing.


  “They promised us they wouldn’t teach you any silly ideas. Women Dragoneers are a horrible idea. Oh, Kalia, why does your father allow it?”


  I pulled her toward me while she cried on my shoulder. I was still angry, but her tears were my weakness. My arms went around her, but it was an awkward embrace. It really was all she saw of me or even herself. I pitied her. “We will figure something out,” was all I could say.


  Her sobbing continued for several minutes, to the point where tears and snot soaked my blouse and I could feel the wetness on my skin. The crying slowed and then stopped, replaced by slow, heavy breathing. Still, she held on to me.


  The bell tolled. I would have to leave soon, and there was still so much to do. “I love you, Mother, but I must speak to Father before we leave.”


  She looked up. “You’re leaving already? But you just got here.”


  I bit my lip. “I’m sorry. I’m only here because Colonel Authand had a meeting with Father, and it’s safer to fly together.” I didn’t want to bring up the Dragon Run and the real reason he’d brought me. It would just upset her further.


  She sighed. “I understand. Your father always has the same on-the-go schedule. He hardly takes any time for me anymore.”


  I didn’t want to hear about my parents’ love life. Besides, I really had to go. I extracted myself from her embrace. “Goodbye, Mother. I’ll see you at Treaty Day.”


  She nodded. “Goodbye, my dear. Have a safe journey.”


  Finally free of my mother, I rushed to my father’s chambers. I figured he would still be there after meeting with Authand. I paused at the heavy oak doors. This is where it had all really started. Not at the hatching, but the day before, when I’d spied the angry meeting between the colonel and my father. I hoped that this meeting had gone better.


  “Kalia.” My father spotted me at the door. He wasn’t at his throne but paced the floor. So, the meeting probably hadn’t gone as I’d hoped.


  I entered. Once inside, I bowed in the manner of the Dragoneers, placing my left hand over my breast.


  He laughed. “You don’t need to be formal with me.”


  I grinned in return. “I wanted to see you before I left.”


  “I’m glad.” He opened his arms, and I ran to him. The meeting with Authand must have gone well, he was in a rare good mood. He was like the father I remembered as a young child, before the war started.


  “I argued with Mother,” I confessed as I snuggled into his arms. “She doesn’t think women should be Dragoneers, or that I should be anything but a mother.”


  He sighed. “Give her time. She’s lived her entire life in this castle where everything is always so stifled. She wasn’t always so formal. You two are more alike than you know. But there were problems. She made a hard choice, and leaned into it. She will come around. It just takes her a while to get used to change.”


  “Oh.” I backed away, reminded of the reason I needed to speak with him. “I’m bringing Lunara to Tulta. Colonel Authand says I need to have a non-rider on my team for the Dragon Run. My choices are her or you.” I smiled at that last part.


  He guffawed, mirth in his eyes. “Wouldn’t your mother have a fit if I flew off to participate in your race.”


  I snorted. This was going a lot better than my conversation with Mother. “I checked Lunara’s contract and apparently she is my personal maid, so she isn’t bound to the castle.”


  “Yes, I remember that. You insisted on it. You told me that you wanted to marry her instead of Etlin.” He broke into laughter again.


  I blushed all the way up to my ear tips.


  He became serious. “Look, Kalia. You’re young. And single. Take this time to have your fun, as long as you’re discrete. If that maid is what does it for you, this is your chance.”


  If I could have blushed more, I would have. I wanted to curl up in the corner and die. At least he was taking the prospect of me being with a woman better than Mother had.


  He lowered his voice, even though we were alone. “I’m not supposed to know this, but there are whispers. Before we were married, your mother had an affair with a Dragoneer. She loved him, but she was already betrothed. She did her duty and left him to assume her place at my side. For the good of the kingdom.”


  He looked me in the eye for a long time. “When the time comes, you must do your duty, no matter your feelings for anyone else. Do you understand?”


  I gulped, and nodded. It was just as I had told Esgeril. We couldn’t have a future. Even if things had changed between my parents and me, that would not. I almost wished I hadn’t seen them today at all.


  “Theron needs Dragoneers for protection. Your guards can’t watch from the sky.”


  “Kalia,” Farean said. “Authand and Lunara are here. You better come now.”


  “On my way,” I told her. At least there was one soul who would always be there for me, who accepted every part of me.


  I turned back to my father. “I have to leave now.” I kissed his cheek and fled. Mother was unlikely to be in the halls after our conversation, so I ran as fast as I could. I wanted to be out of this place. I focused on my breathing as a ran, exercises the Dragoneers taught cadets. It helped to control my emotions. I’d cry later, but I didn’t want the Colonel to know anything was wrong.


  Chapter 7


  I made it to the pavilion where the others waited for me in record time. I’d pushed the pain of my parents’ words down deep enough that they wouldn’t interfere. Farean had instructed Lunara how to fasten her harness while they waited. Authand sat on Korth, already buckled in. “A dragonspeaker is a good choice. Just remember, at Tulta, she is not your maid but your teammate. I don’t want to see her taking care of Farean instead of you.”


  “Did you tell Korth?” I asked Farean.


  “She introduced herself.” The mental eye roll was palpable.


  “Understood, sir.” I saluted him, then turned to Lunara. “I’ll get into the saddle, and you can climb behind me. We will tie you to me with some rope.” I hadn’t known I would have a passenger, but that was considered essential gear for an emergency, so I always had some in my bags.


  “She’ll ride with me,” Authand said. “You’ll have to help her up.” Korth stood at almost double Farean’s height and couldn’t get low enough for someone inexperienced to climb up.


  “We, uh, have some stuff to talk about during the flight.” I shifted my weight, trying not to look impatient.


  “Can’t be helped. We were late getting here because of you. We can’t afford to take the extra breaks Farean would need to carry an extra passenger. Besides, I wasn’t asking. That was an order, cadet.”


  I nodded. “Yes, sir.” To Lunara, I gave a little shrug and whispered, “Sorry. We will have time to talk. And I promise not to freak out, whatever it is you say.”


  She gave me a half-smile. I dropped down to my knee and knitted my fingers together. She stepped into my hand and pushed herself up into Authand’s hand. As he pulled her up behind him, I caught a glimpse of her toned calf underneath her skirts. I looked away.


  “Busted,” Farean said.


  “Don’t you dare say anything where she might hear,” I shot back as I helped Lunara tie herself to Authand.


  Korth lifted off as I got myself secure on Farean’s back. I let them get a good ways ahead of us. Farean was naturally faster than Korth, and we would catch up soon enough. From my vantage, I could see them talking. Was she telling Authand her secret that she hadn’t had a chance to tell me? How would he react?


  Korth wouldn’t share any information with Farean either, telling her to mind her own business. That Lunara literally was my business had no impact.


  The flight back was long. Farean tried to make conversation, but I wasn’t in the mood after what had happened with my parents. After an hour, we pulled ahead of them. At least I wouldn’t have to watch Lunara and Authand laughing together. I couldn’t imagine what they were talking about. I’d never seen Authand laugh before. I was jealous of both of them, for the effect they were having on each other. I couldn’t imagine it was any sort of romantic connection. He was much too old. And Esgeril’s aunt Tirada had said she’d never known him to have any sort of lover, and she’d known him for longer than I’d been alive.


  The sun was low when we landed and dinner had long since ended. I was glad that I’d had plenty to eat at Theron’s, but I knew Lunara had had no such luxury. I fished into my pocKellans, digging up a crushed and slightly stale muffin from this morning. More poor hospitality to the line of Thereon.


  “Kalia,” Authand said as he swung his leg over and hopped down from Korth’s back. “Take care of Korth’s harness for me and see that the dragons are fed. I’m going to get our guest something to eat.”


  That solved that problem, but, once again, it took away Lunara’s chance to say what she wanted to tell me. The fact that Authand was arranging dinner for himself and Lunara while leaving me to fend for myself was not lost on me either.


  “I’ll bring your bags to my room.” I supported her weight as she slid down Korth’s flank. “We will both fit on my cot for tonight until we can find you your own bed. Somebody,” I glanced at Authand, who was stretching from the long ride, “only told me this morning that I had to bring someone back from Kastea with me.”


  Authand glared at me. “You’re bordering on insubordination, Kalia. I will make arrangements for your teammate.”


  Esgeril approached us. Korth must have called for her through Baran. She didn’t look at me but took Lunara’s bags and followed them in the direction of the dining hall.


  I took care of Korth and Farean and then left the dragons to their own devices. Korth would wait by Authand’s quarters until he retired for the night and would go to his stall shortly after. Farean would probably go straight to bed. She was still growing, and we’d done a lot of flying today.


  I spent the time Lunara would take eating and getting settled into her new room to take a long shower. I was one of the first in there, and there was plenty of warm water in the giant sun-heated tanks. Back in my room, I got changed and lit a candle against the setting sun. I brought out a blouse that I had to stitch up. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on it, but it would look like I wasn’t waiting up for Lunara to stop by. Which is exactly what I was doing.


  The bell tolled announcing curfew. I stayed up as the camp settled down, my candle melting down to a stub, in hopes that Lunara would visit. The blood moon had risen and set again before sleep took me, with not enough candle left to snuff.


  Chapter 8


  I reported to the stables for my punishment the next morning. I was unprepared for who else had duty.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked Esgeril as soon as Authand had left.


  “I punched someone.” She shrugged, then picked up a pail.


  I held out my hand to her. “YOU punched someone? Why?”


  “I was sticking up for you, dummy.” She smiled, and my heart melted a little at it. It gave me hope that things between us could be what they once were. Maybe I’d imagined her reaction last night. She was probably tired.


  “I-I appreciate it, but you didn’t have to do that. I know people don’t like me. I just have to figure out how to get people to realize that I belong here.” I followed her to the hand pump where we filled our bucKellans.


  She laughed. That cute little giggle that I loved so much. “Well, that stunt you pulled at the last Capture the Flag isn’t how to do it. If you want others to see you as part of the team, you have to act like you are a part of the team, not like you’re better than us. Save that for the Dragon Run. And even that is about teamwork.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, Authand gave me that lecture yesterday. I was going to get a day of stable duty for every day I don’t have a completed roster for him.”


  Water pooled at my feet. I hadn’t been paying attention to what I was doing as I cranked the pump to fill my bucKellan. It’d spilled over the edge onto the floor.


  Esgeril laughed again. She used hers to scoop some of the contents of my bucKellan. “I’m guessing Lunara is your non-rider.”


  I nodded, still too embarrassed about the water to speak.


  “She’s kind of cute.” Esgeril smirked.


  I’d only managed to get my bucKellan a few inches off the floor when she said that. It clanked against the stones as surprise overpowered any sense of what I was doing. Luckily, it didn’t spill. “I guess.”


  “Oh, Farr!” she exclaimed. “You like her.”


  I didn’t bring my eyes up to hers. “She’s my friend.”


  “I’m your friend.”


  “And that didn’t turn into the relationship you wanted, either.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. “That’s not what I meant.”


  But the damage was done. Esgeril picked up her bucKellan and went to the far end of the stable to start.


  The outer door slammed shut. I grabbed my bucKellan, but if it was a teacher, they would be able to see that I hadn’t done anything but make a mess.


  Lunara emerged from the entry way. “That was louder than I’d meant.” Her voice was louder than she’d meant, too, I thought, because it echoed off the stone walls.


  I carried my bucKellan with me as I approached. “What are you doing here? Surely Authand didn’t give you stable duty, too.”


  “No, but I wanted to help,” she answered.


  Part of me wanted to argue that it wasn’t allowed, that she should enjoy a respite from having to clean, but I couldn’t think of any rule that would be broken. The teachers weren’t really expecting people to volunteer for punishment. “Why don’t you go help Esgeril?” I pointed in the direction of the redhead whom I kept managing to hurt. “She’s only here because of me.”


  Soon, they were laughing together on their side while I worked alone. Other Dragoneers came and went, tending to their dragons or just spending time with them. Nobody bothered me, which suited me fine. I didn’t need anyone else. Even if Authand and Esgeril insisted that I did.


  We worked toward the center until I was close enough to make out parts of their conversation.


  “And that’s when I finally admitted it to my dad. He was pretty good about it, and—”


  Esgeril put her hand on Lunara’s arm to stop her and nodded her head in my direction. Lunara shut her mouth.


  I dropped my mop, the sound echoing around the building. Dozens of dragons turned their attention to me. Even though I was used to being around them now, it was still a little unsettling.


  “Nice to see you two getting along so well.”


  Esgeril stomped her foot. “Well, somebody has to. You’ve pretty much ignored her since she arrived.”


  “Ignored her?” My voice rose. “Where were you last night?” I asked Lunara. “I was worried sick.”


  “I—” Lunara started.


  “Worried sick?” Esgeril cut her off. “Why didn’t you look for her? Why didn’t you ask me? I could have told you where she was. She was bunking in my room.”


  I stepped back like I’d been slapped. “Your room? Why?”


  Lunara got between us. “Colonel Authand thought it would be a good idea. And based on what Esgeril just told me, I agree.”


  I didn’t understand what turning down Esgeril’s advances had to do with the conversation but too proud to admit it, so I picked up my mop instead. “I suppose that you will want your own tent for the Dragon Run. Or are you backing out of that, too?”


  “Kalia, don’t be like that.”


  Esgeril piped in. “We will share a tent and you will have your own, since you don’t think you need anybody else.”


  “I haven’t asked you,” I snapped. I banged the mop down on the stones so hard that the handle snapped. Lunara backed away, suddenly looking very interested in the masonry.


  “Name one person who would say yes to you,” Esgeril said.


  I knelt down to pick up my broken mop, trying to look disinterested despite my outburst. “I don’t know. One of the first-years, maybe.”


  “After that stunt you pulled at Capture the Flag?” Esgeril’ shouted. Her balled up fists found their way to her hips as she leaned towards me. “Name one other Dragoneer who would even speak to you.”


  “You just want to weasel yourself in because you’re not talented enough to qualify for the Run on your own. You’re jealous of Lewon and me.”


  “You have a talented dragon. I feel sorry for her, getting stuck with such a stupid rider. We all know Blues make rash decisions. I bet she wishes she could take it back.”


  I threw the pieces of mop handle onto the floor. “Look, I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t ask for any of this. I should be counting the days to my wedding. But at least I didn’t join just because I was missing my father. He probably died to be free of his brat of a daughter.”


  “ENOUGH!” The word simultaneously came out in Elvish and the roar of a dragon.


  Everyone swiveled their head to Lunara. A hundred and twenty dragons and two elves stared at her heaving shoulders as she snorted breaths out her nose. If she sprouted wings and flew off, I would not have been surprised.


  “Esgeril,” she said. “I thought Red riders were supposed to be steady and loyal. I see none of that in you.”


  I snorted in agreement. “That’s right.”


  “And you.” She turned to me. “You’re acting like you are still a spoiled princess. So you didn’t get the life you planned. Trust me, you’re not the only one with that problem. At some point, though, you have to say, okay, but I’m still going to live my life on my terms.”


  “Fine. My terms. My terms say that I’m out of here.” I grabbed my harness from my locker. “Farean, come here. We are going for a ride.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “Anywhere at all that isn’t here.”


  “Kalia, wait.” Esgeril held up her palm to me.


  “You’re not going to stop me.” Gritting my teeth, I turned my attention back to fastening the buckles around Farean’s body.


  “I don’t want to stop you,” she spat. “I want you out of my sight right now. But I want you to live long enough to realize you need to apologize. Take your weapon.”


  Chapter 9


  We flew low over the lake, Farean’s blue scales providing the perfect camouflage against the waters. Nobody followed us this time, unlike the first time I’d left camp without permission. I laughed bitterly. If that hadn’t happened a year ago, Esgeril and I would never have become friends and the lack of her friendship now wouldn’t hurt so much. I tried to push all thoughts of Esgeril away. There was no coming back from that argument. We’d never be friends again. At least Father would be happy that I had “gotten it out of my system.”


  At our speed, it didn’t take long before we ran out of lake and found ourselves among the reds, yellows, and oranges of the northern wood. At this point in the year, as much of the leaves lay on the ground as still clung to the branches.


  We weren’t supposed to be in this area. A small army of dwarven engineers with their three-letter names like Oak and Ham worked to build the games that would make up the Dragon Run.


  As the only country without Dragoneers in the Seven Nations, they were the neutral party charged with building and running the Great Dragon Race every hundred years. And, by tradition, they sent builders to each of the other countries to build their Runs.


  Authand flew out here weekly to check on the progress, but nobody else at Tulta was allowed near. The dwarves avoided the camp as well. Even when they ventured into town, they avoided elves as much as possible.


  I considered flying toward the sound of hammering and the other strange noises their tools made. They had devices that seemed to work by magic, needing only fire and tremendous noise to move.


  They made me curious, but I had no interested in looking like I was trying to cheat. I didn’t need to cheat to win.


  “I wish those machines were gone,” Farean said. “I don’t like their noises. And only a dragon should emit smoke.”


  “Agreed.” With just Farean and no distractions from the others, my mood was improving rapidly. “Authand promised they would be gone before the Run starts, with only the judges remaining.”


  We landed by the Fawla River. It was one of the main tributaries that fed Lake Tulta before it drained into the sea at Salta. This one ran through the province of Fawla, now in goblin hands, and into the mountains that separated goblin and Elven land. Supposedly, they were so tall that even dragons couldn’t fly over them, but they didn’t seem to stop the goblins.


  When Fawla fell to the goblins, my grandfather was still king and thought they would be content to the territory. The peace with the Wolf-shifters was still new, and the orcs with their odd government, where everybody got a say, had chosen a leader who seemed to hate us. Grandfather didn’t want to have to deal with goblins, too. He evacuated the Dragoneers fighting and anyone else important enough to spend the resources on. The Council of Nobles was incensed and forced my parents’ marriage a year early so my father could assume the throne. By then, the goblins were too entrenched in Fawla to be removed, and then orcs attacked, starting the war that killed my grandfather.


  Since then, goblins encroached further and further south. They’d apparently made it as far east as Kastea. We were at risk of losing our country, and still our allies, nations who only had dragons because we let them as a thank you for their help in the First Goblin War, waited without sending help. The Great Dragon Race was still a year away, but the humans, elementals, orcs, Wolf-shifters, and nightbloods would not enter Darneta before then. Occasionally Dragoneers stationed elsewhere in the country would visit Tulta, and news of the war came with them.


  We landed by the river for water, and so I could stretch my legs. Farean found a clearing large enough to let light shine in and curled up for a nap while I pondered the geopolitics of the war. That was the one thing that hadn’t changed from being a princess to becoming a Dragoneer. It was still a problem that affected me, but I was expected to let others decide my fate for me.


  “Someone is coming in this direction. Three of them.” Farean’s words broke through my musings.


  I sat up. “Probably the dwarves. I thought this was far enough away. We should go before they catch us.” I clambered up Farean’s side but stopped as I was about to throw my leg over her back. “dwarves aren’t this quiet.”


  If three dwarves were within a thousand feet of us, I’d hear them as clearly as Farean could. I’d never heard of a stealthy dwarf.


  I dropped back to the ground and unsheathed the sword Esgeril had made me take. I hated her being right.


  “They’ve stopped.”


  Which meant they knew we were here.


  Every muscle on Farean was tense. She was an apex predator. I was middling with a sword, and outnumbered. My sense of strategy was probably better than any Dragoneer, though.


  They approached us from the north. I slid to the east and approached their flank until I was close enough to see them. One of them was an archer and the other two had a sword strapped to their belt while they carried pieces of firerock. Our last battle had given them ideas. A catapult firing firerock would level Tulta. I couldn’t let them get that explosive near the camp.


  “Aziz will be happy,” one of them said. She spoke Elvish, but it was thick, guttural, like the humans’ language. When the goblin general, Aziz, had captured Lewon and me last year, his accent had been much more subtle.


  “I’ll just be happy to have hot food again, and to see my husband,” her companion said. He carried his firerock in a sling, with leaves nestled between the pieces to keep them from rubbing.


  “Shut it, you two.” The archer’s insignia put her in charge. As she was the only one who could reach her weapon quickly, she was the one to take out first.


  The other two quieted. I felt bad that one goblin would never get to see his husband’s face again, but that was war. If he wanted to live in peace, he shouldn’t be invading my home.


  The thought stopped me. The five-year-old who’d witnessed her grandfather’s death would not recognize the woman I’d become. I couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or ill.


  I lunged at the archer from behind. I swung my sword at her neck but missed and my blade embedded itself in the thick wood of her bow.


  She pulled it free and drew an arrow, but the wood snapped where I had cut it. She swung it like a staff, putting me on the defensive.


  The other two were busy unloading their cargo so they could join the fight.


  The bow smashed into my sword arm. I cried out in pain and dropped my blade. She made for my head. I raised my arms up to protect it, but she smashed it into my ribs instead. Farean bellowed in shared pain. If the dwarves working ahead weren’t so loud, they would have heard it.


  The two with swords, now free of their loads, turned their heads in her direction. They must not have realized I wasn’t alone.


  I reached for my sword to my right, but the bow came down on my fingers before I could grab it. I sucked my breath in through my teeth as I felt the bones crunch. She attacked again, but I rolled onto my bruised ribs to avoid her bow. Dirt exploded where I had just been.


  Farean burst through the trees, barreling toward the approaching sword fighters. Her claws tore through the woman, intestines spilling out of her abdomen. The man dodged out of the dragon’s path. He swung his sword at her but misjudged the distance and caught only air.


  I dodged another blow from the archer, bumping into the fallen body of her comrade. My elbow brushed against something metal. Her sword. Because of his disability, Authand made us practice with our off hand. If something I couldn’t heal ever happened, I’d never see combat again, but at least I had a fighting chance of surviving the battle.


  Except, I was horrible with my left. Not that I was great with my right. brought the goblin blade up, barely blocking another hit.


  Farean came through on another pass, just as the remaining sword fighter started looking like he was going to take a crack at me. He whirled toward her, but she feinted in the direction of her true target. The archer raised the remains of her bow, but Farean plucked it from her hands.


  She tried to hold on to it but only succeeded in snapping her wrist. It hung at an odd angle as she howled in pain before Farean put her out of her misery.


  One left.


  He knew he was outnumbered. Instead of trying to take us both on, he dropped his sword and ran.


  Farean started after him, but I called her back. “He’s not a danger any more. But my hand is broken.”


  She landed next to me and muzzled her snout under my limp hand. I winced at the movement, but soon the golden healing energy flowed into my body, knitting together the tiny bones of my hand, and sealing the blood vessels that had burst.


  It took less time than I’d hoped before I was panting from the exertion. The glow dissipated as I flexed my fingers, eliciting a yowl. Definitely still broken.


  I reached for my pouch of stimleaf, but it was missing. I hadn’t planned on going out and had left it in my room. “Let’s get back, so I can get my stash. I’ll try to sneak back to the stables after lunch to finish healing.”


  “What about the firerock?” Farean asked. “We can’t leave it here.”


  “Right. I’ll just put them in your saddle bags.” But I hadn’t brought those either. I frowned. Forget about the threat you don’t notice; the threat you don’t prepare for is the one that kills you. If Esgeril hadn’t reminded me to bring my sword, I’d be dead.


  Think of her made the knot in my stomach return, which at least took some of my attention off my hand.


  The goblin bag still sat with the pieces they had been carrying. It smelled gross, like dragon dung left in the sun, or rotten eggs.


  Holding my nose, I stretched my right arm through the loop but refused to bring it past my elbow.


  I hooked it on one of Farean’s back spikes before retrieving the other pieces. I balanced them near the bag, for the first time wishing to have a Red dragon.


  “Hey.”


  I ignored her complaint while I attempted to climb up her back with only one hand and without knocking off the very explosive rocks sitting there. To her credit, Farean barely even breathed to lessen the movement.


  Once I was latched into place, I stuffed one of the loose pieces under my arm and held the other one in my good hand. “Go low over the lake and I will dump them in once we are away from the shore.”


  I waited until we were a good ways away. I wanted to make sure they sank to the bottom and didn’t wash up where they could be found again. I didn’t know if the water would do anything to them, but better safe than sorry as Tirada always said.


  That thought came to me just as I pitched the first piece with my left hand. It barely missed Farean’s wing as she banked away from it.


  “Careful,” she scolded.


  Focusing, the next piece went farther, but not far enough that I couldn’t trust to hitting her with the goblin bag full of it.


  “I have an idea.” Farean rose up.


  “Don’t go too high,” I complained. “We don’t want the tower to see us.”


  She banked hard, rolling until we were upside down, a mere dozen feet above the water. “Is this low enough? Now hurry. I can’t maintain altitude this way.”


  I dropped the bag and firerock. Droplets of water splattered my hair as we’d lost most of the distance to the surface already.


  Rings of water still radiated away when she rolled again. Her legs splashed into the water as she flapped hard.


  The water was deep here, but not so deep that the firerock shouldn’t have reached the bottom yet. No explosions came, so the water had done its trick. We were clear.


  “How much more is out there? Farean wondered. “We should tell Authand.”


  I shook my head. It was a useless gesture when talking to the dragon you’re riding, but I hadn’t rid myself of the habit. “We just dumped our evidence in the lake. We can handle this. We will just have to keep scouting the area and dumping the pieces we find. Lewon said it was pretty rare in this part of the world.”


  “Not rare enough,” Farean grumbled.


  Chapter 10


  The weather turned cooler as the weeks went by. Esgeril and Lunara still weren’t talking to me, and I still didn’t know what they thought I’d done wrong. As time passed, I became convinced that Esgeril was the one at fault.


  I didn’t see them again for stable duty. At least Farean was there to keep my company, even if she wasn’t much help with the cleaning.


  We hadn’t found any more firerock or signs of goblins, but every day, when we had the chance, we snuck out to the area north of Lake Tulta to scout for more. When a sign-up sheet was passed around asking for volunteers to stay behind during the Treaty Day break for guard duty, my name was first on the list, which brought me to Authand’s office.


  I couldn’t be in too much trouble, because he wasn’t wearing his hook. When I entered, he was rubbing some ointment on his stump before pulling an oversized sock over it. A fire crackled in the fireplace of his small office, which battled the creep of chill from the canvas covering Korth’s window.


  “Why don’t you want to go home for Treaty Day?”


  I looked down at my boots. “I’m not welcome there.”


  He crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat which creaked under the sift in weight. “We both know that is not true.”


  “They don’t want me.” I stomped like a child Lunara had accused me of being. “They want the old Kalia. Sure, they have come round on Farean, but they still expect me to be the girl whose only purpose is to continue the royal line. If I go to Kastea for Treaty Day, my mother will use it as an excuse to parade me in front of a line of marquesses who see me as nothing but a means to the throne. They don’t want me, either. In Kastea, I’m nothing more than my title.”


  “Then come to Tirada’s,” he suggested. Last year, I’d gone with Esgeril to her aunt’s Treaty Day celebration and had been surprised to learn that Authand was a frequent guest at their table. Apparently, they’d known each other since they were children.


  I shook my head. “Aunt Tirada would welcome me, I’m sure. I doubt she would turn down a soul. But I’m certain Esgeril doesn’t want me there.”


  He rubbed the sock covered stump against his desk. It seemed to bother him more when the weather turned cold. Most people probably never noticed, but I held the camp record for most times being called into Authand’s office for disciplinary action. “I would have thought you two would have settled things by now. Reds can be stubborn but still.”


  My boots were suddenly quite interesting. I didn’t speak for a moment while I followed a crease in the leather. I’d have to get more of that cream Tirada sold. “I don’t even know what I did wrong. It’s something to do with Lunara, I guess. I don’t think she can still be upset about me turning her down.”


  Authand snorted. “Considering she is dating Lorra now, I doubt she is.”


  “Lorra?!” I shouted before remembering where I was and lowered my voice. “But she’s one of Florian’s minions.”


  His look soured. “She’s a Dragoneer cadet, the same as you.” He sighed, then continued. “She’s a Red rider, same as Esgeril. Most riders wind up with someone of the same Color.”


  I bit my lip and didn’t meet his gaze. “Maybe, but it feels an awful lot like stabbing me in the back.”


  “Take it from somebody who has been stabbed in the back, both metaphorically and physically, if that were the case, you would know it.”


  We stared at each other for a moment before he continued. “I can’t order you to go to Kastea for the holiday but don’t expect me to do you any favors if your parents ask why you are on guard duty. I’m telling them you volunteered. I’m assigning you the northwest sector, since I know you like to skirt the edge of your orders and go there any way. The dwarves have traps up, though; they will know if you get too close to their construction. Don’t think you can get a sneak peek while I’m gone.”


  I snapped to attention, masking how mortified I was that the colonel once again knew I had been sneaking off camp. “Understood, sir.”


  “Dismissed.” He waved me off.


  I found Esgeril in the cafeteria. She sat sideways on Lorra’s lap, talking to another rider, while the other woman’s ochre-brown fingers trawled though Esgeril’s bright red locks. Lunara sat nearby, looking vaguely uncomfortable. How long had this been going on? I had stopped taking my meals in the cafeteria. It was lonely to be in a room filled with chatter and nobody speaking to me. So, I usually loaded my tray and returned back to the stables to be with Farean.


  They might have been like this for weeks without me realizing it. I was glad she had moved on, even if our friendship had been irreparably broken. She wanted me to apologize, but she was the one who had overreacted.


  I walked up to their table. The group went silent when I reached them. Esgeril didn’t meet my gaze. That was just as well. I might lose my nerve.


  But I didn’t trust Lorra, so I glared at her instead, just a few inches away. “Colonel Authand says you’re more than just Florian’s lackey.”


  Florian opened her mouth, but my glare was feral, and she backed down.


  “That better be the case. Because if you are using Esgeril in some plot to hurt me, I will kill you.”


  “Not everything revolves around you, Princess.” Florian couldn’t help herself. A sneer curled on her lip.


  I put my face inches from hers. “No. It revolves around her.” I surprised myself, feeling the steel hilt of my dagger cold against my palm. I jerked my hand away from the weapon still in its holster. I hadn’t meant to react with violence, but Florian’s and the other Reds’ eyes were drawn to the motion. Esgeril scowled, and Lorra froze. Florian held my glare for a long moment.


  I exhaled slowly. “Farr, himself, would quake at my response.”


  Chapter 11


  With the spring thaw, Authand made the announcement I’d been waiting months for. “Lewon, Florian, Kalia, Esgeril, and Lunara, you are excused from your duties and classes for the next week. You will gather your gear and be ready to fly out to where you will camp for the duration of the Dragon Run. The rest of the camp will witness the games but return to Tulta in the evenings.”


  Ever since arriving at Tulta, Lunara had included herself in the daily chores. Authand had told her she was under no obligation, since she was a guest, but she’d insisted and eventually was added to the chore rotation.


  As we shuffled out of the cafeteria, I made my way over to her and Esgeril. “Should be a nice vacation for you, since you won’t be competing with me.”


  “What do you mean?” Esgeril asked, with her hands on her hips. It was the first time I’d heard her voice in months, and my heart ached. I was tempted to apologize, just to be friends again, to be close to her, but they were the ones who had wronged me.


  I held strong. “I obviously can’t trust you to help me, so I’m better off on my own.”


  “You realize it’s a team event? It’s probably impossible to compete by yourself. The whole point of the games is to find someone who can lead armies, not fight one by herself.” Esgeril sighed. “If you want to make a fool of yourself, I’m done trying to stop you.”


  “You just don’t believe in me. Nobody ever believes in me!” I yelled, loud enough to make others look at us.


  Lunara, who hadn’t spoken during our exchange, took a step back like I was going to hit her. I didn’t remember ever doing so, but it shamed me to realize that I couldn’t rule it out either.


  “I believed in you before you did,” Esgeril said softly before walking away.


  “She’s right, you know,” Farean said as I stormed off.


  “Not you, too,” I said aloud, startling a couple of first-years chatting near the exit. “What are you looking at?” I shouted at them. “You have classes to go to. Get.” I pointed at the exit and they scurried away. At least they listened to me.


  I marched toward the dorms. I’d been packed for weeks, waiting for this announcement, so I only needed to get my bag in order to be ready. I’d lord it over them as they arrived. It was petty, but maybe they would realize I was more capable than they believed.


  Farean sulked in the back of my mind.


  “Aren’t you tired of everyone underestimating us all the time?” I asked her


  “I don’t know how you expect to gain people’s respect without respecting them,” she retorted.


  I slammed the door to my quarters shut behind me. My bag sat in the corner. I slid the strap over my shoulder but hesitated before reaching for the knob again. “Look where trusting people got us. I was kidnapped by Roland twice. Almost three times.”


  The previous Treaty Day, I’d brought Esgeril along to Salta for backup while I searched for a gift for her aunt, but she’d wandered off, and I’d only escaped capture because of Farean’s quick thinking.


  I opened the door. “Do you want to compete? I’ve got my bag; we can go anywhere.” I turned toward the stairs, but Florian blocked my way, her usual leer on her face.


  “You’re packed awfully fast, Princess. Running away to save from the embarrassment of losing?” She echoed my question to Farean.


  I grinned at her. “Beating you here has been getting boring. I’m eager for some new scenery to beat you in.” Without waiting for a response, I shoved past her, pressing her into the wall. Behind me, I heard the girl’s prefect shout my name, no doubt to issue me another demerit for my behavior, but I ignored her and kept going.


  “I was the one who suggested that when we headed to Verlo last year,” Farean answered my question from a few minutes ago. “You reminded me of our duty.”


  “That was different,” I retorted. “If we leave now, nobody dies.”


  She sighed in my mind. “I’ll go anywhere in the Seven Nations with you, if that’s what you want. But I want to compete.”


  I bit my lip. “Then we compete. I do love showing off what an amazing dragon I have.”


  We were not the first to the field. That distinction belonged to Authand and Korth. He had his own bag on his back, and several more were strapped to Korth’s harness. The combined weight must have exceeded Farean’s mass.


  “By the roles of hospitality, you should be helping your guest right now.” Authand finished buckling the straps holding their cargo, and Korth raised up and gave it a shake before sitting back down.


  “Lunara is more Esgeril’s guest at this point than she is mine,” I grumbled.


  Authand gave me a look but didn’t say anything further as Lewon arrived next. He turned toward him with an apprising look. “Speaking of guests, Lewon, where is yours? You provided me with the name, but I haven’t met them.”


  “They’ve been waiting in town,” Lewon said. “I sent a messenger. They will meet us there.”


  “How do they know where ‘there’ is?” Authand glowered.


  Lewon’s cool demeanor never faltered. “They don’t yet, but they are good tracker, and they know the general area.”


  “Wolf-shifter?” If Authand had an opinion on that, neither his voice nor his demeanor betrayed it.


  “No,” Lewon spat.


  I stepped back in shock from the force of his denial. His village was near the border with the wolf-shifter territory, but there’d been peace between the two nations for longer than our lifetimes.


  He didn’t offer any further information, and Authand let it drop when Florian, Esgeril, and Lunara arrived.


  Authand held out his hand as Lunara approached. “You’ll be riding with me.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t possibly.” She shook her head. “You look so overburdened already.”


  She cocked her head to one side, a tell that she was communicating with one of the dragons here. If Esgeril hadn’t poisoned her from me that day in the stables, I would have trained that out of her. It would have been a competitive advantage for Lewon to not know she could hear mindspeak. But since I wasn’t going to have her help after all, it didn’t really matter.


  “Oh,” she said after a moment. “Well, if you insist.”


  “Korth is a little upset that she thought he wasn’t strong enough,” Farean told me. “He doesn’t like being underestimated.”


  “Neither do we.” I climbed onto her back as the others began to do the same.


  After a short flight, we descended into a clearing. My gut tightened as I recognized the place. It was where I was taking the second time I was kidnapped. The oak to my right was where I had been tied while the goblin general, Aziz, waited for the witch to break the bond between dragon and rider.


  Lewon recognized it, too. He’d been taken as well because he’d accrued a debt playing room cubes in gambling dens owned by the Vampire Roland. “Colonel, this was a goblin encampment. See how those trees are stripped bare They don’t care about killing trees for their firewood.”


  Authand nodded. “Good catch. It’s been abandoned for some time. Our scouts haven’t seen any activity here since before the dwarves began the construction. Best guess, this was where the army that attacked last year had camped.”


  Once the older competitors arrived, they would be five teams, plus Authand. The tents would be arranged in a ring around the fire pit. To the west, a shelter had been erected large enough to hold a dozen dragons. More than we needed, but Korth probably needed two bays by himself. That thought elicited a chuckle from Farean.


  Once we had our tents erected, we set up the ones for the other teams, our duty as the host to this year’s Dragon Run.


  A nightblood approached. I sucked in my breath as I recognized Bior. “You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here.”


  My outburst brought the others to attention.


  Lewon got between us. “They are my teammate.”


  “But he’s a nightblood.” I looked to Authand.


  The colonel raised his hook to his chin and then dropped it, bringing his right hand up instead. Stroking it, he mused, “It’s irregular, but there’s no rule against it. I’ll allow it.”


  “But he’s Roland’s lackey,” I complained.


  “I am not,” Bior spat. “And I’m not a ‘he.’ Your genders are beneath me.”


  “Can you prove it, cadet?”


  “No.” I couldn’t meet Authand’s gaze. I knew where this was going.


  Authand turned to Bior. “Then you are welcome here.” He nodded and then turned away. Passing me, he spoke in a low voice. “Find a way to prove it before you make that accusation again. For that outburst, you get to dig the privy.”


  Soon, the others arrived, giving me a chance to see my competition. First came in a husband-and-wife team riding a pair of Blue dragons. They looked to be in their twenties and greeted Authand warmly. Bailis was a head taller than her husband Trile, and when she removed her coat, her arms were covered in scars. She saw me staring.


  “You should’ve seen the other guy.”


  Trile cut in. “The ‘guy’ was a wild boar when she got us lost in these woods as third-years.”


  Bailis elbowed him and grinned. “But I got him. We ate good that night.”


  “How does a Dragoneer get lost?” Lewon asked with his usual smirk on his face.


  “Veya was injured.” Trile pointed to the Blue behind him drinking from the stream. “Anca was escorting him back to camp. If we’d stayed where we were, we would have been fine, but somebody,” he nodded at Bailis, “thought she’d heard goblins, when it was just a boar.”


  They laughed raucously. I liked these two immediately. Bailis, especially, seemed unafraid and ready for any challenge. I helped them bring their gear to their tent, to be shared with their third teammate apparently and went back to the task I’d been ignominiously assigned of digging the privy.


  Next, identical twins, Nel and Bit, arrived on two identical Red dragons. Bit – or was it Nel – nodded curtly at Bailis and Trile before turning his attention to Authand who was making a beginning at preparing our afternoon meal.


  “Reporting for duty, Colonel,” he said with a crisp salute.


  “As you were,” Authand stood. “No need for formality. I’m just a chaperone for the children.”


  I bristled at being called a child. “I am—”


  Nel – or what is Bit – interrupted me. “Don’t mind him. My brother’s always a bit cranky after a long flight. He doesn’t want to admit it, but that bit of goblin steel that broke off in his rear gives him a bother to sit on.”


  I chuckled, but Esgeril stood quietly with her eyes down. Then it hit me; I knew who they were. Esgeril had told me about them. They were on her parents’ squad during the ambush when her father had died.


  Nel – or what is Bit – noticed her then. “Brother, look, it’s Epona and Dwin’s kit.” He pointed at her. “Essie, I didn’t know you’d be competing.”


  “She’s team Princess,” Florian cut in, pointing at me.


  Nel and Bit immediately dropped down to their knees, Bit – I think - moving just to hear more slowly. Trile dropped, too, and grabbed Bailis’s hand, who stood open mouthed.


  “Please,” I said, motioning them up. “When I’m in this uniform, I’m a Dragoneer, so there’s no need to be formal. Here, I’m just Kalia.”


  Florian snorted, but nobody paid attention to her. They were all still focusing on me.


  The older Dragoneers stood. Bit held out his hand for his brother, but Nel pushed it away.


  Trile snorted. “‘Just Kalia,’ says the future queen.”


  I rolled my eyes. To have nobody respect me at Tulta did have an advantage, because it meant I didn’t have to deal with this all the time. “It’s a ceremonial position. My future husband will rule.” I tried to emphasize the husband part to Esgeril, but my bitterness about the situation came through instead.


  Bailis nodded. “Dragoneer life gave you a taste of that freedom. The idea of being controlled by a man grates on you now, don’t it?”


  She was right. I just didn’t know what I could do about it. I glanced at Esgeril, who met my eyes briefly. I averted my gaze but not before Bailis caught it. She gave a little half-nod in understanding. I turned away so no one would see my blush. I had a privy to finish anyway.


  Nel and Bit made their way to their tents, side by side, and made conversation among themselves as they unpacked.


  Esgeril approached me. “I didn’t realize you don’t have any say in the matter.”


  I shrugged, feigning indifference to something that bothered me a lot. “I was engaged before I could speak. Everything was decided for me. If I hadn’t bonded with Farean, I’d been married to the son of the Duke of Salta by now.”


  “Wow.”


  “I know.” I wanted to ask her where that left us, but I knew the answer. We had no future, and it wasn’t fair to either of us to pretend otherwise. Besides, she had clearly moved on.


  It was well after lunch when a roar shook the trees around us. It seemed to come from everywhere at once and sent everyone scattering for their weapons.


  Authand held his sword awkwardly in his right hand but lowered it after a moment. “It’s alright, stand down. It’s Kellan and Kellan. Probably with Pellia and Terak. They are our final contestants.”


  Satisfied that there was no danger, I plopped down next to Farean, who was laying in the sun. After digging a privy large enough for sixteen, I was spent.


  “Kelan is riding with Kellan. I don’t like owing a favor,” Bit said. Along with the others, he’d fallen in around the fire pit as a rallying point for the attack we’d assumed.


  “What? It would have taken us another day, at least, to carry that oaf of our brother,” Nel replied.


  “You’re triplets?” I blurted. Mother would have given me such a lecture if she’d seen. Bailis was right. I did like the freedom that being a Dragoneer offered.


  Nel nodded. “Aye, but he’s not as attractive as us. Too ugly for a dragon to take him.”


  “Fain is with Kellan as well,” Bailis said. “Same reason. The part about taking too long if she traveled with us. But she’s not a relative, she’s just a friend.”


  Trile laughed. “Now you want to be shy. Where was that when you told my grandmother?” Turning to us, he added, “Fain is our girlfriend.”


  An Orange, not as large as Korth, but still massive in her own right landed before us. For as loud as the dragon, probably Kellan, was in the air, she made barely a thump landing. If I wasn’t watching, I wouldn’t have known she reached the ground.


  The same couldn’t be said when a Green landed next to her. The smaller dragon, whom I assumed was Terak, was half her size but as boisterous and noisy as a hatchling.


  Kellan wasn’t packed as heavily as Korth had been, but she did carry four passengers. Seated at the front was the elf, Kellan I was surprised to learn was a man. Behind him sat a dark elf, his skin tone a little lighter than Authand’s but not by much. He gave the Dragoneer in front of him a little peck on the cheek before working on the buckles that kept him secure. I quickly turned my attention to the other passengers.


  Third in line sat a man who could only be Nel and Bit’s brother. Unlike what Bit had said, Kelan wasn’t unattractive. His bulk was a combination of muscle and fat, but it looked good on him. For an old guy. The gray that streaked his brown hair was the only indication he was the same age as his brothers.


  At the end sat the woman who had to be Fain. She was gorgeous. The wind burn on her cheeks couldn’t hide her otherwise flawless tan skin. Blonde hair streaked with red was wound tightly into a bun for travel. Green eyes to get lost in.


  I realized I was staring and looked away, hoping nobody noticed.


  Another dark elf, a woman, dismounted the Green. That had to be Pellia. The dragon scurried over to the stream to drink, her packs threatening to topple her into it. Greens were often small, but she was tiny. Even Farean outweighed her.


  “Hey.”


  Pellia was tiny, too. Despite being as old as Authand and Kellan, she was as beautiful as Fain, with green-dyed hair braided until it reached her lower back. Free of her dragon, she helped Fain and Kelan out of their harnesses and onto the ground. After helping with the other passengers, she wrapped her arms around Authand. I think it was the first time I ever saw him smile.


  “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes. What’s it been five, six years? You ready to make an honest woman out of me yet?” she fired at him.


  Authand stiffened in her arms. “You know I’m—”


  She cut him off, dropping her pitch to mimic him. “—not into that stuff.” With her voice back to normal, she added, “So stuffy. You used to be fun.” She let go of him slapped him on the back.


  I stifled a laugh. I couldn’t imagine Authand as fun.


  “And you used to have boundaries,” Authand shot back, but there was no ire in his voice. “Now, go unload your dragon before she falls in the creek.”


  Pellia laughed as she made her way to the Green still lapping up water.


  Authand turned to Kellan, slapping the rider on the shoulder.


  Kellan smiled broadly. “Authand, it’s been too long. This is Gelir.” The other man brought his arm around Kellan. Standing side-by-side, it drove home how short Kellan was. He was half a head shorter than the man who must be his husband, who was only a few inches taller than me. When Authand stood next to Pellia and Kellan, must have felt like a giant. “It’s a shame you couldn’t attend the wedding. Pellia got drunk and hit on all the groomsmen, but they were all gay of course. Ha! Poor woman didn’t stand a chance.”


  “Did you leave the kid at home? This would have been a good experience for her. Only a few years until her first hatching, right?”


  Gelir pursed his lips. “Aistana is with my mother. She’s too young for that. We aren’t letting her on a dragon until she’s ten.”


  “Ten?” Authand exclaimed. “That’s far too late. Cadet Esgeril.” He turned to where she was carving some arrowheads by her tent. “How old were you the first time your parents took you dragonback?”


  She stood at attention. “I don’t remember it, but I’m told I was six—”


  “Ha,” Gelir interrupted. “Aistana is only three.”


  “—months,” Esgeril finished. “I was six months old, sir.”


  Gelir got quiet and Authand grinned. Esgeril, for her part, didn’t move until Authand waved her off.


  Kellan jumped in. “Gelir’s not from a Dragoneer family. His parents still farm on the Hollysword land. He wants to take things slow, and I respect that.”


  “But you are going to let her do a hatching?” Authand got quiet. His eyes narrowed into slits. I could barely hear his voice over the breeze.


  Kellan scoffed. “Of course. When she’s old enough. If she has an interest. Now, that’s enough of this conversation. It’s been a long ride. I need to eat and I could sleep for a week.”


  Chapter 12


  The sky was just shifting to that shade of purple it takes when it starts to think about the morning when Farean woke me for our turn at watch. It was something that was reserved for the third-years at Tulta, but here all riders had to take their turn, every night. We’d drawn straws, and Esgeril and I were lucky enough to get the last ship, just before morning.


  Bit and Nel had left a pot of brewed stimleaf by the fire, close enough to keep it warm without boiling it off. I poured a cup and handed it to Esgeril. I’d chewed a wad of the leaf before leaving my tent but took a few sips to hide the fact that I didn’t need it. We made small talk to avoid talking about anything important as we made our rounds around the campsite, checking for goblin signs. Those of wild animals, too, but most kept well clear of our eleven dragons.


  I wanted to talk to her about what Bailis had said last night, but I told myself that Esgeril’s understanding didn’t change anything. Even Farean, who usually pushed me on the topic, kept silent this morning.


  After what felt like an eternity, the sun rose above the horizon. The others stirred and Authand made breakfast. I hadn’t thought he could cook with only one hand, but he did a better job of it than I could have managed.


  Among the gear that Nel had brought was a picnic table, or rather the parts for one which he had spent the afternoon assembling. The thing was huge, and all of us, save Bior who claimed to have “fed” – I tried not to think about on what - in the night, sat around it for the pile of pancakes that Authand had made. The acrid scent of brewed stimleaf filled the air as mugs of it surrounded me. The obvious morning people clumped together in small talk while the other night people sipped their stimleaf in silence.


  After we finished our meal and washed the dishes in the stream, Authand explained the games we would be competing in. “There will be a series of challenges to test dragon and rider. First place in each challenge will receive four points. Second place gets three. Third, two, and fourth gets one. Points are doubled for the final race. The team with the highest score at the end wins and is named the Darnetan champion who will compete in the Dragon Race next year. In one hour, we will fly to the field where spectators will be assembled. Contestants, the non-riders will ride with your seconds. When we land, the first challenge will be announced. You will have five minutes to choose the best teammate for the challenge.”


  “You’re not still going with your plan to do the entire thing yourself, are you?” Farean asked when we were in the air.


  “Of course not, I’m doing it with you.”


  “That’s not what I meant,” she retorted before landing in a large field on the west side of the forest. The dwrves had built a small arena. I had seen paintings of structures such as these, but I had never been in one before. On one side, bleachers rose from the ground, with what could only be a royal box in the center. I’d received no word that my parents would be attending. A familiar knot formed in my stomach. All sorts of conflicting thoughts filled my head.


  I shook my head to clear it. I couldn’t afford distractions. When Authand announced the first challenge, an archery competition, Esgeril stepped forward, but I waved her off. “I need to do this on my own.”


  “Don’t do this, Kalia. Please,” she said, but I pushed past her. Authand’s brow furrowed when I approached the line with the other contestants. I knew what he was thinking. Esgeril was one of the better archers at Tulta. Not the best but among the top ten. I occasionally missed the target.


  Winning at archery wasn’t going to happen, but hopefully I could still place. There would be plenty of other events to catch up on lost points. Ten arrows. One hundred possible points.


  I aimed at the target and fired. I watched the arrow sail through the air and embed itself in the outer ring, earning me a single point out of ten. Before drawing my second arrow, I glanced at my competition. Nel had scored a bullseye and came very close with his second shot. Florian had gotten two in the outer portion of the center. Trile had fired off three arrows already, which had mostly landed midway to the center. For Kellan’s team, Gelir, the only non-rider competing in this event, was giving Nel a run for his money.


  Trile continued to fire her arrows while barely aiming, as if the competition was to see who could get all ten arrows off first. I tried to emulate her style, loosing an arrow almost as soon as it was fully drawn.


  I missed the target completely.


  A chuckle rippled through the crowd. My ears turned red. Back to aiming.


  With the next shot, I took my time, trying to remember Esgeril’s lessons. I mostly remembered her standing close to me, pushing my legs into the proper position, and the smell of the lavender oil she puts in her hair.


  I missed again.


  Slowly, I aimed and fired the remaining arrows. I didn’t miss the target again, but I never hit the center rings, either. The others had long finished by the time I put my bow down.


  Nel narrowly beat out Gelir, with more than ninety points each. Florian scored in the high eighties, and Trile shot a respectable seventy-two.


  My final score was thirty-six, half the next lowest score.


  I tried to shake it off and focus on the next event, but I went up against Lewon for the sword-fighting, and it’s pretty hard to beat the person who taught you everything you know on the topic. He went on to beat Bailis, Bit, and Kellan, and I only beat Kellan. That at least got me a point on the board, tied for last.


  As the day progressed, I came in third in arm wrestling. The sore wrist I was left with even made me lose weightlifting to the tiny Pellia. I was spent by the time we got to the obstacle race, and I barely finished the mile run. It was my fifth event of the day, but nobody else had competed in more than two.


  The day ended with me in last place with three measly points. Lewon had a strong lead with eighteen points. The nightblood’s advantage was readily apparent in the strength events where he won easily. The other three teams huddled together roughly halfway in between Lewon’s and my scores.


  I waited when the other contestants went back to the camp. Esgeril gave me a disappointed look as she walked by, but my scowl warned her off from saying anything. Instead, she made her way towards Authand


  Once she’d passed me, I turned my attention to the royal box. My parents were still there. I fought my way through the crowd, waving off an endless stream of jeers and sarcastic wishes of “better luck next time.”


  By the time I reached the box, though, it was empty. There was no sign of my parents or their guards. I couldn’t imagine them flying halfway across the country each day, so they must have made accommodations somewhere nearby.


  Through the now thinning crowd of spectators, I made a beeline to Farean. I had been distracted on the way in and hadn’t done much scouting of the surrounding area during the flight, even though that was something Authand expected of us whenever we flew somewhere new, or even on a familiar route. The threat you don’t notice is the one that kills you, after all. Something that would house my parents and their entourage should be easy to spot from the air, though.


  When I reached Farean, I found Authand waiting for me. “You’re in trouble,” she warned me, belatedly.


  I mentally stuck my tongue out at her. “When am I not?”


  But Authand’s face didn’t show any signs of anger. Instead, he looked sad. Disappointed.


  That was worse.


  I tried to deflect. “Do you know where my parents are staying?” I slid by him and started putting Farean in her harness.


  “It took them a long time to come around to you becoming a Dragoneer. Right now, they are probably wondering if supporting you was a bad idea. I know I am.” His gaze bore into me. I wanted to look away, to look anywhere else, but I didn’t dare.


  After a long silence, I sighed. “I thought I could do it on my own. I wanted to show everyone that I don’t need help.”


  He shook his head. “You can’t. The Dragon Run, being a Dragoneer, is about cooperation. You can’t fly without a dragon. Everything about this job is about teamwork.”


  I bit my lip. “That makes sense. I’m just not used to anyone wanting to help me. Not even my teammates do. They will barely even talk to me.”


  He sighed. His mouth went through a series of contortions as if he was fighting a battle with it. Finally, he said, “I know things are complicated with your position. I let this go too long. You need to talk to them.”


  “I love her.” I blurted. “I love her, but I accused her of being a bad Dragoneer. I projected all my insecurities on her. Now she hates me, and I don’t blame her. There’s no future for us. She’s better off moving on and forgetting about me.”


  “Why do I keep getting involved in this?” Authand muttered. He sighed, absentmindedly rubbing his stump. “You’re sixteen, Kalia. There doesn’t need to be a future to your relationship. Just enjoy the present.”


  I folded my arms across my chest, looking down. “You sound like my father. He told me to have a fling to get it out my system.”


  It was Authand’s turn to sigh. “That’s not what I meant. You’re a kid.” He held up his claw. “I know you hate being called that, but you are. This isn’t Kastea. Nobody in the Dragoneers expects you to have your whole future planned out. Enjoy the present and let the future worry about itself.”


  “Is that fair to her?” I didn’t want what he was saying to make sense. I’d been fighting conflicting feelings for months. I didn’t want a man, who, according to rumor, had never even been in a relationship, to have the answer in five minutes.


  “Did you ask her that?”


  So much for Authand not having an answer. I hated how much sense he made.


  “I made a mess of this,” I said at last.


  Authand smiled, a rare expression for him. “Haven’t met a sixteen-year-old who had it all figured out. You just have to learn how to ask for help.”


  “I have to fix this.” I climbed onto Farean’s back. As soon as I was locked into place, she was airborne.


  “Kalia,” Authand held up his hand. “She’s—” but the rest was lost to the wind.


  We flew low over the trees. The fire was burning against the late afternoon chill, with the older Dragoneers sitting nearby, drinking mead and swapping stories. Farean reached the other dragons; I had the buckles of the harness undone before she’d even landed.


  [bookmark: _Hlk96265294]My own feet barely touched the ground as I ran to the tent that Esgeril shared with Lunara. I should announce myself and wait for permission to enter, but by the time the thought had entered my head, I was already bursting through the flap.


  Esgeril was nowhere to be found. Instead, Lunara stood in the center of the space. She’d exchanged the leather jerkin worn for the competition for a tight-fitting blouse favored by the other girls at the camp. She’d just dropped her trousers, with one leg stepped out.


  “Kalia! Get out!” Her hands darted to her exposed crotch. My eyes followed the motion and got a glimpse of her penis.


  Her penis. The words echoed in my head. How did Lunara have a penis?


  “Get out,” she yelled again, but I was glued to my spot, unable to look away from the barely hidden appendage.


  She grabbed her pants with one hand and pulled them up, buckling the clasp as she pushed passed me and ran out of the tent.


  Pellia’s voice came a few moments later. “Is everything okay in there?”


  I was still standing in the middle of the tent, in the same position I’d been in when Lunara had passed me.


  “I’m coming in,” Pellia announced when I didn’t answer. Her short sword preceded her into the space. “What’s going on in here?” She squinted in the dim light, not lowering her weapon.


  “Lunara has a penis,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.


  Pellia sheathed her sword. “Is that all?” Half-turning, she opened the flap, revealing the other Dragoneers. “Clear.”


  The others visibly relaxed and started to disperse.


  “Kellan, hold up.” Pellia caught her friend before he left with the others. She leaned in and spoke quietly, but I could still make out her voice. “Lunara is trans. Kalia is not taking it well.”


  He glanced at me with thinly veiled disgust written all over his face. I was familiar with the look, as the only noble-born Dragoneer.


  “No, wait. It’s not right for me to ask that of you.” Pellia placed her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll talk to her.”


  He sighed, shaking his head. “Last time you tried, you did more harm than good.”


  She chuckled. “That wasn’t entirely my fault. But I did break his arm for what he called you.”


  A grin flashed across Kellan’s face before he returned to its previous expression. “Exactly. You want to cause an incident with the king? Thanks, but I’ll take care of this. But you should probably fetch—sorry, get Authand.”


  She nodded and trotted over to where her tiny Green dozed in the afternoon sun.


  Kellan returned his attention to me. “Let’s take a walk.”


  Chapter 13


  We walked for a while, away from the campsite, but not so far that we couldn’t call for help. Standard protocol that Kellan was apparently better at following than I was. He still carried his sword, sheathed at his waist, his hand never far from it. I realized belatedly that if there was a problem, I was completely unarmed.


  I’d never been good with silence and spoke first to fill the overwhelming quiet. “Pellia said that Lunara is trans, but I’ve met a trans girl. Lunara doesn’t look anything like her.”


  Kellan stopped in his tracks. He lowered his head, shaking it. “Farr, give me strength.” After an uncomfortably long moment, he asked, “Does Esgeril look like you?”


  “No,” I answered, unsure what this had to do with anything.


  “Does Pellia look like Bailis?”


  “No,” I said again.


  “So you can’t tell what one woman is going to look like based on what another woman looks like?” He resumed walking and I hurried to catch up.


  “I guess not.” I bit my lip. “But why didn’t she tell me?”


  He shrugged. “Maybe she didn’t feel safe. Didn’t know how you would respond. Maybe she thought you’d cause a scene, like you did. Or maybe she thought it was none of your business. Nobody owes you details about their body.”


  I nodded, taking in what he said.


  “It’s why I usually don’t tell people,” he added quietly.


  It was my turn to stop. “You’re a trans woman, too?”


  “No-no-no-no-no. I am a trans man.” He stood straighter.


  “So the same thing but in reverse?”


  He smiled. “Yeah, pretty much. Now, one thing to remember is that if somebody tells you they are trans, you never tell another person that without permission. You understand? A lot of places in the Seven Nations aren’t safe for people like Lunara and me. You could get someone killed.”


  I gulped. That was why Lunara hadn’t wanted me to know. Wait, actually she had tried to tell me something very important, something she feared I would react poorly to. I promised her I wouldn’t. I guessed that I had broken that promise. “Yes, sir.”


  “Good.” He gave a single nod. “Now, let’s get back to camp. I believe you owe Lunara an apology.”


  I owed one to her, and to Esgeril as well. I probably owed one to a lot of people.


  Authand met us at the edge of the campsite. “Did either of you see which direction Lunara went?”


  We both shook our heads.


  “At least the goblins are gone, but we still need to find her before dark. There are other things besides the greyskins that lurk.”


  I’d never heard of anything beyond children’s tales, but there was another problem. “I killed two just a few miles north of here, before the Treaty Day break. They were hunting for firerock, so there’s probably an encampment, but I haven’t been able to find it.”


  “That’s where you’ve been sneaking off to? The enemy has been at our doorstep, and you were just going to take care of it yourself?” With each word, Authand’s voice rose in volume. “You need to start thinking things through instead of acting on your own. You are going to get someone killed going off like this. You may have done so already.”


  He was right. Lunara’s life was in danger, and it was all my fault. I had to make this right.


  Before I could say anything, Kellan cut in. “We need to find the girl before the goblins do. And we are going to need help.”


  Authand nodded. “Kalia, go back to Tulta and inform Flatch of the situation. Tell him I want every Green in search pattern four. Orange in pattern three with Red accompanying.”


  “What about Blue, sir?”


  He tilted his head just enough to make his meaning clear. “Blue,” he stretched out the pronunciation as if he was saying my name, “will ferry supplies as needed.”


  “But I can help,” I protested.


  “You’ve done enough,” he said, his voice flat. “Now, for once in your Farr-forsaken life, just follow an order. Go!”


  He didn’t have to tell me twice. Or thrice, I guess.


  Gelir had all of the dragons harnessed and ready to go. I hopped on Farean’s back and we took off as I did the buckles. She shot almost straight up, aiming for the rough winds that had almost killed us when flying for reinforcements at the Battle of Tulta. The air buffeted us from many directions, but it shot us forward at a speed so great, I feared we would miss the camp.


  As soon as the tower became visible, though, Farean dove out of the strong winds. She tucked her wings in, gaining more and more speed as we free-fell toward the ground. As we passed the tower and out over the water, she spread her wings to their fullest extent and banked hard, bringing us around to the direction we had just passed.


  My body lurched in the harness as Farean tried to slow our hurtling descent.


  The tower guards raised an alarm as we came in fast, too fast.


  I could feel the pain as her leathery wings were stretched to their limit. Automatically, I pushed my healing energy into her, repairing the tears that were starting to form.


  We hit the beach hard. She dug her claws in as we skidded to a stop, spraying sand everywhere.


  Once we’d finally come to rest, a pair of Greens landed beside us, their riders off in an instant to help me off Farean’s back.


  She breathed heavily, and I was flush with exertion myself, but we’d made a ten-mile flight in under three minutes.


  “Lunara missing,” I panted. “Flatch. Green four. Orange and Red three. Blue support.”


  The two Green riders looked at each other, and the blonde one rushed to relay the message. I was just getting my feet under me when the drums began to beat out Authand’s order.


  Tulowa approached, ignoring me to inspect Farean. After Esgeril pulled a knife on him last year, he still gave me wide berth when it came to my dragon.


  “You’re going to kill this dragon one of these days.” He didn’t look at me as he inspected her wings.


  “Just because Tiuca is fat and lazy doesn’t mean I can’t do it,” Farean complained.


  “Just give me some stimleaf so I can recover,” I spat. “I need to get back.”


  He grumbled something, then went back to ignoring me.


  I didn’t have time to deal with him. Not now. Instead, I jogged to the healers’ compound and grabbed the jar from the cabinet I’d spied before. Not having time for subtlety, I grabbed the entire thing, sticking a handful in my mouth before shoving the container in a pocKellan of my uniform.


  I made my way back to Farean when the smell of meat wafted toward me. I ignored the sound of my stomach gurgling, but Farean had other plans.


  “Bring me food.”


  “Fine,” I answered. “Just something small. If you eat too much, you’ll get lethargic, and I need you at your best.”


  “And if my stomach is growling, I might not hear Lunara.”


  “I said I would get you something. Now hush.” Ducking into the cafeteria, I found it mostly deserted. I expected some Blues to be hanging around waiting for something to do, but was surprised to find Esgeril lounging in the corner with Lorra sitting on her lap.


  “What are you doing here?” I marched up to them. “Lunara is missing.”


  “I thought I heard drums.” She tried to stand, but Lorra grabbed the arms of her seat, locking Esgeril into her spot.


  “It’s just a capitol flunky. No loss there.”


  I grabbed Lorra, digging my nails into her arm deep enough to draw blood, as I yanked her away from Esgeril.


  “She is my friend,” I hissed. “She is Esgeril’s friend. And above all, she is twice the woman that you’ll ever be.”


  Esgeril slid out from behind Lorra before I pushed her away from us. Esgeril stared at her for a long time. I was just about to remind her that we needed to hurry, when she finally spoke, her voice was low. If the cafeteria hadn’t been virtually empty, I wouldn’t have been able to overhear.


  “I thought you were better than that. I thought Red Dragoneers were loyal, but I guess you’re only loyal to Florian. We’re done.” She grabbed my shoulder and pulled me toward the door. I grabbed a plate of rolls on the way out. Farean wouldn’t be happy, but she would have to deal with it.


  “Wait!” Lorra ran after us. “You’re right. Florian got in my head. She convinced us that standing against anyone from Kastea was being loyal to the Dragoneers. But I should have been loyal to you and those you care about.”


  “You should have been loyal to your oath as a Dragoneer.” Esgeril turned, her eyes filled with tears. Her voice quivered as she added, “To defend your country and protect its citizens. If you couldn’t figure that out on your own, maybe your Sarta made a mistake. I know I did.”


  She stormed off, ignoring Lorra’s pleas. I ran to catch up with her, pausing only for my eyes to adjust to the bright light outside.


  “I’m sorry,” I told her as she made her way to an impatiently waiting Baran.


  “I don’t want to talk about it right now.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “So what’s your plan? I assume you are ignoring the colonel’s orders.”


  I grinned. “Authand’s going to search in all directions. We are going to the northeast of the camp. I think there’s a goblin encampment in that direction. It’s the only place left that it could be. If she’s not there, she’ll be safe until someone finds her. But if they got her, we need to get there fast.”


  Esgeril nodded and climbed onto Baran’s back.


  I stopped her. “One more thing.”


  Baran slicked his tail, his talons kneading the hard ground below us. Like Farean, he’d become quite fond of Lunara and would probably leave without us if I delayed further.


  “I know. I found out. That’s why she ran. I froze.”


  She nodded once, finally taking her seat on Baran’s back.


  “Please,” I begged as she buckled herself into her harness. “I need to apologize to her. And to you.”


  Baran didn’t give her a chance to respond.


  Farean hopped into the air from the beach when we existed the cafeteria and landed beside me. I climbed on, buckling my harness once she was airborne.


  When we caught up to Baran and Esgeril, I pointed out the direction we were most likely to find the goblin encampment. I’d searched most of the area already, but I cursed myself now for not spending even more time scanning the woods. Lunara would be safe now if I had.


  I pushed that line of thinking away. Getting mired in self-doubt would not help find my friend or defeat an enemy who had no such problem.


  Farean didn’t try any fancy maneuvers. Baran could barely keep up with us at it was, and Farean occasionally slowed to keep him with us without overtiring him.


  The flight took forever. To the south, a swarm of red and orange filled the sky. We would eventually be missed, but with that many dragons involved in the search, it would take them some time. Enough time, or so I hoped.


  I kept an eye out for telltale signs of an encampment, but there had been none through my previous searches. The goblins home was far to the north and covered in mountains. Forgoing a fire though our winter would have been nothing to them.


  At last, we reached our search area. Esgeril flew close to the treetops, searching the gaps and clearings. I dove below the canopy to search the ground. The dragons called out to Lunara. Anyone else wouldn’t have been able to hear it, but Lunara’s gift of mindspeak might just save her life.


  The minutes ticked by as we search for signs of either Lunara or goblins, my optimism waning as the sun got lower.


  “She’s alive,” Farean said at last, already climbing above the canopy. Baran intercepted us as we approached a clearing a few more miles afield.


  At this point, hours had passed since Lunara had gone missing, and the Red dragon had been in the air for more than half of it. He looked about ready to drop, and as soon as Esgeril was free of her harness, he lumbered off in the direction of the sound of running water.


  “Stay together,” I told Farean. “And keep your eyes open.”


  She snorted. “Like I would nap when Lunara could be in danger. I’ll keep this one out of danger, though.” I’d never understand how she could convey a sense of movement with neither words nor motion, but I felt her pointing at Baran.


  That was good enough for me. I brandished my weapon, the standard issue Dragoneer eight-inch dagger. There was a matching short sword that I rarely carried because it was heavy and I wasn’t very good with it anyway.


  Beside me, Esgeril had her father’s crossbow drawn and at the ready.


  We stayed quiet as we traveled to where Farean had sensed Lunara. We’d landed half a mile away and jogged the rest of the way to avoid detection.


  “She’s awake and knows help is coming,” Farean told me as she guided us.


  I heard voices just ahead, the thick accent of goblins. I could hear three, but that didn’t mean there weren’t more.


  With a nod to Esgeril, I sprung into the clearing with my blade out. I tripped over a rock but rolled into one of the kidnappers, slicing into his leg. He went down with a yowl of pain, echoed by his companion, who sprouted Esgeril’s bolt from his chest.


  Another launched at me as I was regaining my feet.


  “The general wants her alive. Kill the others,” he barked as he made contact.


  I went down, losing my dagger. He was unarmed, but he rained down blows I tried to block with one arm as I searched blindly for my weapon with the other.


  I distantly heard two more bolts fire while I fought with my attacker. My fingers found my blade, cutting myself in the process. I slashed at the goblin, missing him as he suddenly fell away. Standing over me, Esgeril offered me her hand as she held her bow in the other.


  We found Lunara bound up near their meager supplies. This was not a full encampment; it was more like a scouting party.


  “I’m sorry,” I cried as I fumbled with the knot on her gag. “I didn’t mean to walk in on you like that or freeze. I know you must hate me.”


  She spit out the gag as Esgeril took my dagger and cut through the rest of the bonds, not bothering to untie them.


  “I don’t hate you,” Lunara said after massaging her jaw. “When you froze, I thought you were upset. I was scared that you would tell your father.”


  I nodded. I didn’t know how he would react if he knew, but Theron would be punished if the king felt he had been deceived by him. “He won’t find out by me. Or because of me.”


  I helped her up to her feet once Esgeril had cut through the last of the ropes. Once free, she continued, “I wanted to tell you, but after Esgeril told me your reaction when she told you she’s gay...”


  “She also told me she’s in love with me. You’re not going to hit me with that bombshell, too, are you?” I smiled to show I was joking, although I had apparently once had a crush on her.


  “Nope.” She smiled. “This girl is interested in guys only.”


  “Good. Because I already have my eye on somebody else.” Turning to Esgeril, I added. “I owe you an apology for that. I’m sorry. For everything. The future is complicated, but that doesn’t mean I should let it stop me from pursuing what I want now. I like you, Esgeril. A lot. But I was scared, and I pushed you away and said things I didn’t mean. You’re a great Dragoneer. And I shouldn’t have let worry about the future prevent me from telling you that. I get it, though, if you’re not interested anymore, or don’t want to jump into something as soon—”


  My rambling was interrupted when she pulled me close to her and pressed her lips to mine.


  Lunara giggled beside me, bringing me back to reality.


  “We should get back.” I really didn’t want to go back. Back to responsibilities and whatever punishment that awaited me for not sitting on the sidelines. Here, for now, I was just with two good friends.


  But things would only get worse the longer we took. We flew at a fraction of the pace Farean was capable of, so Baran could keep up. Reds just weren’t built for speed. Lunara rode with me, in part to save Baran the extra exertion, but also so she could finally tell me her story.


  Lunara had always felt a little different growing up, but when she started puberty, it had felt alien, as if it was something done to her instead of by her. When their sow started giving birth that year, she’d burst out crying, admitting to Theron that she was a girl.


  At first, her father had refused to believe her. But, as the year went on, she fell into a deeper and deeper depression, not leaving her room for days on end. Finally, Theron took pity on her and took her to an apothecary. It took three to find one that would help her, but at last they procured a tincture that made her features more feminine.


  “It worked pretty well, as you can see, and we were lucky, because the apothecary needs urine from pregnant sows to make the tincture. It’s pricy, but we got it from her for free for the effort of collecting the urine,” she finished.


  “You drink pee?” I blurted.


  “Well, it’s not pee anymore after she is done processing it,” Lunara explained.


  I couldn’t imagine going through all that effort, but if Lunara was willing to in order to be perceived as her true self, it wasn’t my place to disagree.


  Did Alu take this tincture? She didn’t talk about her past, but it was obvious to everyone that she didn’t have much outside of her cadet’s salary, so the answer was probably no.


  As soon as we were close enough to camp, Farean picked up the pace, leaving Baran behind to announce the news to any dragon close enough to hear.


  And there were a lot, dozens of them. Orange dragons sped to us, and more to Esgeril and Baran to provide an escort. By the time we reached the camp, nearly a hundred dragons filled nearly every open space of the clearing.


  Farean landed in a gap barely larger than herself. Tulowa marched up, climbing over a sea of tails. “Are you injured?” he asked Lunara.


  “If she had been, I would have healed her already,” I snapped at him, still upset about his jab earlier . Realizing that I hadn’t ever actually checked, I turned to her. “Are you okay?”


  She nodded at me before returning her attention to the healer. “I am quite well, thanks to the efforts of your brave Dragoneers and their steadfast mounts.” She patted Farean’s side.


  Apparently satisfied, he gave a grunt in farewell without checking on Esgeril or me.


  Korth landed with rather less grace than Farean and sent a dozen dragons scurrying away to avoid being trampled.


  “Alright,” Authand shouted. “I want an extra wing of third-year Oranges to protect the king. I want everyone else who doesn’t belong here in the air in five minutes.”


  A groan rippled through the riders, but they complied in a flurry of activity.


  When only Authand and the contestants remained, he turned his attention to me. “Report.”


  Lunara took Farean’s harness from me as I straightened to attention, then made for my tent to put it away.


  “We found a scouting party to the north east, by the North River,” I said. There were dozens of goblin scouting parties throughout Darneta and as far south as the nightblood kingdom near the pole. If you could call a loose confederation of warlords a kingdom.


  Since the Battle of Tulta, there had been no sign of the main goblin force. They were more focused on gathering intelligence and making the surface a hazard. Trade around the Seven Kingdoms had been reduced to large convoys protected by Dragoneers. A Green rider had walked all the way across Kastea last year to join the Dragoneers, but such a trek would be ill-advised now.


  “They were dealt with,” I added with a grimace. I could kill if I must in battle, but I still found it distasteful to talk about.


  “You’re sure?” Authand’s voice had that neutral tone I could never decipher.


  I nodded in response.


  “Good.” He nodded. “I’ve sent for reinforcements, but we are spread pretty thin. The third-years protecting your parents will have to do for now. As far as your failure to report a known threat, you will receive month week of stable duty, starting when we return to Tulta. Maybe that will get through to you. If it were in my power, you’d be out of the Run.”


  “Yes, sir,” I gulped. It was less punishment than I deserved. At least I now knew that the Caves were resolved for capital offenses.


  He turned his attention to Lunara, who had returned from putting away the harnesses. “Have you sorted things, or will there be further problems?”


  “No, sir. I mean, yes. I mean...” Lunara struggled with her words.


  “We’re all sorted, sir,” I saved her. “As is the other thing we discussed.” My answer was a bit cryptic, but I didn’t need Lewon and Florian knowing my business. They would know soon enough. Gossip traveled through Tulta even faster than it did in Kastea.


  “Good,” he said, not looking at me. “Now, Lunara, do you understand why it’s so important to never go out into the woods alone? It’s a wonder you’re even alive right now. They’re not known for taking prisoners.”


  She gulped and nodded.


  The only reason I could think of for why the goblins hadn’t killed her was because they’d known somehow that she was connected to me, and I was their real prize. I didn’t tell this to Authand, however. If he knew what a target I had on my back, I’d never be out of his sight again.


  I caught Kellan looking at me, and when he had my attention, cast his glance at Lunara and then down at his chest.


  I gave my head a quick shake to reassure him. He’d asked me not to reveal his secret, and I would not.


  The sun was already low, and nobody was in any mood to cook, so we made do with a cold dinner before calling it a night. I went to bed immediately. It would take a while to wind down and I had to be up early. And my dreams would be plagued with scenes from the Battle of Tulta, of that catapult that had nearly killed Farean. I always got them after encountering goblins.


  “Kalia, are you awake?” came a whisper outside once the others had retired.


  “Yes.” My voice trembled. Was she going to sleep in here now? Were we going to...?


  “Mate,” Farean supplied unhelpfully.


  A soft chuckle escaped the tent next to mine. Curse Lunara’s ability to hear the mindspeak of dragons.


  Esgeril ducked inside and plopped down next to me, he knees drawn to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. She looked at me, opening her mouth to speak, but quickly looked away.


  Realization dawned. She was as nervous as I was. She opened her mouth again, but Authand’s voice came out instead. “Camp Tulta rules apply to all couples, regardless of gender. And they apply here, too.”


  A paradoxical mix of disappointment and relief washed across her face as she rose to her feet, stooping low in the tent. I gave her hand a squeeze before she left.


  “You, too, Kalia,” Authand said once I was alone.


  I scampered out and stood next to Esgeril. My hand found hers and our fingers entwined. I liked it. It felt right.


  Authand frowned at our enjoined hands, and we quickly separated. “That will be the last warning about appropriate behavior. Am I going to have to split you two up for watch?”


  We had the midnight watch tonight. The moons would have set at that point, and it could be fatal if we weren’t paying attention.


  I shook my head as Esgeril answered. “We will behave, Colonel.”


  “Good,” he said. “I you, at least. Don’t make me regret it.”


  I shook my head again and Authand walked away. I watched as he made his way to his tent but didn’t enter. He didn’t trust us as much as he’d said.


  “I guess we should call it a night,” I told Esgeril “I’ll see you in a few hours.” I leaned in to kiss her, and she leaned toward me for a hug. Our heads collided with a thud, eliciting a chuckle from my girlfriend.


  My girlfriend. I liked the sound of that.


  Chapter 14


  The next two days flew by. A small wing of more experienced Dragoneers replaced the third years. There was still no sign of any goblin encampment. With no other signs of goblin activity, the search was called off.


  With Esgeril and Lunara helping, we placed first in a couple events, and never below third. At the end of day 2, we were in third and moved up to second after the third day, only a point behind Lewon.


  On the fourth and final day came the race that had originally been the entire event and had given it its name. It was a game of skill, strength, and wit. And it was not without danger.


  “You want me to do what?” Lunara shrieked When Authand explained that the first part of the race involved her and the other non-riders to be carried by both dragons of the team, without any harness, across a stretch of forest marked with obstacles and traps. The dwarves had stretched nets across the way, but nothing was foolproof.


  “You’ll be fine,” I told her. “Farean has carried Authand before.”


  “You told me you dropped him.”


  I shrugged. “He rides an Orange. ‘As the dragon, so the rider,’ as they say.”


  “Cadet, you are bordering on insubordination,” Authand warned, fighting to not smile. Pellia chuckled beside me.


  I flashed him a small grin, then returned my attention to Lunara. “My point is, you’re a lot lighter than a full-grown man. And you’ll have two of us carrying you.”


  “Plus, unlike the other teams, you can talk directly to both dragons carrying you,” Farean added.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100045053]Lewon cocked his head ever so slightly, a tell he might be listening in to our conversation. Farean had finally perfected targeting her thoughts, so they weren’t broadcast. Yet Lewon seemed to have heard.


  Nobody else gave any indication that they’d seen his response, so I filled that tidbit away to chew on later.


  I agreed with Farean, though. Bit and Nel had the advantage of two Reds, as alike to each other as the brothers were. Kellan’s Orange could easily carry his husband on his own, as long as Pellia’s Green didn’t lose contact.


  Those two would be the teams to beat in the first leg of the race. Once Lunara had been safely deposited on the starting platform, we would receive our clue to the next portion. A riddle would point us in the right direction and tell what the next test was.


  Since the race was more spread out than the other events, dwarves were stationed throughout the forest with their steam-powered speaking horns that would amplify their voices well above the level our own horns were capable of.


  “I thought they were supposed to be gone for the race,” Farean grumbled.


  “The other machines are gone,” I told her. “These are different.


  The others asked probing questions as we sat around Nel’s table, eating a simple meal of eggs and bacon cooked by Lunara, but Authand would reveal no more, so we made our way to the raised platforms, which had each rider’s name painted on it in large letters.


  Blindfolds were offered to our passengers if they so wanted them. Lunara scrunched her face in thought but ultimately turned it down. “I see how it could help, but I’d be more frightened of not being able to see. Just don’t drop me, or I will refuse to enter the fields of Arman just so I can haunt you both for the rest of your lives.”


  With that threat, she held out her arms to the dragons on either side of her. Farean and Baran carefully wrapped their talons around the leather bracers Lunara had been provided with to protect her skin.


  A blast of the dwarves’ exploding powder signaled the start of the race. Farean tried to temper the force at which she normally took off, but she still outpaced the Red beside her.


  Lunara shrieked as Farean threatened to tear her arm from her body. She didn’t need to be able to mindspeak to a dragon for Farean to get the point.


  We dropped a bit and paced Baran as he continued his climb. We were under strict instructions to stay beneath the canopy for the entire race. As a Red, Baran wasn’t capable of Farean’s quick turns, and we gave the trees marking our path a wider berth than I had hoped.


  I checked our competition as Lunara offered directions for adjustments to keep us level as we made our way through the course.


  Bit and Nel had taken an early lead while gaining altitude. Two Reds – twins at that – had the natural advantage there. Bailis and Trile gained on them straight away but had to slow for the turns. If they weren’t careful, their Blues’ sprinting ability would tire their dragons out early. In third, Lewon forced Florian into tighter turns than her dragon could manage. When they drifted apart, Bior, covered head to toe in dark clothing as he had been all week, grimaced, as only the durability of their nightblood body kept them from being torn in two. Behind us, Kellan and Pellia paced themselves, confident in Kellan’s ability to keep the pace as the other dragons tired.


  We passed the first mile marker of the twenty-mile track that doubled back on itself at the halfway point.


  “Lunara’s arms are tiring,” Farean announced. Here, too, Lewon’s nightblood would have an advantage.


  Ahead of us, Bit and Nel, whose lead was already shrinking, had their dragons rear legs pulled forward. It would be somewhat awkward for the dragons, but it provided a platform of sorts for their brother. Any dragon, other than a Red or Farean, would struggle to pull that off.


  Farean caught my train of thought and passed it on to Baran and Lunara. After a moment, she made herself somewhat comfortable standing on Farean’s leg, using Baran to steady herself. From the corner of my eye, I saw Kellan and Pellia attempt the same, but it proved too unsteady. Gelir tumbled into the nets below, earning their team a one-minute penalty before they could resume the competition.


  Bailis and Trile seemed unwilling to risk letting their girlfriend fall and landed to let her rest before resuming flight. They’d be at a huge disadvantage going into the next leg, but without knowing what the rest of the race looked like, I couldn’t count them out yet.


  By the two-mile mark, Lewon had passed the twins, with Florian’s Cadi struggling to keep up. By all rights, Calen should be slowing at this point, but he showed no signs of letting up.


  We passed Bit and Nel at mile six, but Baran was tiring as well. Even with their penalty, Kellan and Pellia were just behind us. The Blues would gain when in the air, but then land again after a few minutes. The penalties kept them in last place.


  Lewon was well ahead of us, having already turned at the halfway point. Approaching us, he flew into Farean’s path.


  Cursing, we dove. Lunara’s safety was more important, for more than Farean’s pride.


  “Lower!” I communicated to Farean as I saw Bior’s feet come straight at me, but it was too late. They kicked me in the head, and I slumped against Farean as everything went black.


  I awoke on the ground, removed from Farean’s harness. Lunara and Esgeril flanked me with Farean above my head, the glow from her paw fading as I looked at her.


  I tried to sit up, but my head pounded from the hit. “What happened?” If the healing had left me with this much pain, it must have been bad indeed.


  “Take it easy.” Esgeril gently pushed me back to a prone position. “Tulowa’s is coming to check you out. Bior kicked you in the head.It was a pretty bad hit. I thought I’d lost you.” She squinted as tears welled up.


  Anger coursed through my system, aided in no small part by Farean’s, which was tinged with her concern. “Where are they?” I tried to get up again.


  Lunara held me down.. “Farean said you almost died. Maybe you should take it easy.”


  Judging by how much my head swam from the attempt, that was a good idea. I felt rather than saw Korth land a short distance from us, accompanied by another, smaller dragon. The scent of Tulowa’s antiseptic fill my nose moments before he appeared in my field of vision, examining my head before he shoved some bitter herbs into my mouth.


  “Report,” Authand barked.


  I opened my mouth, but Tulowa shoved more herbs inside. I sputtered, but I had to admit they were helping.


  Esgeril and Florian argued over whose fault it was. Bior walked with a bit of a limp, the only sign they’d kicked me, and claimed I hit them. Lewon had gone to the privy, but that had been nearly half an hour ago.


  “Enough!” my father thundered.


  My mother knelt down beside me, taking my hand. “Hald, this has gone on long enough. Now she’s hurt. My beautiful child. She almost died. Put an end to this nonsense and make her come home.”


  “No.” I pulled my hand from her and pushed myself up. My head still felt like cotton, but it was manageable now. The box where my parents had been watching stood just visible through the trees behind them. I stood next to Esgeril, taking her hand in the one my mother held previously. “This is where I belong. I’m a Dragoneer.”


  My father’s eyes were drawn to the motion. “If that is your choice.” He held out a hand to my mother.


  “But the line of Minya. There must be an heir. That won’t happen if she keep this up.” Dust from the ground caked my mother’s skirts as she straightened up. It was the first time I’d ever seen her dirty.


  “We will discuss this at home. I’m done trying to stand in Kalia’s way. It only ends in grief.” He turned to Tulowa. “Is my daughter fit to compete?”


  The healer glanced at me. I was much steadier on my feet now. Since I touched Esgeril, my headache had faded to a dull pain, barely noticeable.


  Did Esgeril have healing powers as well? But that was ridiculous. If she had, she would have told me by now. She was the one who had first told me that this gift didn’t even exist.


  “Aye, Your Majesty. The princess is in better health than she has any right to be. I see no reason she should be kept from finishing the race.”


  “So be it,” my father said. He nodded once to me, the only farewell I could expect from him in such a public setting, and climbed into his his pedicab. Once my parents were inside, servants picked up the handles and pulled it clattering down the dirt path away from us and back, presumably, to the stands.


  Authand clapped once to get our attention. “Alright everyone. Back to your positions. Florian, the dwarves say that you get a five-minute penalty, starting when Lewon decides to show his face.”


  She stomped her foot, beating her balled up fits against her legs. “That’s not fair, she growled”


  Authand shook his head. “It’s not fair. If it were up to me, this team would be disqualified. But apparently, nobody in a thousand years of this event has somebody tried to kill their competition.”


  “That’s not what happened,” Florian argued. “She got in our way. Where’s Kalia’s penalty for injuring Bior?”


  “If I was a lesser race, I may have lost my foot,” Bior interjected.


  Authand glared at them. “You are not helping your cause. As for you, Florian, what is in my power is to give you a week of stable duty for thinking I would fall for that blatant lie.”


  “But it’s not,” she complained.


  “Two weeks.” He held up the fingers. “Or I could file a formal inquiry for a Caves tribunal. Would you prefer that?”


  Florian shut her mouth at that. Lewon took that moment to exit the brush. His cheeks were pale, much paler than I remembered them from all the time I’d spent watching him, infatuated, before he’d shown me his true colors. He didn’t look sick exactly, but he wasn’t entirely well, either. “Sorry. Something wasn’t agreeing with me.”.


  “Yeah, your conscious,” I muttered, climbing onto Farean’s back. If there was one thing I had learned from dealing with Lewon it was that attacking him angry would only make him look like the victim.


  Esgeril snorted, a small smile momentarily replacing her glower at himbefore taking to Baran’s saddle.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100045136]“Lewon smells like goblin,” Farean complained, bringing my attention back to her.


  A bang of Dwarven powder paused the conversation as we lifted Lunara into the air much more smoothly than before. We leveled off with Lunara planted on Farean’s leg. Bior’s stunt had given us a good lead, but there was a lot of race left.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100045146]“Shouldn’t we tell Korth?” Farean interrupted my assessment.


  “You always think he smells off. There were half a dozen dragons in that clearing. If you were right, one of them would have noticed. Now pay attention to where we are going,” I admonished her as we missed a branch by mere inches.


  The rest of this segment of the race went by without further incident. We dropped Lunara down on our platform and she ran to a large box. Farean and Baran drank greedily from a trough and Esgeril and I gulped water from a waterskin as Lunara brought back the clue.


  Racing fast, you’re sure to feel the burn.
 Following banks as they twist and turn.
 Watch your periphery, be sure you’re aware.
 A dodge may be needed, so do take care.


  We pondered the clue as Kellan and Pellia landed at the far platform. Just after Bit and Nel landed at theirs, nearest to us, the Orange and Green team took off, heading to the south.


  “We should follow them,” Esgeril offered. “They could lead us to the location while we work the rest of it out.”


  “It’s something yellow,” Lunara said immediately after. “Terak tried to shield her thoughts, but that much leaked out.”


  “The sun?” Farean mused.


  Esgeril frowned when it reached her. “What do the sun and south have to do with each other?”


  I snapped my fingers as the answer came to me. “The North River. We follow the North River. They gave us false clues. Clever.”


  “But what about the other part? ‘Watch your periphery, be sure you’re aware. A dodge may be needed, so do take care’?” Lunara asked us as she climbed behind me. Authand had no mention of how our passengers must be conveyed for the rest of the race, and it made sense for her to be with the larger dragon. This would be an advantage an Orange had over this part of the competition.


  There were three legs to the race, and everything so far had been designed to test each color’s strength. The first segment rewarded Red’s stability. Orange’s stamina was needed overall. That left the speed of Blue and the maneuverability of Green.


  A dodge may be needed, so do take care.


  “They are going to throw rocks at us,” I said as Farean launched.


  Chapter 15


  Lewon and Florian landed almost immediately after we ascended, with Bailis and Trile right behind them. Bior barely looked at their clue before climbing on Calen behind Lewon, and they took off heading north, too.


  Baran nosed in right behind Farean’s tail to catch our wake. It put more of a strain on us, but we needed Farean’s speed to stay ahead of Lewon.


  The trees opened up to the wide river, which was one of three that fed Lake Tulta. The two others came from the east, and along their route supplied water to Darneta. Unlike the others, age had slowed the North River, creating slow meanders. Sometimes, the river nearly doubled back on itself.


  Cottonwoods grew thick along the banks, but the river itself was as wide as the large thoroughfares that crisscrossed Darneta for traders to move goods across the country. Wildlife tended to stay well clear of speeding dragons, making it quiet enough to hear the beating of dragon wings.


  A creaking groan came from my left. It was a noise I’d heard only once before, but it was etched into my memories. It came to me in dreams, sometimes, although those were nightmares really. I couldn’t help it. One had nearly killed my dragon.


  A catapult.


  Farean dove, her talons skimming the water beneath us. Unfortunately, this left Baran exposed to the attack, and white paint splattered against his side. The spray went halfway across his body and up Esgeril’s leg.


  “Ten seconds applied to Team Kalia at segment end,” a dwarf’s lilting voice echoed through the wood.


  We flew beside them. “Well,” I chuckled. “At least they aren’t actual rocks.”


  Esgeril didn’t share my mirth. I wiped my smirk off my face and became serious.


  Bailis and Trile shot past us at top speed. They didn’t bother trying to avoid the volleys,racking up penalties and paint splatters as they passed out of our field of vision. Despite this, a few shots sailed over their heads. A couple went below them, but those were fewer.


  Hmm…


  “Up!” I reacted to the sound of another catapult before consciously registering the sound. Our swerve pushed Baran out of the way of the oncoming projectile.


  “They can’t aim,” I explained. “Fly as low as you can, and most will miss you. We will go higher and dodge.”


  Trying to protect Baran kept our pace was slower than I’d hoped for. Lewon took advantage and passed us. I kept well clear, but they weren’t interested in us this time. Calen had Cadi gripped in his claws, talons digging into dragon flesh.


  Cadi’s tail swished through the air, nearly connecting with Farean’s head if she hadn’t dove. It wasn’t malicious. She wasn’t even paying attention to her surroundings. Calen dodged another missile, swinging Cadi around with him. I winced on her behalf. You didn’t need a telepathic connection to know it hurt. If a dragon her age could breathed fire, Calen would have received a bellyful.


  Using Lewon’s utter lack of morals and Florian’s scandalous willingness to allow her dragon to be harmed, they quickly advanced past the next bend and out of sight.


  That left the twins and Authand’s friends behind us. It was hard to gauge their distance, beyond what Lunara was telling us about Kellan being in the lead.


  Despite four of the other dragons in this competition being Red, this segment really played to their weaknesses.


  Baran wasn’t missing as many of the paintballs as I had hoped. Instead, they moved up to just behind us. The shots fired at us and we mostly dodged them, leaving clear skies for the other dragon as the dwarves reloaded.


  Both Farean and I, as well as Baran and Esgeril, were splattered with paint by the time we reached the second checkpoint. As we landed, a Dwarven timekeeper set some sort of mechanical clock in front of us that counted down the penalty we had accrued.


  Very little of Bailis and Trile, or their dragons, remained visible through the layers of paint. If I understood the timepieces in front of us – it lacked several features of the giant clock the dwarves had gifted my father a few years ago – the other Blues would be sitting long after we’d left. That suited me just fine. If this race held true to my theory, the fastest dragons would have the advantage, making them my biggest competition.


  Somehow, Lewon came through this segment almost completely unscathed. As I watched, the timekeeper handed him an envelope. Like last time, he barely glanced at it before taking off, with Cadi struggling to keep up, her flesh raw where Calen had gripped her.


  There was no sign of Tulowa. Either he wasn’t allowed to interfere, or nobody had anticipated a Dragoneer doing that to their own dragon.


  Kellan and Pellia arrived next. The Orange had less paint than I’d expected, but Terak was absolutely spotless. Despite us beating them to this checkpoint, they would be the next to leave.


  One of the twins burst round the final curve of the river before the checkpoint, his dragon covered in white paint. He – I couldn’t even begin to guess which was which at this distance – barely had streaks of red visible.


  But the red was darker than an Elven Red. Closer to the blood red of one ridden by a nightblood. I stopped breathing as I realized the implication.


  The rider was slumped against the third brother.


  “It was an ambush!” Kelan rushed as the others realized there was a problem. “Balcham is down. Nel wouldn’t leave him.”


  Anchaleg snapped at me when I neared.


  “She’s trying to save your rider’s life, you overgrown hummingbird,” Farean rebuked as she lumbered over.


  Anchaleg slashed his tail at me when I tried again. The motion sent Bit wobbling like a rag doll. Fresh blood bloomed from beneath Kelan’s hands. That he was being so unreasonable did not give me much hope for Bit’s survival.


  “Hold him down!”


  Farean stepped on the dragon’s tail, which thrashed even harder now. Kellan used his bulk to hold down Anchaleg’s neck.


  The other riders helped me release Bit from his harness and onto the ground. My mind raced through all that needed to be done. “Bailis, find Authand and brief him. And get Tulowa here as fast as you can. There’s about to be a lot more casualties.” I took a deep breath. “Trile, I need you to get to my parents. The king and queen must be protected at all costs. We need to recover Nel and Balcham. Lunara, can you hear him?”


  “I hear...pain.” Lunara’s voice was barely audible over the sound of my beating heart in my ears.


  “Kellan, take Lunara up in the air and locate Nel. Stay above the canopy. We have no weapons. Do not engage until we have reinforcements.” I barked the order as I tore open Bit’s shirt.


  “Yes, sir.” Kellan saluted before leading Lunara away. One of the dwarves poured river water over the wound. It wasn’t sterile, a concept I’d learned from Tulowa, but if I could save him from the wound, I could heal the infection later.


  “Pellia, Esgeril, make sure the goblins don’t ambush us.” Kelan hadn’t said it was goblins and he was too busy evacuating his last meal into a nearby bush to ask for confirmation. The arrow had the distinctive markings the goblins carved into theirs, though. They nodded and turned, but I grabbed Esgeril’s hand. “Please. Be safe.”


  Pellia flashed a grim smile. “I’ll keep her out of harm’s way.”


  I nodded and turned my attention back to my patient. “When my hands start to glow,” I told the dwarf who’d been helping, “pull.”


  “When your hands do wh—?” he started as I called forth my healing energy and pushed it into the unconscious Bit.


  “Pull!”


  Ideally, the arrow should have been pushed out through the back. The arrowhead would do a lot of damage coming out this way. But that part of the body was difficult, and there was a large chance we’d snap the arrowhead off inside his body. Or puncture something else. Plus, aside from Farean’s run-in with that catapult last year, I’d never had to heal a torso injury before.


  The damage was much worse than I’d originally feared and I only made slow progress. Another dwarf dabbed the sweat form my brow, but blood dripped onto Bit’s abdomen. Not his, but my own, coming from my nose. I heard dragons landing but didn’t investigate.


  Tulowa entered my field of vision. “You should have waited for me,” he said as he examined Bit.


  “He’d be dead already. I’m not sure he’ll survive as it is,” I panted in response.


  He must have taken note of my condition, because he pushed some stimleaf into my mouth, along with bitter herbs. Nobody had ever explained what they were to me or what they did, besides taste bad.


  “Please, Kalia. You have to save him.” Esgeril put her hand on my shoulder from behind me.


  I wanted to ask why she was back, but bringing my attention away from Bit a little, I heard many more dragons and riders in our little clearing by the river. Reinforcements had arrived.


  The stimleaf hit, and the bleeding from my nose stopped. I could do this. I had to do this. Bit was basically family to Esgeril, and I would not let her down.


  We were through the intestines now, and into the muscle. That was easier to heal. Within minutes, the arrow was clear, leaving a faint scar that I didn’t bother to heal.


  Done, I rolled onto my butt, my knees screaming from having been dug into the hard ground for too long. I took a flask offered to me and drank cool water from it as Tulowa examined my patient.


  “Pulse is weak but steady. Looks like he lost a lot of blood. He’ll live though.”


  A collective breath was released.


  “What of Nel?” I asked. “And my parents?”


  “Your parents are secure.” Authand looked up from where some charts were spread out over a table that hadn’t been there before. “Balcham succumbed to his wounds. They took the body and left the rider. The greyskins will feast tonight.” He spat out those last words as if they’d left a taste as rotten as the idea.


  “If there’s a feast, there’s a fire,” I said. “If there’s a fire, we can spot it and launch an attack and get justice.”


  Authand stared at his hook, seeming much smaller than before. “As much as I want to do just that, we can’t attack without a plan. What if that is exactly what they are hoping for? The threat you don’t notice is the one that kills you.”


  Gods, I hated that saying.


  “Kalia!”


  Lunara’s voice dragged me back to the present.


  “We need your help.”


  With Bailis and Trile, she half-carried, half-dragged Nel to where I was seated. He was awake and seemingly uninjured, but his stare was a million miles away. I’d seen that look before, in Selkerdrim last year.


  A sob escaped Esgeril. Another person she’d lost to the goblin War.


  I had no way of proving it, but Lewon had something to do with it. Bior meant Roland was involved. Was Roland still trying to win favor with his brother, the goblin general? Aziz had made his contempt clear enough, but I understood the yearning for approval from your family all too well.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100045247]I had to put a stop to this. I couldn’t let goblins tear apart the people I cared about, the people I had a duty, as Dragoneer and as princess, to protect. I wished to lose no one more to this war.


  Starting today.


  I marched up to where Bailis and Trill still held Nel up.


  “You can’t heal him.” Tulowa’s voice was a mere whisper. “It’s not physical. A part of his soul has been ripped.”


  “You hear that?” I shouted at the catatonic man. “There’s nothing wrong with you. So wake up.” With as much power as I was capable of, I slapped him in the face.


  The others gasped and Esgeril grabbed my arm.


  “What are you doing?”


  Tulowa looked ready to slap me. He wouldn’t do it, not with Esgeril near. “You don’t think no one’s ever tried that?”


  “He’s in there,” I explained. Maybe others couldn’t go on without their dragon, but Nel had other bonds. “Nel, your brothers need you.” Slap. “Your kingdom needs you.” Slap. “The Dragoneers need you.” Slap. “Esgeril needs you.” Slap. My hand ached from the repeated contact, and he sported a red welt on his cheek. I paused. “Dwin needs you. To protect his family.”


  I raised my arm to hit him again, but Nel grabbed my wrist. The empty stare was gone, replaced by the steely glare of a man with something to prove.


  “I swore an oath to avenge Dwin. If I have to do it from the ground, so be it.”


  Esgeril and Kelan rushed by me to embrace him. He took them in his arms but didn’t take his eyes off mine. “I owe you a thanks. I was lost. I could see and hear, but it was like I was miles away from everything. You helped me find my way back.”


  I smiled. “I don’t like being told I can’t do something.”


  He laughed, but it was a sound tinged with sadness. His dragon had died, and nothing would ever heal that shattered piece of his heart. He then looked around as if noticing for the first time that Bit wasn’t in the crowd. “And my brother. Does the second-best looking son of Arion still live to fill my days with his moral superiority?”


  “He is resting,” I told him. “He’ll probably need a few days. He got a lot of blood on my uniform. I trust you are good for the cleaning bill?” I waved my hand over my blouse, to show the stains.


  He laughed again, a little stronger this time. He may never be the same, but at least one part of him would never change. “His blood? Better off burning it. He’s harder to shake than a flea on a dog.”


  “That’s not funny,” Pellia muttered, not looking up as she sharpened her dagger.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100045401]Lewon and his team waited for us back at the camp. He lounged by the fire, laughing at something Florian said. Before I could stop myself, I had my dagger at his throat.


  He grabbed at my harness. I knew what he was planning. He’d taught me that throw, after all. He may have the advantage of strength and size, but I had a blade at his throat and a willingness to use it.


  I pressed the steel harder against the artery in his neck, and he stopped struggling against me. “This is your doing,” I hissed.


  Authand landed his hook around my elbow and yanked me back. “What’s the meaning of this?”


  “The ambush was Lewon’s fault,” I spat.


  “That’s a very serious accusation,” he said, his voice low, a warning. “Do you have proof?”


  I would not be dissuaded. Not this time. “Just look at his teammate. He’s Roland’s man and Roland’ brother is a goblin general. They’re all in cahoots.”


  The colonel shook his head. “That’s not proof. That’s conjecture.”


  “It’s true, sir,” Esgeril spoke up. “I don’t know if Lewon is working for Roland, but as for the rest of it, the nightblood admitted as much last year at Salta.”


  [bookmark: _Hlk100045457]For Treaty Day last year, she and I had flown to Salta so I could complete my shopping. I’d found a plaque that had belonged to her aunt’s grandmother, and we were attacked by Roland’s men. If Farean hadn’t kidnapped the captain of the guard, leading the rest of the watch on a chase right to us, we would not have escaped.


  “As troubling as that information is, and that I’m just learning that you went to Salta without permission, that is still not proof that Lewon had anything to do with today’s attack, either directly or indirectly.” Authand sighed, releasing his metal grip on my arm. “One week of stable duty when we return to Tulta.”


  “But—”


  “No buts. Keep it up and I’ll disqualify you from the Run.”


  I didn’t argue further.


  Nel slid up to me as the camp focused on settling in for the night. “Did you mean what you said, about Lewon?”


  “With every fiber of my being. He’s harder to catch than a wet pig—” I wasn’t admitting how I knew that difficulty, “—but I know he was behind it.”


  He nodded once, his eyes steel. “Find a way to prove it and I will run him through myself. For my Balcham.”


  Chapter 16


  “Stop pacing, Kalia,” Esgeril scolded.


  I had been up since dawn, but the race wouldn’t happen until noon. Had it really been less than two years since I would have had to be dragged from bed if I needed to be up sooner? That seemed a lifetime ago. And yet, after finishing my watch shift, I hadn’t even tried to sleep. Lewon had the shift after mine, and I wanted to keep an eye on him.


  By now, I’d been up for hours. I’d taken stimleaf, but I didn’t feel the need for it as much as I normally did. It left me jittery and I simply couldn’t keep still, much to Esgeril’s frustration.


  It didn’t help that our tiny camp was crawling with Dragoneers. Many had been here since last night, and more had arrived with the morning sun.


  In what I was sure was not a coincidence, more than half were aligned with Lewon and Florian. It made keeping track of my former crush difficult.


  Another distraction came in the shape of Lorra, who approached yet again. “Please, Esgeril. I need to talk to you.”


  I cut in front of her. “She doesn’t want to talk to one of Florian’s sycophants.”


  “No, it’s not that. I’m here to—”


  I didn’t let her finish. I wouldn’t let her distract me from my twin missions. “Leave. Her. Alone.”


  Lorra pouted but moved on.


  I checked for Lewon. He still sat with his friends, mostly Green riders with some Orange mixed in. He laughed at a joke I couldn’t hear. Satisfied, at least for now, I looked for the sun through the tree cover. The open part of the camp had been taken over for the influx of dragons coming and going. At last, it was nearly time to start.


  Bit and Nel were disqualified, but I was surprised to discover Bailis and Trile had bowed out.


  “Even as far back as we are, in a sprint, we could still win,” Bailis explained. “But we don’t want to. Yesterday, you showed us what a true leader looks like. I would follow you into any battle anywhere in the Seven Nations. If you ever need us, we are at your command.” They bowed low, much lower than they had for my father when he was at the camp yesterday.


  I looked toward Pellia. Kellan may have been the actual competitor, but he mostly left things to his more outspoken lieutenant.


  “Yeah, we’re not quitting,” she said, anticipating my question.


  I laughed. “Just figured I’d give you a chance to save face.”


  “We will see who is waiting for whom at the finish line,” she shot back.


  Before I could come up with a retort, the dwarf officiating the race bade us to take our positions.


  The exploding powder went off, and with it, Lewon and Florian. Our clocks counted down the precious seconds until first Kellan and Pellia, and then Esgeril and I, could join.


  During this part of the race, sticking together as a team brought no advantage. Each team’s times would be averaged. So it was unsurprising when Lewon took an early lead past Florian.


  I didn’t like leaving Esgeril out of my sight, not when we knew there could be another goblin attack.


  Lunara patted my arm, sensing my thoughts through Farean. “I’ll be in constant contact with both Baran and Farean. If there’s a problem, you will be the first to know.” She glanced over to Authand, who stood nearby the racers who had dropped out. “And the colonel will be the second.”


  I nodded, watching the next two dragons take off. That was the other advantage of this round. No passengers. Kellan’s husband stood with the others, but Bior had snuck off when I wasn’t paying attention.


  “Somebody needs to find the nightblood. They’re bound to start trouble,” I told Lunara, who passed the message on to the nearby dragons. After including her in yesterday’s search and rescue, there was no point in continuing to keep Lunara’s gift a secret.


  When our clock counted down its final second, Farean launched into the air with the force of a dragon twice her size. Esgeril quickly fell behind us. After the first curve, I knew we probably wouldn’t spot them again until the end of the race.


  Ahead of us, Kellan flew at a more languid pace than I’d expected. We overtook them and I felt confident Esgeril would as well. He saluted as we flew by.


  “They consider us the champion of the Run, regardless of the outcome. This is their way of conceding without running afoul of Pellia’s pride,” [bookmark: _Hlk100045547]Farean reported before we’d reached a distance where conversation between dragons was no longer effortless.


  I urged Farean faster. The last two stages of the race had been twenty miles each, so it made sense that this part would be as well. That was a little far for a sprint, and most of our normal tricks wouldn’t work under the canopy. But we still had my gift, and I’d stolen some of Tulowa’s stimleaf after helping to heal the casualties of yesterday’s battle.


  As long as I could still stand at the end of the race, I’d push as much energy as I could into Farean. When she slowed, I worked to repair torn muscle fibers, bringing her back to her previous pace. For under-canopy flying, we were going at an incredible speed. Possibly a record. At hearing that particular thought, Farean flew even faster.


  We cleared the next turn. Ahead, Pellia flew in front of Florian, well under the speed I knew them both to be capable of. Florian tried to get out from behind the little Green, but Pellia followed her motion for motion, all but anticipating each move.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100045602]It didn’t take long to overtake them. Pellia saluted as we passed. She had the same idea as Kellan, albeit in a rather more helpful way.


  That left only Lewon in front of me. If Pellia continued to tie Florian up until Esgeril passed, we could theoretically win without beating Lewon, but pride demanded it.


  Lewon and Calen entered my sight. And so did the finish line. The crowd, comprised mostly of Dragoneer cadets and a smattering of high-ranking officials, cheered for Lewon as he approached. A smaller applause followed when I entered the final stretch.


  At least my parents were among those cheering for me to win. Near the finish line, Lunara and the former contestants waited with Bior. They weren’t under restraint, so they must not have been caught doing anything too nefarious, but the Dragoneers encircled them in such a way they wouldn’t be able to escape, either. To my surprise, they didn’t look upset. In fact, they were smiling. [bookmark: _Hlk100045662]Probably thought they were going to make a tidy sum betting on Lewon.


  I heard a growl. I couldn’t tell if it came from Farean or myself. Sometimes, I couldn’t tell where I ended and she began, in the depths of our conjoined souls. That thought didn’t scare me like it used to.


  I healed Farean’s worn muscles, probably for the last time in this race. My vision went black for a moment before returning. I put another wad of stimleaf in my mouth. I couldn’t afford to lose consciousness this close to the end of the race.


  On the ground, Lorra whispered something into Lunara’s ear, standing on her toes to reach the taller girl. Moments later, Lunara passed the message to Farean, who shared it with me. “Our conversations are open to Lewon. He has the same mindspeak gift as Lunara.” If that was accurate, Lewon now knew we knew.


  We caught up and tried to pass, but Calen swerved in front of us. We feinted right, but Calen matched the movement. Again, and again, every attempt to get out from behind them was blocked.


  I thought about what Lorra had revealed. Lewon had the same gift as Lunara. Every conversation I’d had with my dragon had been open to him whenever he was nearby.


  But could I trust the source? Florian had been a constant thorn in my side for two years now. And she was his teammate. Had the gouge marks still in her dragon’s side made her see the error of her ways?


  Only one way to find out. “Right,” I told Farean while nudging her left.


  They took the Bailist. Calen banked right just as we broke away to the left.


  “That will be the last time we will ever be behind them.”


  Farean agreed as we surged ahead.


  Calen tried to retake their lost lead, but he was at the end of a long sprint and Farean was as fresh as when the race began.


  The finish line felt near enough to touch. Calen was well behind us at this point. And then the world exploded.


  Farean slowed as both our ears rang. Smoke filled the air around us. I distantly heard screams. Calen pulled ahead of us, somehow not affected by the explosion.


  Farean ceded more ground to our competition. It was hard for either of us to even think.


  “Heal Farean,” came a voice, dimly, in my head. It wasn’t Farean.


  “Heal Farean,” came the voice again. It was Lunara, I realized, but somehow also not. Her voice was tinted with a growl, as if she were somehow also a dragon. “Heal her now,” repeated dragon-Lunara.


  I shook my head, trying to clear the ringing from my mind. Heal Farean. That was the priority. I struggled to focus, as I pushed the healing energy into her[bookmark: _Hlk100045793]. I had no clue what exactly was wrong with her or me, but the golden light had a mind of its own. For the first time since I’d brought Farean back from the brink of death, the energy knew what to do without my help.


  My head pounded and my eyes fluttered as I struggled to stay conscious, but Farean righted herself and beat her wings with renewed determination. The gap between us and Calen narrowed as my eyes closed.


  “Not yet, child.” Two dragon eyes glowed in the darkness in the direction of the guttural voice. The eyes were huge, and the voice ancient. This dragon was feral, and an old one at that. I couldn’t tell if I had a body in this void, but I sensed that I wouldn’t need one for this dragon to snuff me out.


  “You are correct, young one. But I have need of you yet among the living. Go, return to your dragon.”


  When I blinked my eyes open, my ears still rang, but not so much that I couldn’t think.


  “You were gone,” Farean gasped in my head. “Even when you are asleep, I can still sense you. But you disappeared. Only your body remained.”


  “I suspect I met your dragon king, Vernis,” I told her, patting her side. [bookmark: _Hlk100045845]“Now focus, we have a race to win.”


  The distance to our goal could be measured by mere feet. We were neck and neck with Calen, and then ahead of him. Nothing could stop us as Farean extended our lead to nearly a body length.


  When Calen bit her tail, just above the spikes, Farean bellowed in pain, turning her head. Her fire-organ was years from maturing, but it didn’t stop her from attempting to envelop the Green in flame.


  Lewon smirked at us as they broke away, taking advantage of our distraction. Farean drove after Calen, raking her claw over his face when she caught him.


  It was his turn to bellow, slowing enough for us to overtake them just before crossing the finish line.


  “Kalia wins,” the Dwarven judge declared as Calen swooped in for Farean’s neck. I ducked his claw, which missed me by mere inches. If we couldn’t break free soon, I doubted I would survive.


  And then dragons filled the air. An Orange with wings nearly as big as Farean’s body bullied himself between Calen and us. The dragon grabbed at the Green, but he twisted away.


  Calen dove at the crowd, plucking Bior from his elf-made prison. Several dragons chased after them, but instead of trying to escape, Calen flew into the thunder of dragons. Were they surrendering? It didn’t make sense. Their attack practically guaranteed a trip to the Caves, if not the dungeons under the castle.


  As Calen wormed his way through the swarm, Bior pulled something out of their pocKellan. Despite the distance, I recognized it immediately. There must have been some I had missed.


  “Firerock!”


  His pursuers all dove away, leaving a clear path to what I guessed was their true target.


  My father’s archers aimed, but they would never risk the nugget of explosive rock falling. Bior threw the chunk and it arced through the air toward them. Guards dove on top of my parents before the firerock hit the raised platform on which my parents sat.


  The shockwave pushed us back in the air, but Farean and I dove into the smoke and sound of screams. Farean dropped to the platform. One of the guards groaned in pain. I glanced her way as I removed my harness, but turned back, trying not to retch. The guard on top of my father would not be making any sounds again.


  Climbing down, I steeled my nerves for the sight that awaited me. These people needed our help and I would not fail them, not like the old Kalia would have.


  The wood groaned as I shifted my weight onto the dais. I grabbed hold of Farean’s harness as the platform gave out from under my feet.


  She launched with me dangling from the side as a mess of wooden planks and screaming bodies collapsed to the ground below. Dust hung in the air around the wreckage as we landed a few feet away. The four upright posts that had supported the royal box rose to the sky over the carnage like the ribs of a fallen dragon poking free of the remains.


  I reached my father. He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t breathing. I pushed healing energy, as much as I could muster, into his body, but there was nothing for it to latch on to. There was no spark left in his body. He was gone.


  Chapter 17


  He’s dead. My father is dead. And it’s my fault for not reporting the firerock.


  The words echoed through my mind. I’d gone through so much of the previous year hating him, but now I couldn’t imagine what life could possibly be like without him. And what would become of the kingdom? We would be rudderless and appear weak to our enemies. The nightbloods would either take control of the Treaty alliance, or leave it altogether.


  And Mother. Her marriage had been arranged like my broken engagement to Etlin, but she loved him as deeply as a Tirada and her husband, Bradon, or any other couple – or throuple – I’d met.


  Esgeril took my hand. I didn’t know how long she had been there. “I’m so sorry, Kalia.”


  I looked away. There were no words I could say. Someone shouted my name. I should be helping the wounded, but Esgeril led me away from the others.


  Tulowa ran toward us, winded from the exertion. He glanced from me to Esgeril, opening his mouth once but thinking better of it. His shoulders slumped, the weight of today’s events hitting him as it had me. In Darneta’s fifteen-hundred-year history, we had never had an assassination.


  A shadow moved overhead from the remainder of the platform. Pellia’s tiny Green struggled to the ground, burdened by a weight I couldn’t see. She banked, and the limp form of my mother hung from her talons.


  Ignoring the others, I raced to their side, grabbing my unconscious mother before Terak collapsed. I searched for wounds but couldn’t find any beyond a few minor cuts and splinters.


  “Check her for signs of a concussion.” Tulowa appeared beside me. Dragons and riders formed a perimeter around the fallen platform. “If there are none, leave her. There are other wounded to attend to.”


  There were no signs of an injury similar to the one that had led Farean and I to discovering our gift. Reluctantly, I let the royal guards load her onto a hastily made stretcher and take her back to her accommodations just outside Tulta


  “Lunara is accompanying her,” Farean said. “She said that she will be of more use there when the queen awakens then here where she will just be in the way.”


  As much as I wanted my friends close to me right now, that made sense. And if there was a problem, Lunara’s ability to communicate with dragons would get news out faster than a runner. [bookmark: _Hlk100045957]I hadn’t communicated that with Farean, but she understood just the same and agreed wordlessly.


  The day passed into evening as I healed all of the survivors, dozens of guards, Dragoneer cadets, and nobles who had come out to witness the Dragon Run. Tulowa had ordered them by severity, as we did after a match of Capture the Flag. One of the dukes complained about a cadet being healed ahead of him, and the healer told him he was welcome to wait for his own healer to arrive.


  It was tiring work, and Tulowa offered me stimleaf. I chewed it without even tasting the bitterness. Esgeril brought me water, placing her hand on my shoulder. The gesture renewed my flagging strength better than the stimleaf could.


  I tried not to think of her too much. I tried not to think of anything, just the work ahead of me.


  The moons were well above the horizon by the time we finished, providing barely enough illumination to keep working after the sun set. [bookmark: _Hlk100046050]A few of the guards were lighter of limb than they had started the day, but unfortunately my gift didn’t extend to regrowing entire body parts, something Authand and I discovered one night during the Treaty Day break. The camp was mostly empty and he had been full of drink and feeling low.


  Esgeril led me away from the makeshift healer’s tent that had been set up around me. My father’s body lay under a blanKellan on a hastily constructed platform. Someone had set watchfires around the perimeter.


  “Lewon escaped,” she said softly. “Patrols are still looking for him, but...” She trailed off, but she needn’t finish. I knew Lewon was more than skilled at avoiding detection. Instead, I turned my attention to the body.


  “He must be returned to Kastea tonight,” I said to the guards surrounding the platform. On which he lay


  They looked at each other but otherwise didn’t respond. They were clearly exhausted and wanted a bed rather than an arduous journey across Darneta.


  I sighed. I couldn’t blame them, but—


  “Dragoneers!” Esgeril broke the hushed quiet that had befallen the arena. “Assemble an honor guard.”


  I choked back a sob. When a dragon or rider fell in battle, their remains were returned to their home by an aerial procession that put the funerals of royalty to shame. It was strictly for Dragoneers. Even my grandfather’s remains were brought back to Kastea from his estates over land.


  Kellan, Pellia, Nel, Bailis, and Trile all stood, drawing their swords and raising them to the north, the ancestral home of dragons. The others murmured among themselves, unwilling to break tradition.


  Florian stood, surprising the guards flanking her. She rose her bound arms to the north. “I volunteer,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.


  The guard to her right smashed the butt of his spear into her face, knocking her over the bench she’d been seated on. “You’re not going anywhere but the royal dungeons to be tried for your role in the assassination of your king.”


  I rushed to her side, healing the split in her skin above her eye and knitting the bone back together. After helping her back to the bench, I squared off with the guard.


  “This is not how we treat prisoners in Darneta. This is not how we treat Dragoneers.”


  I grabbed his spear from his hand. He resisted until I dug the heel of my Dragoneer boot into the soft toe of his. Yelping, he let go. I held the spear out in front of him, almost daring him to try to take it back. He met my gaze defiantly for the space of two breaths before looking down. He knew what was coming.


  I raised my knee and brought the horizontal shaft down as quickly as possible. Pain blossomed through my knee as the wood snapped. That had been more difficult than I’d imagined it would be from the stories my tutors had told me about growing up. I pushed my hand over the injury as I gathered the pieces together. Just a touch of healing energy, while not embarrasing myself by making it obvious that I had hurt myself. I handed the broken spear pieces back to him. “You are relieved of duty.”


  I turned to the small crowd. “Florian will be tried, but fairly and without presumption. If she is found innocent, she will be returned to the Dragoneers without loss of rank or privilege. If she did have a hand in this attack, the punishment will be death.”


  More murmurs, and more swords drawn. Authand stood in front of the other Dragoneer cadets and raised his blade to the northern sky.


  “Kalia, your father doesn’t deserve this honor. But in the two years since you first bonded with your dragon, you have selflessly defended the lives of those who would not have done the same, healed those who have wounded you, and tried to warn me of dangers I would not see. I pledge my honor to return your father’s remains to where they belong.”


  The murmuring stopped as did all other sounds save for the crackling of the watch fires and the breathing of dragons. Dozens of swords rose into the air, moonlight glinting off the steel. Dragons roared in approval. Nearly every Dragoneer present had volunteered as my father’s honor guard.


  Tulowa raised his as well. “I suppose if this many dragons are traveling, there should be a healer to accompany them. Unless you want to try to keep forty dragons well by yourself.”


  I looked down. “I won’t be going. Not tonight. I thank you all for this honor, but I must see to my mother.” I turned my thought too Farean. “Has she woken?”


  A moment later, she answered. “Lunara says not yet.”


  I put my hand on Esgeril’s arm. Heat radiated from her body, and I wanted nothing more than to be held by her until I could forget what happened. “Stay,” I begged her. Her pulse quickened under my touch.


  Her eyes met mine. Tears glistened in them and my own felt moist as well. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  I kissed her, not caring how many Dragoneers, nobles, or royal guards watched, or how big a scandal this would cause in Kastea. Her body was electric as our lips pressed together. She pulled me tightly to her, as if trying to merge our bodies together. Neither of us wanted this moment to end.


  A hand that wasn’t Esgeril’s touched my shoulder. Gently, in a quiet voice just above a whisper, Authand spoke, “We leave in ten minutes.”.


  It hurt to the bottom of my soul to pull away from Esgeril, but Authand’s gaze met me when I finally did.


  “I figured you would want some time alone with your father before we left.”


  I nodded, giving Esgeril’s hand one last squeeze before letting go.


  “I’ll—” Her voice caught when she tried to speak. “I’ll go back to camp and help break it down to return to Tulta.” Whether she’d directed those words to Authand or me, I couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter.


  Authand gave us a sympathetic look, once again understanding more than he should. “Dismissed.”


  My father’s two guards gave me some space without letting his body out of their sight. They would have to ride with the honor guard, probably on Kellan or Korth. The rest, fewer than a dozen would have to return on foot when they were well enough to travel. The other twenty would never travel again, only their souls to the Fields of Arman.


  “Few in Kastea will have ever seen this,” I told them. “There may be some panic.” I knew the old me would have panicked at the sight of more than three dozen dragons descending on the castle. “The fact that a king has died on the throne for the first time in five hundred years won’t help,” I added. King Effir had been thrown from his horse without an heir. He’d been the reason kings now had to be married before coronation and retired once his heir was ready to replace him. If I hadn’t become a Dragoneer, causing Etlin to break our engagement, my father would have been preparing his exit, too, instead of being covered in a sheet.


  The guard nodded. “It would help if we were returning with a living member of the royal family.”


  “Mother and I will return as soon as she is able to travel,” I responded. Left unsaid was that neither of us had any clue if she would recover.Then a candle flickered to life inside my mind. “I need parchment and ink. And some wax.” I rushed to my father’s side.


  It was difficult to see him like this. He had always been so full of life, but now his face was pale as that of a nightblood, almost silver like the moonlight.


  “I’m sorry, Father. I love you,” I whispered. “You didn’t deserve this.” I took his hand and brought it to my heart. Glancing to make sure my body blocked the remaining guard’s view, I slipped his signet from his finger and slid it into my breast pocKellan as I brought his hand to my lips to kiss it. I returned Father to his original position and covered his body once more. With luck, my theft would go unnoticed until they had reached the castle.


  The other guard returned with my supplies, and I scratched out notes to the castle steward and the Council of Dukes. With Father away, one of them would be at the castle acting in his stead.


  I rolled them up and went to a watch fire to light the candle. I dripped wax onto the parchment to seal it, as I had watched my father do as a child. Glacing about to make sure nobody was watching, I fished the signet from my pocKellan and pressed it into the seal before the wax hardened.


  Hiding the ring once again, I brought the scrolls to Authand. “These need to reach the castle before a horde of dragons descends on it.”


  His gaze went from the seal to me and then the king’s body.


  “It was the only way to get these warnings read in time,” I said by way of explanation. He didn’t have me arrested, so I guess that he agreed.


  “Your Majesty,” was all he said as he took the scrolls.


  I hesitated outside of Mother’s tent. I once would have found the accommodations primitive, but it was a castle compared to the tent that Esgeril was currently disassembling. Everyone else had left, except for the small contingent of royal guards and Dragoneers – more than twenty in all – who had been assigned to me for my protection. I chafed at the idea that I needed protection. [bookmark: _Hlk100046173]Of course, I had been kidnapped three times by Roland’s men, and I was now the key to continuing a five-hundred-year unbroken line of succession. Maybe it was warranted.


  Someone coughed behind me. Their intention was clear, but I waited just long enough that they wouldn’t get the satisfaction of believing they had prompted me. Finally, I plunged into darkness.


  Or rather the light. Candles were lit throughout the space, making it brighter than the moonlit sky outside by a good margin. The main area was covered in ornate rugs and featured several chairs for my mother and her ladies. Lunara dozed in one with her neck bent in what looked like an uncomfortable angle. .


  Beyond, another flap separated a smaller tent inside the larger, where my parents’ sleeping quarters would be. Where m mother’s guards would have laid. I let Lunara sleep and entered.


  Here, it was darker, with just enough light to not trip over the rugs laid out around the bed in the center of the room.


  Mother had been changed into night clothes. Just the trim at the neck peaked out from underneath the thick blanKellan someone had tucked around her to keep the night chill away.


  I folded it down enough to fish her hands out from underneath. She always slept with her hands exposed. There were no chairs in the sleeping area, so I sat down on the edge of the bed instead. Without my father, there was plenty of room.


  I took one of her freed hands and I brought it to my chest. Exhaling, I let myself feel all the emotions I had been pushing down all afternoon. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks and fell onto our enjoined hands.


  “Mother,” I choked. “Mom. I miss him already. I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know how you managed after Grandfather died. This is two people you’ve lost to Dragoneers. Oh, how you must hate them, hate me for becoming a Dragoneer. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


  I curled up beside her, not letting go of her hand. Repeating the words, “I’m sorry,” over and over again, they became a mantra for my grief, taking the form of the naire, the song of lament.


  Unlike other songs, the naire had no specific words, just a melody. The words depended on the singer. I was no great vocalist, and “I’m sorry” hardly did the naire justice. But if there truly was no wrong way to sing it, I supposed it met the definition of a heartfelt and spontaneous expression of sorrow.


  I don’t remember falling asleep, but I awoke to my head in a lap and fingers stroking my hair. My mind went to Esgeril, but the touch was too delicate. I remembered where I was. Mother’s voice reached my ears, quietly, almost a whisper, as she sang her own naire.


  I see you across the sea


  I see how your heart is free


  For the love of your soul


  Forever is whole


  You’ll never be gone from me


  I shifted when the song finished, opening my eyes for the first time since waking. Mother sensed the movement and extracted her hand from my hair.


  Sitting up, tears welled in my eyes once more. “Father is dead. I’m sorry.”


  She didn’t meet my eyes. “The maid was in before you woke. She told me.”


  “This is all my fault.”


  This time, she did look me in the eye. “Did you cause that dreadful explosion?”


  I looked down. “No.”


  Her hand lifted my chin so I couldn’t avoid her probing gaze. “Did you give aid to the person who did this? Knew the attack would happen and not try to prevent it?”


  I stayed quiet for a long moment. “I knew Lewon was no good, but I would have never guessed he would attempt something like this.”


  “I fail to see how this could possibly be your fault.”


  “If I hadn’t competed in the Dragon Run—” I started.


  “—then your father and I would still have been here to watch the new Darnetan champion.” Her tone had shifted. It was still soft and compassionate, but it had a hint of hardness to it, similar to the tone she took when reprimanding me. She softened again, with a touch of a smile. “Even if that champion wasn’t my daughter, of whom I am extremely proud.”


  [bookmark: _Hlk100046245]I smiled back. I was sad that Father was gone, and worried about the changes that would bring, but I had won a competition that nobody had even believed I qualified for. And Father had seen that before he died. I liked to think that he had been proud.


  Mother stood, making her way to the trunk of clothes in the corner. My smile faded. I doubted that she had packed anything appropriate for mourning.


  “I’m sure I have something that will work for today,” she said, as if sensing my thoughts. “Anyway, with your father gone, it’s my responsibility to announce the winner of the Dragon Run. You should get ready, too. I understand that you need to wear your uniform, but I would prefer if you at least wore a clean one.”


  I nodded. My clothes were creased and wrinkled splattered in dirt and blood, and my braid had half come undone. As I approached the exit, she stopped me.


  “Much has changed for us in the past day, and more changes will have to be made. As difficult and unhappy as they will be. Do you understand?”


  I nodded again, not trusting myself to speak.



  Chapter 18


  For security reasons, the award ceremony had been moved back to Tulta. Most of the nobles and other guests had left, and the parade field had ample room for those who remained.


  The camp buzzed with preparations, but everyone had something to say. Some were positive. Some were not.


  “Congrats on the win.”


  “Sorry for your loss.”


  “I was rooting for Kellan.”


  “I knew you could do it.”


  “Should have been a Green.”


  “Is Nel single?”


  I snorted at the last one. I had never been this popular here, not even right after I had saved their lives last year.


  I didn’t have time to stop, though, and neither did they. At last, I reached my dorm and shut myself off from all the activity. My bed called me, even though I had just woken a few hours ago. Last night had been my first time in a bed in almost a week. Almost two years ago, when I first left for Tulta, I had yearned for a nap when I had returned to the castle after a month in Theron’s home. Back then, that had felt rustic. I had resisted the bed then in favor of a bath, but had fallen asleep in the water. This time, there were no baths. Someone had put out a bowl of clean water so I could freshen up.


  Tears moistened the corners of my eyes. Of all the changes in my life, in the past and in the coming months, and a bowl of water was what was upsetting me.


  A knock on my door broke me out of my head. I wiped the tears from my eyes with my sleeve and went to open.


  Esgeril stood before me in her dress uniform. The light gray slacks and blouse fit like it had been made for her instead of being standard issue. The obsidian buttons, to mark service to Darneta, showed in a perfect line from neck to waist. A sash of vermillion silk hung from her left shoulder. Just a hint of her close-cropped hair peeked out from underneath the flat-topped cap. Polished black shoes with a low, wide heel – I don’t think I’d ever seen her anything but boots before – finished the ensemble.


  She was breath-taking.


  I stared longer than I should. A smirk formed on her lips. “I take it you approve.”


  [bookmark: _Hlk100046306]“My first act as queen will be to declare you the most beautiful woman in all of Darneta,” I said once I could find my tongue.For a moment, there was no dark cloud of my future hanging over me. In this moment, there was just her and me, and it was easy to fall into banter.


  She pouted. “Only Darneta?”


  I smiled. “I’ll only be queen of Darneta. Make me queen of all the Seven Nations, and I’ll pronounce you the most beautiful woman in the world. But I still need to get changed into my dress uniform. Do we know what time the award ceremony will be?”


  “Just before lunch.” She glanced out my window. The sun wasn’t visible from that angle, but the point was made. I didn’t have a lot of time.


  “When Lunara is ready, please ask her to come here. I’ll need help with my hair.”


  “I can help with that,” she offered. “I used to have long hair, you know.”


  “I need professional help,” I quipped. “Besides, you’ll just smudge my makeup.”


  That pout appeared again as she put her hands on her hips. “I would be careful.”


  “I wouldn’t.” I leaned in to give her a quick kiss before pushing her out of the door. The last thing I saw before closing it was her mouth forming an O as understanding dawned on her.


  I hurried to dress in my own formal uniform. Dragoneers weren’t big on formality and I’d only worn it twice before. It needed to be pressed. Even folded neatly in my closet, the six months since it had been last cleaned was too much of an ask for crisp pleats.


  I hadn’t wanted my uniform to be any different from the others, but the head of the Dragoneers, General Lutania, had insisted that something mark me as from the royal family. That would be dangerous in battle, but it wasn’t an issue for the uncommonly used dress uniform. After some back and forth, and the royal tailor getting involved, the buttons on my uniform were pressed with gold leaf around the edges.


  My Blue rider’s aquamarine sash marked the only other difference between my uniform and Esgeril’s, besides how much better she looked in hers.


  A knock on my door revealed Lunara in a periwinkle dress with a neckline just a bit lower than my mother would have allowed at the castle. But we weren’t at the castle, and this was just as much her win as it was mine. Besides, if Mother really had a problem… Well, it would be my castle soon enough.


  She tsk-tsked at the state of my uniform and set to work on straightening it better than I could have been bothered. “You should have gotten this pressed.”


  “I did,” I insisted. “After I wore it to the Treaty Day ball last year.”


  She shook her head, although a slight smile showed that she wasn’t truly upset. “If we had gotten all that misunderstanding sorted before the Dragon Run started, I would have taken care of this for you.”


  “I’m sorry for my part in that. But I wanted you here as my friend, not as my maid.”


  “I would have done it as a friend, you know that.” She fell into silence as she worked to make me presentable. When she was finished, I surveyed the result in a mirror. Esgeril still had me beat by a mile, but at least I wouldn’t be admonished for sloppy dress again.


  But now, Lunara had a decision to make.


  “Mother and I return to Kastea in the morning. You are welcome to join us, if you really want to be a maid. I promise to treat you better than I did before. Or you can stay here and maybe become a Dragoneer at the next hatching.”


  She put her hand on my shoulder. “I go where you go. I imagine you will need a friend. I don’t need my own dragon. Seems greedy when I can communicate with them all. As long as I’m around dragons, that is a dream come true.”


  I bit my lip. “There will be more dragons here.”


  She gave a little shrug. “Wherever you go, Kalia, dragons are sure to follow.”


  I wasn’t as confident, but she’d made her decision and I would respect that. [bookmark: _Hlk100046386]But there was one more potentially difficult conversation I wanted to have with her. 


  “Do you know Alu, the second-year Green cadet?” I didn’t actually know Alu, except by reputation. She constantly had to defend herself as belonging. Something I knew well. And she famously drew a knife on Florian when my hatching group had to weather a storm traveling to Tulta ahead of me.It had been two years, and people still talked about it.


  “Not every trans person knows every other trans person.” She smiled. “But Esgeril told me about her. We haven’t met.”


  “Then I think it’s time we all met,” I said. “But first, that tincture you take, to make you a girl.”


  She frowned. “It doesn’t make me a girl. I am a girl. The tincture helps other people see it.” She paused. “And it helps me feel ‘right.’ I don’t know how to explain it. I just feel more myself when I take it.”


  I nodded. “Do you have more, that you could share with Alu? I could pay you for it.”


  Her lips pursed. “If she wants it. If I were her, I would be distrustful of two random people offering to help.”


  I nodded. “Well, all we can do is offer. Let’s go introduce ourselves.”


  Alu being another second-year, her room was on the same floor as mine. We reached it before I could talk myself out of it.


  As soon as I knocked, Alu yanked the door open. Her fists balled as if expecting a fight, she shouted, “What do you want?” Recognition dawned on her, and she gave an awkward curtsey in her uniform pants. “Uh, Your Majesty.”


  “In the uniform, she’s just a Dragoneer.” Lunara elbowed me in the ribs. “She’s no different from you or me.”


  Alu pursed her lips. A lifetime of abuse had conditioned her to be mistrustful. “I doubt that.”


  Lunara gave her a half-smile. “Well, she’s a little different. But you and I are more alike than you realize.”


  The Green rider’s eyes narrowed for a moment before going wide. “So why now? You’ve been here for months and the princess—uh—Kalia has known me for two years and ain’t spoke to me.”


  I opened my mouth for the first time since she answered the door. “Maybe we should finish this conversation somewhere less public.”


  Alu nodded and opened the door, letting us in. Once inside, I continued, “I’ve only known about Lunara for a few days. And, well, you’re a Green. And I, maybe, thought all the Green riders would be like Lewon. But Pellia made me realize that you’re not all alike.”


  She didn’t speak. As soon as I had said it, I realized how ridiculous I had been. “Anyway, Lunara has this tincture she uses.”


  Alu’s eyes went wide. “I heard of it. It’s expensive.”


  Lunara smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “Then it’s a good thing you have friends in high places.”


  “If you would like,” I added.


  The bell signaled that it was time to assemble at the parade field.


  “If you’re interested,” Lunara said, “stop by Esgeril’s room after the ceremony.”


  * * *


  Another year ended with me sitting on a wooden bench. Unlike last year, when I was among the other Dragoneers until Father had awarded me the honor of the Golden Leaf, this year, four benches faced the podium at the center. It would have been five, but even if they had caught Lewon and Bior already, they would be in the dungeons with Florian, awaiting trial.


  Esgeril sat to my left, her fingers entwined with mine. If Mother or Colonel Authand noticed, I would be admonished later, but it felt important. After hiding who I was for so long, even from myself, I wanted to show the world that I loved her while I still could.


  A smattering of applause signaled that Authand had finished introducing Mother. She approached the podium with a small scroll in her hand, barely visible underneath the jeweled rings on each finger. Each ring told a story, explained her position in life, as a mother, a daughter, a wife, a queen. Her black and gold gown barely rustled as not a muscle above her hips so much as twitched as she moved.


  She unrolled the scroll and took a moment before starting. Her lip trembled, but calm took over her expression in less time than it took to blink. If I hadn’t been staring at her, I would have missed it.


  She rolled the scroll back up and placed it on the podium before her. “My husband had prepared a speech to welcome the new Darnetan champion. It was filled with his favorite moments from the competition, and of each contestant. It spoke highly of the traitor who killed him. I thought I could simply scratch out those passages and read what he had written about the others, but they are his words, and I would not do them justice.


  “Instead, let me say that the elves on this stage with me are a credit to their country, to their parents, and to the Dragoneers. Any one of these teams would easily win the Dragon Race next year.


  “But also, these games and the attack at its conclusion remind us of the purpose of the Dragon Race. We are at war. A war for our very survival, with an enemy who finds allies among our own. This is a war we cannot afford to lose. And to win, we must provide our very best.


  “When my daughter became a Dragoneer, I was not happy. I begged her to reconsider, to remain the meek girl I had wanted her to be, rather than the strong woman she has grown into.


  “My father, King Hollysword, always said that a true leader was a servant. I never understood what he meant. He did not cook meals or clean our home. As I understood the word, he was hardly servant to anyone.


  “But Kalia has shown me the true meaning of the word. Last year, at the Battle of Tulta, she put herself in harm’s way repeatedly, getting help faster than anyone thought possible, and then returning to battle. Her strategy and action turned the tide of battle. Without her, we would not be having this event here.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100046530]“It was in the aftermath of that battle that she discovered her gift, the strength of which has not been seen in hundreds of years. Colonel Authand tells me that there are barely any here who have not felt her healing touch. A true act of service.”


  A few in the crowd shifted uncomfortably in the knowledge that their queen, without naming any names or making any accusations, had just called them out.


  “And now she continues to show that a true leader is a servant, leading Darneta to the Dragon Race where she will continue to serve our country. And so, I would like to present Princess Kalia of the Blue Farean, with her teammates Esgeril of the Green Baran and Lunara Theroniel, as the Ninth Champion of Darneta.”


  I stood to a mind-numbing volume of cheering and roaring. The ground shook from the thundering of boots against the dirt. I resisted the temptation to press my palms against my ears to block out the noise. Not that it would have done much good with Farean trumpeting in my skull.


  Esgeril’s and Lunara’s faces barely contained their discomfort. Mother, as usual, showed no trace of being affected.


  Authand held out a small velvet pillow to her, containing three pins. The first two, a black and gold dragon somewhat smaller than a broach, she attached to Lunara’s dress and Esgeril’s blouse.


  They stepped aside, and I filled their place in front of my mother. Mine was less pin than it was medal. The dragon was half the size and pure gold but suspended by a black ribbon. She held it up before the crowd. I hadn’t thought they could possibly get louder, but I was wrong. Turning back to me, she pinned it in place next to my Golden Leaf.


  The crowd cheered for several more minutes before finally quieting, although it didn’t immediately end the ringing in my ears. Mother exited the stage followed by me, then Esgeril and Lunara, and finally the other teams. I wanted to talk privately with Esgeril, but Mother sat with us at the cafeteria where an endless stream of well-wishers stopped by the table. Among them was Alu. After a brief congradulations, she added, quietly, “If you weren’t kidding, then the answer is yes.” Without waiting for a response, she moved on, replaced with the next person.


  Mother barely touched her food, just enough to not seem like she was snubbing the cooks, who had outdone themselves. My own usually enthusiastic appetite was nowhere to be found.


  As soon as I could escape, I did, stopping at Authand’s table first. “Lunara will be returning to Kastea with us. The next time you or someone has business in Tulta, there will be a package for Alu, compliments of Lunara and the royal treasury.”


  He stroked his chin for a moment. “Once things have settled a bit, I’ll need to visit. I suppose Alu can accompany me.”


  I nodded and turned to leave, but he stopped me. “You still have another year of training to complete. I know you will have other...duties. But you have a commitment to fulfill.”


  I nodded again. He was right, but how I would honor that commitment was a problem for future Kalia.


  Esgeril and Lunara waited for me by the exit. We walked in silence until we reached the dorms. It was Lunara who broke the quiet.


  “Alu and I have some things to discuss while I pack. I imagine that you two would like some time alone?” She cast a sympathetic glance at Esgeril on her way out.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100046587]I held Esgeril’s hand as we made our way to my room. Closing the door, I leaned in to kiss her, but she backed away.


  “Why is everyone acting like you are dying? Oh gods, you’re not sick, are you? Why didn’t you tell me? Can’t you heal it, like you do an injury?”


  I put my hands on her shoulders to try to calm her down. Usually, she was doing that for me.


  “For the first time in centuries, Darneta has no king,” I told her. “There will be turmoil in Kastea, and ripple effects throughout the Seven Nations. As princess, I am the only one who can change that.”


  “But you’re not a man,” she blurted. “It’s my favorite thing about you.” A hint of blush crept up her ears.


  [bookmark: _Hlk100046625]“I’m not. I love you, Esgeril Dwiniel. I always knew this day would come, but I thought I had more time. That we would have more time. Maybe a few years even. But for the good of the kingdom, I must marry a man as soon as possible.”


  --- END ---




  Become a Dragoneer!


  To say that Authand yearned for adventure would be a lie. Life on his father's farm was hard - always too much to do and never quite enough to eat - but it was his and that suited him just fine.


  But sometimes life doesn't give us what we want. While hunting, Authand finds something unthinkable, a lone dragon egg. Imprinting on a dragon hatchling means his life will be anything but ordinary. Especially when his father, the gentlest man he'd ever known, reacts violently.


  Armed with nothing more than his wits - and a dragon - Authand must find his way to the famed Dragoneers for a place to call home in a world that has little love for a Black man or a feral dragon
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  Reviews


  If you like this book, please consider leaving a review on the next page.
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