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			My Journal, by Bianca of Skael

			(If you’re reading this and you’re not me, you better have my permission. Otherwise I hope you enjoy being magically cursed!)

			(Just kidding, I don’t know how to curse people.)

			(Yet.)
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			Hey, you! Yeah, you, the one reading this! Don’t worry, I didn’t curse the book, you’re going to be fine. But you probably already knew that, didn’t you? Because if everything goes according to plan, you and every other human probably already knows magic, right? I really hope I’m around somewhere to see what that’s like.

			Right now, it’s just the six of us, but once we’ve mastered magic, we’re going to start teaching others, and then those people can teach more people, and soon enough, the whole world will be so much better!

			And it’s all thanks to the Dragon Mage. You know who she is, right? I can’t believe anyone in the future hasn’t heard of her, not after everything she’s done for us already. In your time, she’s got to be the most famous person to ever live!

			The Dragon Mage is the one who asked us all to keep these journals, so you future people can read about what it was like for us, the first humans to learn magic. Cillian said that no one would care about the lives of five kids from tiny villages, so he should be the only one of us to keep a journal. I disagreed, and turned his pants to stone, so now I’m writing out of spite. (Thanks, Cillian! Have fun using the bathroom!)

			All of this started a bit after my twelfth birthday, when a strange woman showed up in Skael—that’s the village where I’m from, if you didn’t know. And why would you? Skael’s in a valley far from everything, and the village is surrounded by mountains with only one path out, meaning we don’t get many visitors. So for a stranger to show up was already pretty unusual.

			But what we didn’t know was that this was the Dragon Mage. Mostly because back then, no one had even heard of her.

			You’ve probably seen all kinds of paintings of her by your time, but if not, the Dragon Mage looks like she’s in her twenties, maybe? Not that she’s aged at all since I met her. It’s like time just passes right over her. Maybe it’s magic, though if it is, she hasn’t taught us how to do it yet. Anyway, she’s got tawny-brown skin and silver hair—I mean the literal kind of silver, not just white—and at the time, she was wearing a deep royal-purple robe that was far too big for someone as tiny as she is. She’s maybe five feet tall, which is always fun when new people meet her, because they expect her to be HUGE, based on her reputation. Seriously, even I tower over her.

			So this strange woman showed up, but passed right by all the important people in the village, not even noticing the odd looks she was getting, and came straight to the alley where I’d spent the night.

			“Bianca!” she shouted when she saw me, which was odd, since almost no one in the village knew my name. But even weirder, she reached out to hug me, which no one had done since my family passed away from the Skael Cough.

			If you haven’t heard of the Skael Cough, then GOOD! I hope no one’s caught it for so long that it gets completely forgotten! But just so you know what I’m talking about, it’s a horrible sickness that people get from working in the mines in our mountains, and there wasn’t any cure when my parents got it when I was much younger, leaving me an orphan.

			But there is now, because I spent months working on it with every kind of magic I knew. I was even able to cure every single person in Skael who caught it, all with potions I made. Proudest moment of my entire life, trust me.

			I hope my parents feel the same, wherever they are.

			So, yeah, the Dragon Mage? She’s a hugger. Between her knowing my name and then giving me a huge hug, I had no idea what was happening. Plus, I hadn’t really eaten in a couple of days, so everything was a bit foggy. I just stared at her in silence, with no clue what to say to this silver-haired lady.

			“I’m so glad I found you!” she said, not even bothering to introduce herself. “Would you mind doing me a huge favor?”

			I found it pretty hard to say no to her, so I nodded, still confused. (Everyone who meets the Dragon Mage tends to do whatever she wants, but not because of magic or anything. She’s just delightful.)

			“Fantastic!” she shouted, clapping her hands. “Come with me, you’re going to help me change the world. It was never meant to be this way, where people like you have to struggle just to survive. Humans are meant for so much more! So we’re going to teach everyone magic, and fix that. Sound good?”

			I’m not sure what I’d expected her to say, but it wasn’t that. Who’d ever heard of humans using magic? “Learn magic?” I asked, standing up, only to immediately fall back to the ground, too weak to stand.

			The Dragon Mage did not like that. “You’re starving!” she shouted, tears beginning to roll down her face. “This is what I’m talking about. No one should go hungry when magic exists!” And suddenly, as if by magic (because that’s exactly what it was), food appeared all around me, far too much for one person to eat.

			I would have walked through fire for the Dragon Mage after that.

			I wasn’t her first recruit, or her last. There were six of us total, all aged twelve: Seanan, Aisling, me, Liam, Donal, and Cillian, the pleasant, caring boy I mentioned before. All of us but Cillian came from small villages, while I think Cillian emerged fully formed from a waste pond somewhere. (He’s really proud of coming from Braeg, a fairly big city in my time, but we always pretend to forget its name because that makes him really angry.)

			The Dragon Mage ended up liking Skael, so she built a tower with magic near the one path out of the mountains. The tower was big enough to hold half the village, even though it was only us six kids and the Dragon Mage. But it became pretty clear why we needed the room, when one night she brought us up to the top of the tower stairs, then stopped just before we reached the roof. She told us she was bringing some friends by, and wanted to surprise them.

			As we all huddled in the stairwell, the Dragon Mage traced a weird symbol in the air. And out of nowhere, six of the biggest, scariest monsters I’d ever seen appeared on the tower’s ramparts. And they did not look happy.

			Back then, I was a bit distracted by trying not to run screaming into the night. But now that I’ve gotten to know those monsters pretty well, I can hopefully give you an accurate description of what actually happened.

			The Dragon Mage had just magically summoned six of the great dragons, the last of their kind. Each of them was about fifteen to twenty feet tall, though they could spread their wings out to about twice that length. And each dragon was a different color: blue, green, red, yellow, white, and black.

			Scorch, the dragon who would soon become my teacher, was the largest of the group, with shining black scales. Scorch isn’t his true name, though. Humans started calling him that after trying to slay him, or steal from his treasure hoard, because he’d chase them off with his fire breath.

			At least, he says he scared them off. The fact that the humans named him Scorch tells me that some might have gotten a bit more cooked than he admits.

			The dragons showed up completely confused, since none of them knew who’d brought them to this strange tower. They were even suspicious of each other, Scorch told me later, because none of them got along well. Dragons are usually pretty solitary, which is why they all have their own treasure hoards. I guess something went down between them years ago, and they never really made up, so when someone brought them back together for the first time in centuries, they assumed one of the other dragons had done it.

			They started yelling at each other in a language none of us kids understood, and it looked like a fight was about to break out. That was when the Dragon Mage stood up in the stairwell, climbed the rest of the way to the roof, then yelled out “SURPRISE!” while giggling wildly.

			All six dragons immediately unleashed their dragonfire right at her.

			In their defense, they didn’t know it was the Dragon Mage who’d brought them there, and they were all on edge. Fortunately, she just snuffed out their flames with a wave of her hand, totally unharmed. “Hey!” she shouted, pouting for the briefest of moments. “Is that any way to greet your friend? Bring it in, you big goofs! Everyone gets a hug!”

			And then the Dragon Mage, all five feet of her, leapt forward and threw her arms around the neck of each dragon one by one.

			You might think that dragons wouldn’t be okay with getting hugged, especially given the mood they were in. And you’d probably be right, for anyone but the Dragon Mage. Because the instant they recognized her, all their anger disappeared, replaced with a weird combination of joy and embarrassment, like when your mom watches you do a handstand when you’re little, only you fall on your face.

			“Tia?!” Scorch shouted, wincing as she practically strangled him. (Oh, sorry, Tia is the Dragon Mage’s real name. I hope I can say that here? I’ll ask her later and cross it out if she wants it kept a secret.)

			“It’s so good to see you all!” the Dragon Mage shouted, beaming as she hugged the red dragon, Razen, who looked extremely ashamed of something. “It’s been such a long time, and I can’t wait to hear how your mission is going!”

			The yellow dragon, Arcan, flinched noticeably, while the green one, Dominus, turned away, coughing nervously, which sent flames flying out over the tower wall.

			“Uh, right, the…mission!” said Anhil, the white dragon, blinking rapidly. “It’s going…well! These things take time, obviously, and—”

			“Oh, of course, I know!” the Dragon Mage said, finally finishing her hugging. “There are an awful lot of humans to teach, after all. But you’re giving it your best effort, right?”

			Now none of them could meet her eyes, most fiddling with their claws or biting their lips.

			“Fantastic!” the Dragon Mage said, clapping her hands in pure joy. “Here I’d been worried that you’d spent your entire time ignoring your true purpose, because something shiny distracted you.”

			If you’ve never seen a dragon blush, I can’t even describe how amazing it is. But watching six dragons do it at the same time? Life-changing.

			“Now, what are you calling your collections again?” the Dragon Mage asked, looking at the dragons lovingly in spite of their clear humiliation. “Right, treasure hoards! That sounds so fun! But I am pretty confused by why you’d abandon your entire purpose for them.”

			The dragons all shared a long look, but only the red one, Razen, spoke. “What you have to understand, Tia,” she said, “is that the gold is…pretty?”

			The other five dragons groaned, and even at the time, I knew that sounded pretty pathetic.

			“We’ll make up for it, Tia!” Anhil said. “Whatever you want, we’ll do it!”

			“Let’s not go that far,” Scorch said, but as the Dragon Mage glanced over at him, he immediately cringed and reversed course. “I meant, right, we’ll fix it, whatever it takes!”

			Scorch is one of the most stubborn creatures I’ve ever met, and always thinks he’s right. He’ll also roll over like a dog whenever the Dragon Mage is around. It’s adorable.

			“Oh, it’s not me that you need to fix things with,” the Dragon Mage told them. “It’s the humans.”

			“That’s the other reason we put things off, Tia,” Anhil said, his eyes narrowing. “The humans are monsters!”

			“They’re always trying to steal from our hoards!” Mutat, the blue dragon, shouted. “It’s not right!”

			“And some of them have even tried to slay me!” Scorch said, trying to look innocent and completely failing. “We were nothing but nice to them, believe me. Did I ever set fire to their villages just for fun? Never. They started all of this!”

			“Oh, you know I don’t care about who started what,” the Dragon Mage said, waving a hand absently. “I just want everyone to get along! There are only six of you left now—and I definitely want to hear what happened to your other six brothers and sisters, by the way—so I need you to put aside any differences with humans and get back to your purpose. You do remember what you were sent here to do, right?”

			The dragons all nodded, though most did it reluctantly. The yellow dragon, Arcan, even dug one toe into the stone, twisting it around.

			“Oh, good!” the Dragon Mage said. “But just so no one gets distracted again, I’m going to make sure everything goes smoothly by starting things off myself this time.”

			And then she turned around and waved at us to come join her.

			“Let me introduce you to your new apprentices!” the Dragon Mage said as the dragons all gasped in horror at the sight of us. “Finally, you dragons are going to teach humans how to use magic, like you were always supposed to. And after these six, we’ll spread out and teach the rest of humanity, too! Because I promise you all, one day, every human will be able to use magic! Now doesn’t that sound fun?”

			Based on their faces, fun wasn’t the first word to come to mind. But I’m not sure the Dragon Mage even noticed, because she was already pushing the dragons toward us. “Everyone choose a partner, one human, one dragon. We’re going to change the world, starting tonight!”

			The other apprentices took nervous steps forward, as did most of the dragons. Only Scorch stayed back, not making eye contact with us humans. Maybe he’s scared too! I thought (he wasn’t scared; he just didn’t like humans), so I figured maybe he’d be a good choice.

			(Scorch, if you’re reading this? You were the best choice, and I don’t even care that you refused five straight times until the Dragon Mage guilted you into taking me on.)

			So that was how I became a dragon’s apprentice, and the night wasn’t even over yet! The Dragon Mage had something big in mind for the dragons still. But I’ll have to write about that later, since I just heard someone giggling evilly outside my door. Sounds like Cillian’s trying to pull something, which means I have to go make him regret it. More soon!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			
				Magic makes the world go round.

				So does spinning in place really fast.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			More soon! Bianca had written, but that was the last entry in her thousand-year-old journal. Ciara flipped through the rest of the book, just like she’d done every time she’d read it, hoping she was missing something, but every other page was blank. What had happened to Bianca after that? What did the Dragon Mage have in mind for the dragons? And most importantly, why hadn’t everyone learned magic like the Dragon Mage had promised?

			She leaned back from the book, lost in thought, which the book didn’t seem to appreciate. It closed its brown leather cover and floated up to her eye level, looking for attention. She smiled in spite of herself and reached out to pet it, and the book began to purr like a cat.

			Were all magic books this needy, or was it just Bianca’s journal? It’d been this way ever since Ciara had found it five years ago—though it was probably more accurate to say the book had found her. A boy in Skael had dared Ciara and her best friend, Meg, to spend a night in the tower near the mountain pass, which had terrified Ciara and excited Meg. If Ciara had known at the time that the tower had once belonged to the Dragon Mage, then she probably would have been just as eager as her friend.

			Unfortunately, Ciara and Meg had gotten separated as they’d wandered around an upper floor, and Ciara had ended up in a room she’d never seen in the daylight. There she discovered Bianca’s journal sitting on a broken shelf, somehow looking completely brand-new, especially compared with the ruins of the rest of the tower. She’d reached out nervously to take it, only for the book to float out to her, flapping its pages to say hello.

			Needless to say, she’d screamed in terror and run for her life, but the book had just floated along behind her. Meg heard her screaming and eventually found Ciara on the ground a few yards from the tower, the book dancing happily in the air over her. So Meg did what any good friend would do: she punched the book.

			Only, the book punched her back. It hadn’t ever liked Meg after that.

			Even then, the book hadn’t given Ciara a choice, as it followed them all the way back to Skael. Fortunately, it was dark, so no one saw Ciara and Meg sneak with it into Ciara’s barn, where Ciara finally got brave enough to open it.

			It wasn’t like she’d seen magic before, since it basically didn’t exist in Skael anymore, not since Bianca’s time. Only the Emperor and his son could use magic now, as it was strictly forbidden for anyone else. But according to Bianca, that wasn’t how things were supposed to happen. No, they were all supposed to know magic, not just the rulers of the Draconic Empire.

			Bianca had been just a random kid from Skael when she was chosen by the Dragon Mage at twelve, the same age Ciara was now, and Ciara had pictured herself in Bianca’s place a million times since she’d found the book. After all, if she knew magic, there were so many things she could fix.

			First, she’d cure everyone in the village of the Skael Cough, which had returned in spite of Bianca’s best efforts. No one would starve anymore, or have to pay the Warden the mandatory “donations” that took everything they had, especially not once Ciara magicked the Warden out of Skael forever.

			And then, finally, Ciara might have made up for having caused all of those things in the first place. When the Warden arrived in Skael looking for Bianca’s journal a year after Ciara found it, she could have turned it over, and he would have returned to the capital immediately. But the Warden had said the book was evil, forbidden by the Emperor, and at the time, it seemed a lot safer just to keep the book hidden.

			And because of that, everything had gone wrong.

			A hacking cough from outside the barn pulled Ciara’s attention back to reality. “Get back in the bag, okay?” she told the book, and it ruffled its pages in a way that always sounded like a sigh, but slowly floated into one of the empty brown sacks on the barn floor. Ciara shoved her second tunic, the one with all the holes in it, on top of the book to cover it, and that was it, everything she owned in one bag.

			“Packed yet?” her mother said as she reached the barn door. Her pink skin was more flushed than usual, and her reddish-brown hair was plastered to her face. Even her brown tunic and pants looked damp with sweat. As Ciara watched, her mom half leaned, half fell against the barn’s doorframe, trying to look casual, not like she needed the support to stay upright.

			Unfortunately, Ciara knew the truth, but she wasn’t going to force the issue, not now that she’d finally convinced her mother to sell everything they had to buy medicine, then leave Skael behind to try to find a village the Empire hadn’t yet reached, where they could start a new life. How they’d get there without any food, she didn’t know, but the medicine was the most important thing. Without it, her mother wouldn’t last another month.

			Ciara brushed some dirt off her olive-green tunic and tan pants, then pushed some stray hairs the same color as her mom’s out of her face. “I was born packed!” she said with a shrug, picking up her bag. Even through the bag, the book gave her a warm, comforting feeling that definitely helped on days like today. “Took a few hours, but I managed to get my old tunic into a bag, so I’m ready. How did it go with Niall?”

			Her mother winced. “He couldn’t pay as much as I’d hoped, but he did buy the farmhouse and barn, so that should give us all the coin we need for the medicine.” She shook her head. “I really hate that we’re left with nothing when I’ll probably get better without it, though.”

			Ciara let that one go, holding back from replying that the Warden had claimed that same thing when her father and others had caught the Cough, which returned after the Warden reopened the Skael mines and forced the villagers to work in them. It was only when no one recovered and the illness proved fatal that the Warden had asked the Emperor for enough medicine to cure the entire village…if they could pay. Selling everything they owned was the only way to get enough to cover the cost.

			“You’re right, what was I thinking?” Ciara said, rolling her eyes. “Hand over that money, I’m going to go buy a third shirt. The Emperor will probably invite me to court, I’ll look so fancy!”

			Her mother smiled, but even that was weak. “I just wish the Warden had found that horrible book when he first arrived, and turned right around,” she said softly. “If he’d just gone back to the capital, everything would have been fine, and your father would still be here with us.”

			A flush rose up Ciara’s face, and she tried to ignore the purring coming from the bag on her back. “We don’t even know if the book exists,” she said, trying not to wince as the book started pinching her through the sack with its covers, already getting antsy from having to hide. This was the problem with magical books; they just couldn’t stay quiet for even a minute, which made hiding them from the entire village so much tougher. “It’s not like the Warden even looked that hard.”

			Her mother began coughing again before she could respond, and Ciara turned away, trying not to think about how her father had sounded much the same just before he’d died. We’ll get you medicine today, Mom, and then leave Skael and the Warden behind forever. It’ll all get better then. It has to.

			The coughing eased for a moment, and her mother straightened back up. “We should get over to the Sanctuary to buy the medicine, or we’ll lose more daylight for our trip,” she said, her voice raspy from the coughing. She started to walk out the door, then paused, swaying slightly, only to grab the doorframe again.

			“No, you should go sit in the cart, while I take the money to the Sanctuary for the medicine,” Ciara said, hoping her mother wouldn’t notice how worried she was. “Don’t move, I’m going to help you.”

			“Since when are you in charge?” her mother asked as Ciara moved to help her mother back outside.

			“Since I was born,” Ciara told her, slowly walking her mom over to the rickety cart nearby. “I just let you and Dad think otherwise ’cause it seemed to make you happy.”

			“You’re pretty rude, for someone I raised,” her mother said.

			“Well, yeah, I had a great teacher.”

			Ciara helped her mother into the empty cart, which was a bit of a struggle, but her mom eventually managed to settle herself in, then sat back up in alarm. “Someone’s coming,” she said, staring in the direction of the village, then gasped, turning back to Ciara, her eyes wide with panic. “It’s the Drakes. Into the barn, hurry!”

			Ciara took off before her mother even finished, sprinting through the barn doors and closing them behind her, leaving one open just enough so she could see what was happening. She had to squint, but even from a distance, she could see the sun glinting off shining helmets, which she knew were molded into the shape of dragon heads. What were the Warden’s personal guard doing here?

			“Delia!” someone shouted, and Ciara felt a cold chill go down her spine as she recognized the Warden’s voice. “Going somewhere?”

			Ciara pushed her head against the crack in the door, glaring with hatred at the pale-skinned man in the white robe riding in the middle of the group. The Warden was smiling, which he only did when making people’s lives miserable, and his white hair and beard gleamed in the sunlight.

			Five Drakes rode around him, their scaled armor matching the dragon helmets to honor the Dragon Mage. At the back of the group rode the Captain of the Drakes, and Ciara actually felt slightly relieved, as the Captain was the father of her best friend and had looked out for Ciara and her mother whenever he could.

			Only, as the group drew closer, she quickly realized that the Captain didn’t look happy. That wasn’t a good sign, especially not when the other Drakes were all grinning smugly.

			Her mother began coughing again before she could answer, which gave the Warden and the Drakes enough time to surround the cart with their horses. “I was actually coming to see you, Warden,” her mother said finally, wiping a sleeve over her mouth. “We gathered together enough money to pay the donation for some medicine.”

			The Warden’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you, now! And how exactly did you manage that? Nothing illegal, I hope?”

			“We sold the farm, and everything else,” her mother said, glaring at him. “You sound surprised that we could afford it, though. Didn’t the Emperor send enough medicine for the village?”

			“Of course, of course,” the Warden said, brushing away her words with a wave. “But the Emperor has to use magic to make it himself, so I refuse to let people waste it. A larger donation to the Sanctuary proves you really must need it.” His smile widened. “Unfortunately, though, I can’t sell you any medicine.”

			Ciara’s heart almost stopped. What? He couldn’t be serious!

			“What do you mean?” her mother asked, coughing again. “We have the money—”

			“Oh, I’m sure you do,” the Warden said. “But those who break the Emperor’s laws don’t deserve his mercy.” He leaned forward now, just inches from her mother. “Tell me, Delia, exactly how long have you been hiding the forbidden book that the Emperor himself sent me here to find?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
				Real magic isn’t the friends we made along the way.

				It’s much more about shooting giant fireballs from your fingers.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			No! How could the Warden know Ciara had the book? It wasn’t possible! She’d kept it hidden from everyone other than Meg!

			“What?” her mother shouted as the Drakes dismounted, then grabbed her arms and pulled her out of the cart. “Stop, let me go! I don’t have Bianca’s journal!”

			“Never speak that foul name in my presence,” the Warden spat as the Drakes neared the door Ciara was hiding behind. “And I know you’re lying, Delia. We have a witness. Someone saw your daughter with the book.” He glanced around the farm as Ciara felt the blood drain from her face. “Is Ciara around somewhere? It’d be so much simpler to arrest you both together, rather than force my Drakes to search for the child.”

			This couldn’t be happening. She’d been so careful, always keeping the book in her room except for at night, when she’d read it in the barn. How could the Warden have found out she had Bianca’s journal?

			Something growled at her side, and she glanced over to find the bag with the book floating in midair, rumbling dangerously. “You, keep quiet!” she hissed at the book, grabbing the bag and clutching it to her chest. “Don’t move, don’t fly, don’t do anything, okay?”

			The book ruffled its pages again, making a pbfft noise, but then went silent.

			As she looked back outside, she saw the Captain of the Drakes turned in his saddle to talk to a girl Ciara’s age sitting behind him, and suddenly the mystery of how the Warden had found out was revealed—to Ciara’s horror. The girl’s skin was the same rich brown as her father’s, but while his hair was cut short, hers lay in braids down her back, just like Ciara’s. That, and the girl wore leather armor instead of the steel scales of the Drakes, having trained with her father for years.

			It was Meg.

			But…but how? How could she turn Ciara in to the man, betray her like this? It didn’t make any sense!

			But why else would she be here with the Captain? And Meg had known about the book from the start, unlike the rest of the villagers, who couldn’t even be sure it existed. And while Meg hated the Warden as much as anyone did, considering how horribly he treated her father, maybe that was the reason she’d done this, to give the Warden what he wanted so he’d just leave Skael forever.

			Ciara squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head, wishing it hadn’t taken her so long to convince her mother to sell everything and leave. If only they’d gotten away from the village before the Warden had learned she had the book, they might have been far enough away to avoid him and his Drakes.

			But maybe it wasn’t too late? The book was what the Warden wanted, even if he’d never bothered searching that hard, spending most of his time stealing from the villagers instead. Maybe he’d be willing to bargain, let Ciara and her mother go free if she handed over the journal? Not that she’d ever let the Warden keep it, but knowing the book, it’d just sneak out of the Sanctuary the moment the Warden’s back was turned and come find Ciara wherever she was.

			And it wasn’t like she had any other choice. The barn had just one exit, and she’d be caught if she tried to run. Making a deal was their only chance now.

			Holding the bag as tightly as she could, she whirled back toward the barn door and kicked it open. The door slammed right into one of the Drakes, which she hadn’t meant to do but wasn’t exactly upset about. The Drake groaned in pain, holding his nose where it’d been struck, as she stepped nervously out of the barn.

			“Did I hear my name?” she asked, the journal trembling in anger inside the bag. “Oh, Warden, nice to see you. Did you drop by to deliver the medicine yourself? You shouldn’t have come all this way.”

			“Very funny, child,” the old man said. “Where is the book?”

			The book began to growl again, too low for the others to hear, but Ciara knew a warning when she heard one. Just as it tried to leap forward to fight the Warden, she leaned back, compensating for its push. “What book?” she asked, gritting her teeth as she dug her feet into the dirt to stay in place. “Oh, is it time for another reading from The Draconic Codex? I hope it’s not the one where the Dragon Mage fights the Revenants again. That one gets a little old after a hundred times. Can’t we get even one story about Bianca?”

			She’d managed to cover the book’s growling by talking over it, but that wouldn’t work forever, so she quickly squeezed it over and over inside the bag, hoping it’d get the point.

			“The Emperor has forbidden any mention of the fallen apprentice and the evil she committed, and that includes readings from the Codex itself,” the Warden hissed, and Ciara saw out of the corner of her eye the Drakes slowly moving to surround her. She backed up a few steps, the forest behind their farm her only option if she did have to run for it. “Give me her journal now, girl. I won’t play games with you.”

			“No? Then I guess you’re not getting invited to my birthday party.” The growling was getting louder, and she didn’t have much time to waste. “How about this: Let me and my mother go, and I’ll give you the book.”

			“Oh, Ciara,” her mother said, and Ciara could hear the disappointment in her voice, but this wasn’t the time for explanations.

			“You and your mother broke the Emperor’s law, girl!” the Warden shouted. “You believe I’d ever let either of you go free? I’ve already sent His Majesty a message informing him we located the journal and have those responsible for hiding it in custody. He’s sending a company of Wyrms to escort you and the book to the capital, where he will judge you accordingly. I wouldn’t make any long-term plans if I were you, as the Emperor takes lawbreaking very seriously.” He crinkled his nose. “Unfortunately, given how far Skael is from civilization, the Wyrms won’t arrive for two weeks. Until then, you’ll be my guests in the Sanctuary’s dungeon.”

			Ciara’s heart nearly stopped, and she couldn’t help but look to her mother, who was staring at the Warden in both shock and horror. There was no way her mom could last two weeks in the cold, dark dungeon, not without medicine. She was far too weak. And knowing the Warden, he’d probably “forget” to give them food and water as often as he could.

			“My mother never knew I had it,” Ciara hissed, tightening her grip on the bag as the book began to vibrate with fury. “She hasn’t done anything wrong. You can’t just punish her for no reason! It’s not right!”

			“Do you even know why I was sent to find the journal?” the Warden asked as the Drakes moved around Ciara to cut her off from the forest. She refused to let them, backing up even more, preparing to run the moment they came for the bag. “That book is far more dangerous than you realize.”

			“Oh, you’ve got no idea,” she said, taking another step back. “But to be fair, you think that about every book. Reading can be intimidating if you never learned how.”

			“It was written by the fallen apprentice!” the Warden roared, spit flying from his mouth. “What if she included instructions to use magic, child? If anyone but the Emperor or his son were to use it, they’d summon the Revenants and start another war, and this time, the Dragon Mage won’t be around to save us!”

			The smug, satisfied Warden was gone now, replaced by the rage-filled, ranting man from the weekly, mandatory Sanctuary meetings. That was when he read to all the villagers from The Draconic Codex, the Emperor-approved life story of the Dragon Mage, before spending an hour telling the village how disappointed the Dragon Mage was in them all.

			But the way the Codex described the Dragon Mage was nothing like the woman Bianca had written about. The Emperor’s Dragon Mage was always fighting the shadowy Revenants in full armor with a giant flaming sword, while Bianca’s Dragon Mage wanted everyone to get along, giggled about surprising dragons, and only attacked with hugs. They were so different that when Ciara had first heard the Warden read from the Codex years earlier, she’d assumed there must be more than one Dragon Mage.

			But no, the Dragon Mage’s apprentices were the same in both, other than Bianca, who was never mentioned. Though that was where any similarities ended, especially since the Codex claimed that the Dragon Mage had forbidden anyone but her apprentices and their descendants to learn magic, while the Dragon Mage in Bianca’s journal promised to teach magic to everyone.

			The Codex was a lie, that much Ciara knew for sure. Whoever that Dragon Mage was, it wasn’t the real version, just like Bianca wasn’t some fallen apprentice, whatever that meant.

			“Let’s all just calm down for a moment,” said the Captain of the Drakes, climbing down from his horse to approach her, and the other Drakes backed off to give him room. Still mounted on his horse, Meg stared at Ciara with what looked like worry. That didn’t make any sense, considering she’d been the one to snitch on Ciara. “Please, just give us the book,” the Captain said, holding out his hand. “I’ll make sure you and your mother make it to the Emperor safely, I promise. But fighting won’t help.”

			Ciara turned to look at him and found a mix of sympathy and pity in his eyes. For a moment, she actually considered listening to him. “You know Mom’s got the Skael Cough,” she said quietly. “She’ll never make it to the capital without medicine.”

			“All praise to the Dragon Mage,” the Warden said with a sneer. “That disease is a fitting punishment for those who would disobey her one true heir, the Emperor.”

			A roaring erupted in Ciara’s ears, and she reached a hand into the bag, ready to send the magical book straight at the Warden. Because then they really would see how dangerous the book was, once it started hitting him over and over.

			“Maybe it would be wise to give Delia some medicine, sir?” the Captain asked the Warden, distracting her momentarily from her plan. “The Emperor will want his prisoners alive for judgment.”

			“Eh,” the Warden said with a shrug. “They both deny that Delia knew about the book. If that’s the case, then the daughter is the important one. The Emperor won’t care if her mother passes away from the Cough, since clearly the Dragon Mage has already judged her.”

			The roaring grew louder now, and Ciara forgot all about releasing the book. Instead, she let out a bloodcurdling scream, then launched herself right at the old man, who pulled his horse back in alarm. But before she got more than a couple of feet toward him, the Captain grabbed her arm and yanked her to a halt. “This won’t help,” he hissed.

			“I don’t care!” she shouted, kicking the Captain’s shin. Unfortunately, his shin was covered in steel armor, so all she managed to do was send pain shooting up her own leg.

			The Captain stared down at her in silence for a fraction of a second, then abruptly yelled out in agony, surprising Ciara as much as anyone. He collapsed to the ground, writhing around and clutching the wrong shin. “AUGH, she got me!” he shouted, his face contorted with fake pain. “Someone get her before she tries to run into the woods and get away!”

			Ciara almost missed the hint entirely. But somehow the Captain’s message filtered through her shock, since if she got arrested along with her mom, then there’d be no one to help either of them. With one last, horribly guilty look at her mother, Ciara turned and sprinted for the forest, her knuckles white as she clutched the bag with Bianca’s furious journal against her chest.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			
				Sometimes the most tempting thing is something that’s forbidden. (If you don’t want me to find your secret hoard, Scorch, maybe don’t call it a secret hoard!)

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Stop her!” the Warden shouted, but the Captain’s distraction had worked, giving Ciara enough of a head start that she’d reached the trees behind the farm before the Drakes could even get moving, in spite of the fact that she had to practically drag the bag with the enraged book. Part of her wondered if she should just let it go to see what happened, but there were too many Drakes to take the chance.

			As the sunlight faded beneath the dome of trees, she frantically tried to think of a place to hide, anywhere that the Drakes might not search. But the sound of the Drakes reaching the forest, tree branches scraping against their steel armor, almost derailed all her ideas.

			Her heart pounding like a hammer in her chest, Ciara just ran, not caring where she was going, just that she got away. She was moving so quickly, in fact, that she almost missed a path leading out toward a neighboring farm, one she knew well after playing around it growing up. It even had a place she could hide in that the Drakes hopefully wouldn’t bother searching, due to how unpleasant it was.

			She’d take all the unpleasantness in the world at the moment, just to get a minute to think, and figure out how to save her mom.

			A moment later, she leapt over a fallen log and burst out of the forest, racing toward the nearby farmhouse where her friend Herman lived with his father. Fortunately, she still had enough of a lead that the Drakes hadn’t caught sight of her, and she was able to put Herman’s house between her and the trees before they could.

			Butting up against the farmhouse was her target, a familiar if disgusting-looking sight: the farm’s pigsty. Wincing slightly, she clutched the growling bag to her chest, then hopped the fence and dropped into the mud with a revolting schloop.

			The pigs were all sleeping on the far side of the pigsty from the trough she intended to hide beneath, so at least they’d already eaten. That was good, as Herman used to tell her he’d heard pigs would eat a human if they were hungry enough. She waded through the mud to their empty trough, winced slightly, then dropped down into the cold, wet sludge.

			The smell was horrific, and she knew it wasn’t just mud she was lying in, but what other choice did she have? Breathing through her nose, she crawled beneath the trough, hoping she didn’t pass out from the horrible odor.

			Hidden now, she slowly squirmed around so she could keep an eye on the fence around the pigsty, then took a deep breath—which she instantly regretted—and settled in, knowing she’d have to stay there for a while, maybe all day, before it’d be safe to leave.

			Not wanting the book to give her away, she managed to reach a hand into the bag and pat its cover reassuringly, and the growling soon faded as the book began to purr softly. Good enough.

			Minutes went by, and while she heard the Drakes running past the farm more than once, none came anywhere near the pigsty. Hours passed; the sky began to darken as the sun set behind the mountains, and she knew this was her chance to get away, since they’d have a much harder time seeing her in the dark.

			But where could she go? The mines wouldn’t work, as there were too many people going in and out each day. And she’d be found if she tried hiding at any of the other farms, too.

			The Dragon Mage’s tower might be an option, though. Okay, it wasn’t close, an hour by foot at least, and the Drakes would definitely search it sooner or later. But it was also big enough for her to avoid them if she had to, and she knew its rooms pretty well after years of playing in it. If nothing else, it might keep the book calm.

			Taking another deep breath—she’d somehow gotten used to the smell over her time hiding in the pigsty—Ciara slowly pushed her way out from under the trough, her muscles screaming in pain both from the cold and from lying still for so long. She managed to get out from beneath the trough, then half climbed, half jumped over the pigsty fence and set off on tingling legs toward the tower, hoping the walk might help loosen her muscles up again.

			As it turned out, it took her almost two hours to reach the tower, both because she couldn’t stop shivering and due to checking over her shoulder every few seconds, half expecting to find the Drakes racing after her on horseback.

			By the time she finally saw the tower in the distance, drenched in moonlight, she’d have traded Bianca’s journal to the Warden for a warm fire, she was so cold, even given the additional warmth the book always filled her with. Fortunately, she knew where there was a fireplace on the first floor, and the room had no windows, so the light wouldn’t give her away. Someone might have seen the smoke from one of the tower’s chimneys if it had still been daylight, but hopefully it’d be invisible at night.

			She stumbled through the open doorway at the base of the tower—the double doors that once had hung there had disappeared long ago, probably to be used as firewood—and glanced around in the dark, hoping she was heading in the right direction. Just when she was ready to give up and try a different route, she slammed her leg quite painfully into what turned out to be a pile of firewood, which some kind person had left next to the fireplace.

			She quickly put a few pieces of wood into the grate in the center of the fireplace by touch, then pulled out her flint and tinder and sent spark after spark into the wood. It took a while, but eventually she got a fire going and began to thaw out slightly.

			But as her body slowly warmed up, she couldn’t help but picture what her mother must be going through at that same moment, stuck in a dark dungeon cell, probably just as cold as Ciara had been. As sick as she was, she wouldn’t last long there, but how exactly could Ciara free her? The Sanctuary was guarded by Drakes at all times, even at night, and locked up tightly except for the weekly meetings.

			This was all her fault. If she’d just handed the book over to the Warden the day he arrived, none of this would have happened.

			The Warden hadn’t even bothered searching for the journal; instead, he’d hired more Drakes to join the ones he’d brought with him, and then used his guards to force the villagers to donate more and more of their crops and money to the Warden—supposedly to build Skael a Sanctuary building, where they could learn how to be more like the Dragon Mage. But instead of buying building supplies, he’d just kept the money, then made half the adults in town return to the long-abandoned mines to dig up the stone he’d need to build his Sanctuary, as well as all the gold they could find to decorate it.

			It’d taken years to finally finish the building, not that Ciara’s father lived long enough to see it. He and several others caught the Skael Cough from the mines. It’d been centuries since the last case, and no one knew how deadly it was. Even if they had, they would never have been able to make medicine for it, as it took magic, which only the Emperor and his son could use.

			But maybe if Ciara had handed over the book from the start, the Warden would have left the village then and there, returning to the capital. Then no one would have gotten the Skael Cough, no one would have died.

			Because of that selfish choice, the entire village, and her father especially, had paid the price. And now her mother was going to as well. She’d taken Ciara’s father’s place in the mines when he passed, and they’d had to shut down their farm, unable to keep it going with just Ciara doing everything. Then her mother had caught the Skael Cough as well, and now…now…

			Ciara reached into her bag to let the book out, and it cheered her up with a few random purrs, appearing completely untouched by mud. No matter what the book went through, it always looked pristine, which had to be more of the magic.

			“If only you did have instructions on how to use magic,” she whispered to it. “Then we could fix all of this together, you and me.”

			The book’s purring went silent abruptly, and she sighed, wondering if she’d hurt its feelings somehow. Hoping it might help, she opened the book to read Bianca’s journal again, but as she glanced down at the title page in the firelight, she froze.

			There was a symbol on the page, below the part where Bianca threatened to curse anyone who didn’t have permission to read the book. But that symbol had never been there before, not in all the hundreds of times Ciara had read it.

			Trembling from a chill in spite of the fire, she slowly ran a finger over the drawing, barely able to believe what she was seeing. How could it have just appeared out of nowhere? Where had it come from? Even more strangely, she could feel the symbol beneath her fingertip—it rose slightly off the page, like someone had embossed it.

			As she traced a finger over the strange symbol, a familiar warmth filled her body, just like the feeling the book often gave her, only much, much stronger. In her head, a tiny voice pointed out that the Dragon Mage had traced a symbol in the air when summoning the dragons, according to Bianca. Was this drawing some kind of magic? The thought instantly stopped her finger, as the Warden’s warning ran through her mind. The only way she could make things worse at this point would be if she did summon a Revenant, starting a second invasion of the monsters.

			But that was only according to the Codex. Why should she trust it or the Warden? Bianca’s Dragon Mage had said magic was for everyone, not that it would summon monsters, unless you happened to be some chosen one or their descendant. And considering that Bianca’s book was the only magical one around, Ciara chose to believe what it said, not the horrible Codex.

			She resumed tracing the symbol as the warm feeling in her body started mixing with her exhaustion from the day, making everything feel like a dream. But as she finished tracing the symbol and nothing happened, her hopes faded, replaced by worry and guilt. Clearly it wasn’t magic, but at least she hadn’t summoned a—

			Something creaked in the darkness, just a few feet away from her, a sound that definitely wasn’t the wind, or the tower settling. All the blood drained from Ciara’s face as she slowly turned her head.

			A pair of glowing red eyes stared back at her from the shadows.

			Ciara’s entire body froze up, and she couldn’t move, speak, anything, even as the creature drew closer. The Revenant, if that was what it was, practically scraped against the ceiling, it was so large. Firelight gleamed off glistening black scales as the creature snaked a horned, serpentine head in toward her and opened its jaws to reveal a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, each one as big as one of her fingers.

			And then, just when Ciara expected it to devour her whole…the creature yawned.

			“Well, that was a good nap,” it said, leaning back to scratch itself before staring down at her with its burning eyes. “Um, why do you smell like pigs, Bianca? Did you forget how to bathe since I’ve been asleep?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			
				Someone once said that dragons are quite simply the most perfect creatures to ever exist….

				It was a dragon. A dragon said it.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Barely awake, Scorch the dragon rubbed his eyes, wondering how anyone as tiny as his apprentice could smell so awful. What sort of magic was Bianca using that she’d managed to cover herself in pig droppings?

			“Well?” he said, stretching his arms out, only to bang them against the walls on either side. “Do we need to have a talk about personal hygiene? Dragons have a powerful sense of smell, Bianca. You know that.”

			“Bianca?” she said, and Scorch sighed. He definitely wasn’t awake enough for this yet.

			“Scorch?” he said to her, tapping his chest, then reached over to pat her head. “Apprentice Bianca?”

			Part of him wondered why Bianca looked shorter than the last time he’d seen her, while her hair seemed to be a different color too. Even her voice sounded odd. But maybe she’d been learning transfiguration magic from Mutat and was playing around with different looks.

			“You’re…you’re really him?” Bianca said, sounding both shocked and excited at the same time. “Scorch the dragon?”

			Scorch dropped his head into his hands with a groan. “I know you love your jokes, Bianca, but I just woke up. Can’t we do this later?”

			“Scorch—I mean, Mr. Dragon Sir? I’m not Bianca,” Bianca told him, which was an odd thing for Bianca to say. But she was also staring up at him in awe, something his apprentice hadn’t done since…well, ever. He frowned, peering at the girl more closely now, then pulled back in surprise. Despite his sensing Bianca’s presence directly in front of him almost as strongly as the pig smell, this girl wasn’t his apprentice.

			“You’re not Bianca!” he shouted, smoke rising from his nostrils now. “Who are you, and where is my apprentice?”

			“I’m…I’m Ciara,” the girl said, pronouncing it “key-rah.” Then, to his horror, she began jumping up and down, squealing at such a high pitch that his head began to pound painfully. “And I think I brought you here? I don’t…I can’t…I’m such a big fan! I’ve dreamt of this day, but never…I mean, I can’t believe…you’re really here in person!” She paused for a breath, which Scorch was extremely thankful for. “Sorry, do you prefer ‘in dragon’? I can’t believe I get to meet you in dragon! You’re really here! ”

			“That is how time and space work,” Scorch said, gritting his teeth from the pain of his headache. “I wasn’t here before, and now I am. Well done. But you couldn’t have summoned me. You’d need my true name for that.” He snaked his head in closer to her, and was annoyed that she appeared to just get more excited, instead of running away screaming at the sight of him like proper humans used to do. “Did Bianca put you up to this as a joke? The overpowering pig smell does seem like her. I swear, if that human weren’t my apprentice…”

			Ciara squealed again, doubling the pounding in his skull. “Your apprentice!” she shouted, and Scorch desperately clapped his hands over his ears, hoping it might help. “That’s why I wanted to meet you! I mean, that’s not why I brought you here, but I didn’t know I was bringing you here, only now that you are here, maybe you can teach me—”

			He touched a claw to her mouth, hoping that would silence her. “You’re saying so much, yet not answering even one of my questions. I still don’t know who you are—”

			“Ci-ara!” she mumbled excitedly around his claw.

			“And we’re done,” he said, shaking his head as he turned away. His apprentice had to be around here somewhere, since she was the only human who knew his true name. “Bianca?” he said, searching the dark room for the girl. “Time to come out and explain what’s going on, or you’ll be practicing Draconic for the next century!” He crossed his arms to wait, his patience almost gone.

			Still no Bianca, though.

			What was going on? If he didn’t know better, Scorch would have sworn his apprentice was standing right next to him; that was how close he could sense her presence. And now that he had time to think, he also realized that the room was different as well. Last he’d been in the tower, just a few weeks before, Tia’s sitting room had been overflowing with couches, pillows, and other luxurious things a dragon could relax on. There’d even been tables with bowls of sweets within easy reach.

			Only now, all the furniture, all the rugs, even the sweets (!!!) were gone. “Did Razen sneeze in here and set fire to everything?” he muttered to himself. “I swear, I don’t know how Tia puts up with those other dragons.”

			The new human gasped at that. “Tia? Tia the Dragon Mage Tia?!”

			“Not unless there are three of her,” the dragon growled, hating that she’d managed to drag him back into conversation. Still, he didn’t exactly have other options. “Tia’s not around, is she?”

			Honestly, given the state of the room, he’d have been shocked if she had been. And when he tried to sense Tia’s presence nearby, he felt nothing, not for miles. She must have left the tower for something.

			“Is she?” Ciara shouted, looking all around like Tia might pop out of the fire or something. “I’m about to explode, this is so amazing. I mean, I’ve read all about you and Tia and…and everyone in the journal!” She held up a familiar-looking book. “But I never actually thought—”

			“Clearly,” Scorch growled, snatching the book from her hand. Had Bianca given the girl her journal, or had Ciara stolen it somehow? But if she had taken it without Bianca’s permission, then wouldn’t she have run, not set a fire in Tia’s sitting room? All of this just reeked of…well, pig, but also trouble.

			He opened the book, which did look just like the journal his apprentice had started writing a few months ago, back when Tia had asked all the apprentices to keep a record of their time learning magic. Bianca told him just before he left to hibernate that only she and Seanan had started theirs, which was a small blessing, at least, since no one needed to read anything of Cillian’s, honestly.

			But clearly something was wrong here, and at least Bianca’s journal promised to make more sense than this strange human child. He riffled through the beginning to find the latest entry, and frowned.

			If Bianca had only started this journal a few months ago, when had she found the time to write so much?

			Sure, Scorch had been sleeping for the last few weeks, but his apprentice had filled half the book with her journal entries, the other half taken up by what looked like a dictionary’s worth of Draconic words. “Oh, Bianca, you’re in so much trouble!” he whispered, slowly grinning. “You told me you could trace all these Draconic words without any help, and now I find out you’ve been cheating, using notes?”

			“Hey!” Ciara shouted, and Scorch almost jumped out of his scales, not having noticed that she had moved in closer. As he swore under his breath, his heart still racing, the girl tapped the page he had opened, this one showing the Draconic word for lightning. “That looks like the symbol I traced that brought you here!”

			“Fascinating,” he said, stepping away from her. Unfortunately, she followed right behind him, standing on her toes to better see the book.

			“It was on the first page, but I’d never seen it before, not even earlier today. If you turn to…wait.” Her forehead creased like she was confused, something humans experienced almost every minute of their day, as far as Scorch could tell. “Where did all these other entries come from? There was only one before!”

			“If this is all one journal entry, Bianca really needs to learn how to edit,” Scorch said with a shrug, even if he didn’t understand any more than the girl did.

			But before he could take a moment to think, the girl grabbed the book from his hands and began wildly flipping through the pages. “This is all new!” she whispered as Scorch stared at her in absolute shock. “I haven’t seen any of these before. How did…wait, here’s another symbol. And another! They’re all kind of like the one I traced to bring you here, but not exactly. Are they magic? They must be, right?”

			“Did you just steal that book from me?!” Scorch roared, shaking the walls with the force of his shout. “You dare take what is mine?”

			The girl flinched but didn’t back down, which added to his anger. “Well, it’s not really yours, right? It’s Bianca’s. Or it was, I guess, before I found it.” She frowned. “I know that doesn’t make it mine, necessarily, but I wasn’t stealing from you, either. No offense, of course!”

			“Oh, there’s offense!” he shouted, and ripped the book from her hands. Unfortunately, he must not have had a good grip on the cover, because the book started slipping from his fingers. He tried to grab it with his other hand but only managed to bobble it, and the book dropped right back into the girl’s open hands.

			She looked up at him, her face turning red. “Sorry, it does that.”

			“Does what, stink like a pig?” Scorch asked, then snatched the book from her again.

			This time, there was no mistaking it: the book literally leapt out of his grasp, floated through the air, then returned to the embarrassed human.

			“See?” she said, cringing. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love that it’s magical, but it never really listens, either.”

			“Magical or not, books can’t listen, human,” Scorch snorted.

			The book jumped up, smacked Scorch right in his face, then floated back to the girl.

			He stared down at it in surprise, rubbing his chin where it’d struck him. “Maybe it’s cursed,” he said.

			It smacked him again.

			“If not, it’s going to be in a moment!” he roared, ready this time. When the book tried to hit him for a third time, he dodged, then slapped it away with his hand.

			Unfortunately, it landed directly in the fire.

			“No!” Ciara shouted, and for once, Scorch agreed with her. He lunged for the journal, knowing Bianca would never forgive him if it burned up and she had to start at the beginning again.

			But before he could reach it, the book rose up from the flames, not even a mark on it, and floated back to the girl. As it landed, it riffled its own pages at Scorch with a rude pbfft.

			He growled low in his throat, then pinned the journal between two claws. It struggled to free itself, but he managed to take hold of it in both hands, finally securing it. “This thing is clearly cursed,” he said, sneering at the book. “Fortunately, there’s nothing so cleansing as dragonfire.”

			“What?!” Ciara shouted, but Scorch was already on his way outside, too angry now to care if Bianca had to rewrite her journal. As he passed through the strangely empty rooms toward the tower’s exit, he heard the human girl scrambling to follow. He rolled his eyes and started to throw open the front door, only to find it missing as well. Had everything fallen apart the moment he’d left? Scorch stepped outside, moved a few yards away from the tower, then lifted the book to his eye level.

			“Let’s see you survive this,” he hissed, then drew back his arms.

			“Please, don’t!” Ciara shouted, but it was already too late. Scorch launched the book as high as he could into the air, took a deep breath, and unleashed an inferno strong enough to set a city on fire straight at the rude little journal.

			The flames were so intense, they lit the dark night up like it was broad daylight, illuminating everything around them in a fiery cataclysm. As he continued his assault in the direction of the ashen remains of the book, though, he began to feel a bit silly about the whole thing. Dragonfire was cleansing enough to dispel anything but the most powerful magic, separate truth from lies, even destroy a curse; but what if the book had just been animated by some simple magic or other? Then he’d have to explain to Bianca why he’d burned her journal to bits over nothing.

			But to Scorch’s surprise, no explanation would be needed, as the book floated down to his eye level again, still in pristine condition.

			He and the book glared at each other for a moment. “You’re going to hit me again, aren’t you,” he said.

			The book slammed into his face so hard that his head whipped around on his neck. As he shook off the hit, he found the evil journal back in the girl’s hands again, somehow looking smug. Scorch sighed, holding a hand against his aching jaw.

			“Even your fire won’t hurt it?” the girl asked, staring at the book in a mix of awe and relief.

			“Just as I suspected,” he lied, then grabbed the girl with one hand and lifted her off the ground, showing her all of his very impressive teeth. “Now that we both know it’s unburnable, we’re going to go back inside, and then you’re going to tell me where Bianca and Tia are, like a civilized human, or we’ll see how well you burn. Got it?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			
				Dragons are so useful to have around, assuming one needs help starting a fire.

				Even if you don’t, they’ll probably start one anyway.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Ciara couldn’t believe this was actually happening, especially today of all days. Somehow, she’d managed to summon a dragon (!), who was probably going to teach her magic (!!), and Bianca’s journal turned out to be filled with entries, enough to keep her reading for hours (!!!). With the dragon and magic on her side, Ciara could heal her mother—and anyone else who had the Skael Cough!—and free the village of the Warden forever!

			And all because Bianca’s journal was right, and the Codex wrong. After all, Ciara wasn’t related to any apprentice, but when she used magic to summon Scorch, no Revenants had appeared. That also had to mean that Bianca’s description of Tia, the Dragon Mage, was the accurate one, hugs and all, and the Codex’s armor-wearing warrior was completely made up.

			As the dragon carried her back inside the tower, she couldn’t help but picture the Warden’s face the moment he saw Scorch. Everyone in the village had to have seen the dragon’s fire, even from so far away, which meant the Drakes were probably on their way. Maybe the Warden would join them? Then she’d just have to convince Scorch to test if the old man was fireproof, and—

			“Well?” Scorch said, shoving her into the room with the fire.

			She blinked, not following. “Well what?”

			“Where are Bianca and Tia?!”

			Oh, right, that. Ciara winced, not sure what to say. She had no idea what had happened to Bianca all those centuries ago, not without reading more of the journal, at least. The Codex did cover the Dragon Mage’s fate, but she had even less faith in that book now than she’d had before meeting Scorch.

			“I honestly don’t know,” she said, which seemed to annoy him, as he started making a low rumbling noise. She quickly threw her hands up in surrender. “It’s been so many years, I’m not sure anyone knows! Maybe the Emperor? We can go see him if you want!” Her eyes widened with excitement at the thought of it. She’d never helped overthrow someone before, after all!

			“What do you mean, ‘so many years’?” the dragon asked. “I was only asleep for a few weeks.”

			A few weeks? Had she somehow summoned him from the past? If so, then magic was even stronger than she thought! “So, well, a little more time than that has passed for us.”

			“How much is a little?” he growled.

			She swallowed hard, hoping he wouldn’t be too angry. “A thousand years?” she whispered, then quickly took a few steps back and ducked low in case he decided to fill the room with dragonfire.

			The dragon’s face lost all expression, and for a very uncomfortable minute or two, he didn’t say a word. Ciara stood back up, waiting another few moments before waving a hand in front of his face. “Did you hear me? I said it’s been a thousand years since you taught Bianca magic. Hello? Can you—”

			“I HEARD YOU,” the dragon hissed, digging his claws into the stone floor all the way up to his knuckles. Clearly things weren’t okay. “It’s not true. You’re lying. I can feel Bianca here!”

			Bianca had been summoned from the past too? Ciara gasped. “Where is she? Somewhere in the tower? I can’t wait to meet her!”

			“You just said she hasn’t been alive for a millennium!” the dragon roared, grabbing her tunic again and lifting her in the air, bits of stone from the floor falling from his claws.

			“I know,” she said, getting confused now. “But you hadn’t been around for that long either, and now here you are. I was hoping maybe I’d summoned her from the past along with you.”

			He stared at her for a moment, then dropped her to the floor. The hit sent an unpleasant jolt up her legs, but she managed to keep her feet at least. “You didn’t bring me here from the past,” he said, sounding a tiny bit less raging now. “That’s not how summoning magic works. If that much time has actually passed, then I…I somehow slept for…”

			“For a thousand years?” Ciara said, honestly impressed. “You must feel so rested!”

			“Maybe I would be, if I hadn’t woken up to this!” Scorch roared. “This can’t be happening. Bianca was going to summon me in three weeks. She wouldn’t have forgotten, she never forgets. Something must have kept her from bringing me back!”

			Ciara winced, not liking that idea at all. Whenever she’d imagined Bianca and her dragon, they’d been the best of friends, looking out for each other in every way they could. That was just a daydream, of course, but Scorch still sounded incredibly protective of his apprentice. If something had stopped her from summoning him, it couldn’t be anything good.

			“What about using magic to find out what happened to her?” she suggested.

			“Dragons can’t use magic, human,” he hissed, glaring at her. “Only your kind can.”

			What, really? “But I thought dragons were here to teach humans magic! Isn’t that what the Dragon Mage said?”

			“How could you have any idea what…oh, Bianca’s journal.” He threw a dirty look at the book she was holding. “Remind me to thank Tia for spreading our secrets around.”

			Ciara frowned. “You mean like how we thank the Dragon Mage when we have good luck or something, right? Because she hasn’t been around for a thousand years either.”

			“Like that would matter to Tia,” he muttered, then tapped Ciara with his claw. “How did you find that book, anyway? Whatever magic animates it like that would probably have kept it hidden too.” He tapped the book. “Turn invisible.”

			The book riffled its pages at him again.

			“You can turn invisible?” Ciara asked it in surprise, and the book immediately faded from view. If she hadn’t still felt its weight in her hands, she’d have assumed it was gone for good.

			“See?” Scorch said as the book reappeared, to Ciara’s relief. “Where did you find it?”

			“It mostly found me,” she said. “It was here in the tower, upstairs in a room I’d never seen before. My friend Meg and I were here because this other kid in the village dared us to spend the night in the tower, since he said it was haunted. And somehow we got separated—”

			“I didn’t ask for your life story, kid,” he said, rolling his eyes. “So odds are you found it in Bianca’s room. But that doesn’t explain why it let you find it.”

			“Maybe the book just likes me!” she said, and the book purred loudly, apparently forgiving her for not stopping the dragon from almost burning it. “See? And I bet it had me bring you here for a reason!” That reason being to teach her magic, just like she’d asked it! After all, the book knew how terrible things were in Skael, so it must have shown her the symbol that had summoned Scorch to help. Now the dragon would teach her all the magic she needed to fix everything and stop the Warden for good. It was the only thing that made sense.

			“The book doesn’t actually think for itself, that’s just the magic,” the dragon said, then turned away, shaking his head. “A thousand years?” he muttered. “How is that possible? If Bianca was in danger while I slept, I’ll never forgive myself.”

			The pain in his voice sounded uncomfortably familiar to her, after what she’d put her parents and all of Skael through by keeping the book hidden. “She had the Dragon Mage and the other apprentices with her, right?” she asked quietly. “I’m sure she was okay.”

			“If Tia was there, then maybe,” the dragon said, his voice sounding a bit shakier now. “But let me guess: you don’t know what happened to the Dragon Mage, either.”

			“Only from the Emperor’s Codex, and I wouldn’t believe a word it says,” she told him, figuring it was best to be completely up-front about that.

			“What’s an Emperor’s Codex?” Scorch said, still staring off into space.

			“Supposedly the life story of the Dragon Mage, but it gets everything wrong,” Ciara said. “It was written by the very first emperor, one of the Dragon Mage’s apprentices, named Cillian. Remember him?”

			“Cillian?” the dragon repeated, whirling around on her in complete shock. “Cillian of Braeg Cillian? The most annoying, horrible, rotten little maggot that ever lived, that Cillian became an emperor?”

			Ciara nodded. “That’s what I’ve been told, at least. I wasn’t there or anything.”

			And then the dragon did the last thing she expected: he burst out laughing.

			Several minutes passed before Scorch composed himself. “Thanks for that,” he said finally. “I needed a good laugh. And now everything makes sense! I’m obviously still asleep, and this is just a nightmare. What a relief! I was really worried about Bianca for a minute.”

			“You’re not sleeping,” Ciara told him reluctantly. “But I still wouldn’t trust anything the Codex says.”

			“Clearly not, if Cillian wrote it,” he said, chuckling again. “Cillian! I’m surprised he even knew how to write. Probably dictated it, or used magic.” He sighed, still smiling. “So what does Cillian’s book say happened to Tia, then? Go on, this should be fun.”

			“Fun isn’t the first word to come to mind,” Ciara said, bracing herself. “The Codex says she fought the Revenants—”

			“The who?” the dragon interrupted.

			“Big shadow monsters. Supposedly, the Revenants were too powerful for her to beat, so she had to sacrifice her life to stop them.” She winced as the remaining laughter drained from the dragon’s eyes. “But like I said, you can’t trust any of that!”

			Smoke started rising from the dragon’s nostrils. “Sacrificed…herself?” he whispered.

			“It also says she wore armor and carried a big flaming sword around, which just proves it’s all made up,” Ciara added quickly.

			The dragon’s throat began to glow from the fire within, and Ciara quickly stepped to one side, not wanting to test if she could survive his fire as well as Bianca’s journal had. But then Scorch closed his eyes, and the glow in his throat faded away.

			“She’s not gone,” he said finally, sounding almost calm about it all. “I’d be able to sense it, believe me. No, Tia’s still alive, just not anywhere close, as far as I can tell. Cillian obviously lied.” He snorted softly. “Who could have seen that coming.”

			While Ciara was relieved that he wasn’t angry or upset, she didn’t really get why not. “It’s been a thousand years, though. How could the Dragon Mage still be around?” Sure, the Warden always spoke about her as if she were floating above the village, watching and judging everyone and punishing those the Warden didn’t like, but Ciara had always assumed he meant the Dragon Mage’s spirit, not that she was physically still alive.

			“You’ve got no idea how powerful Tia is,” the dragon said, then paused, turning his head as his ears twitched like a cat’s. Finally, he made a disgusted face. “Horses, coming this way. Friends of yours?”

			Ciara’s heart began to race, but this time from excitement, not fear. That had to be the Drakes coming to investigate the fire they’d seen, and she couldn’t wait for them to meet Scorch!

			“Okay, so I didn’t have a chance to catch you up yet, but here goes,” she said to the dragon. “The current Emperor, Cillian’s great-great-great-whatever-grandson, sent a talking pus-filled pimple to my village to find Bianca’s book, because he was worried it might have magic in it, and the Emperor thinks only Tia’s apprentices and their descendants can safely use magic, that anyone else who tries will summon the Revenants again. That pimple, the Warden, found out I had the book when my best friend betrayed me, so he tried to arrest me and my mother. She’s really sick, by the way—my mother, not my best friend. But I got away and tried to hide in this tower, only I accidentally summoned you, and I guess you know the rest of that part. But I think those horses you heard are carrying the Warden’s guard, and they’re going to try to capture me, but Bianca’s book must have wanted you to teach me magic so I could use it to stop them and make everything right, since this is all pretty much my fault for not giving the Warden Bianca’s journal when he first arrived.” She paused to breathe, feeling a bit faint. “So that’s mostly it! Should we start the magic lessons with something easy, like a fireball, maybe? Don’t worry, the guys coming here completely deserve it.”

			The dragon just stared at her strangely. “Honestly, I’m still stuck on how a pimple can talk?” He shook his head as if trying to clear it. “You know what? I don’t care about any of whatever you just said. All that matters to me is finding Tia so I can figure out what happened to Bianca. If anyone hurt my apprentice, I’m going to spend the next thousand years making them regret ever being born.” He nodded at her. “So with that, I should be going. I’d say it was nice to meet you, but it really wasn’t. Good luck with that pimple problem.”

			And without another word, Scorch turned and left the room, heading for the tower’s exit.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			
				Humans and dragons used to hate and fear each other. Now, thanks to the Dragon Mage, we don’t have to fear them, but as for hate? You’ve got no idea how annoying Scorch can be.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Wait, Scorch!” the girl shouted, but Scorch didn’t even slow down, not if guards were on their way. Guards meant swords, and humans with swords always seemed to find a reason to try to slay him. Whatever problems Ciara had, she’d just have to take care of them herself. He couldn’t let himself get bogged down with any of it, not when all he could think about was all the horrible things that might have happened to his apprentice while he was asleep.

			What kind of magister was he, that he’d let Bianca be hurt, or worse? His chest ached at the thought of it.

			“Please, I can’t fix things without your help!” the girl shouted, scrambling to follow him through the dark rooms. “Didn’t Tia say dragons were meant to teach us magic?”

			“And look how that turned out!” Scorch yelled back, whirling around in a rage. “Bianca was counting on me, and I failed her!”

			The girl just stared up at him in the dark, and he could hear her heart pounding in her chest. “Well, I failed my father, and now my mother, too,” she whispered, “so I know exactly how it feels. I told you my mother’s sick. Well, my father was too, and passed away a few years ago, all because of the Warden, who never would have stuck around if I hadn’t hidden Bianca’s journal away. He’s got my mom locked up in a dungeon, and she’s not strong enough to last more than a few days. Please, Scorch. If you won’t teach me anything else, can’t you at least show me enough magic to heal my mother?”

			Her words hit him like a blow to the gut, and he almost reconsidered, especially given how strongly he could still sense Bianca’s presence around the girl.

			But Bianca was exactly why he couldn’t help, couldn’t waste more time here. “Sorry, kid, truly,” he said, shaking his head, “but I can’t.”

			The girl sniffed loudly, and Scorch’s chest ached again. But he couldn’t help every human, and he was already a thousand years late to come back to Bianca. This just wasn’t—

			The book slammed into his head, and he growled, swiping at it as it floated away before hitting him again. “Stop that!” he shouted, wishing he could burn it now. What kind of magic could survive his dragonfire, anyway?

			In response, the book whacked him again, then again, and again.

			“If you won’t teach me any magic, maybe you could just fight off the guards?” Ciara asked softly, in between hits from the journal, which was a lot stronger than a book should have been, honestly. “I’ll…try my best with my mom, but if they catch me, there’ll be nothing I can do.”

			“Dragons can’t hurt humans, thanks to Tia,” Scorch said, his attention on the book bobbing and weaving around him in the air. He ducked beneath one attack, only for it to dive below his head, then slam up into his chin.

			That seemed to surprise her, so at least Bianca hadn’t given away every secret. “You can’t? Why not?”

			Scorch managed to slam the book against the wall and pin it there with his shoulder. “Got you!” he said, then looked over at the girl and shot a tiny spout of flame straight at her.

			Ciara shrieked in surprise, but the fire split before it could touch her, scorching the stone wall on either side of her instead. “See?” he said. “I can’t hurt humans, not with fire, claws, or teeth. Tia’s magic keeps it from happening. Just be glad you’re not cursed, or you’d be completely out of luck, because I couldn’t burn the curse away.”

			He could see she had a lot more questions about that, but he’d wasted enough time here. Giving the book one last warning glare, he turned to leave.

			“Where will you go?” the girl said, sounding completely defeated. “You don’t even know where the Dragon Mage might be.”

			“I’ll go find my brothers and sisters first, the other five great dragons,” he told her, already regretting the idea. Dragons were solitary for a reason, and the only things that irritated him more than humans were his brothers and sisters. “They’ll know where Tia is, if anyone does.”

			“But no one’s seen a dragon for a thousand years,” she said quietly. “How do you know they’re still around?”

			“Oh, I know,” he lied, considering he hadn’t even tried contacting them yet. That could wait until he’d gotten some distance between him and the horse-riding guards, though. “Now I suggest you hide, if this War-man sent his guards after you. There’s plenty of spots in the upper floors for someone your size….”

			But he trailed off as he noticed that Ciara wasn’t listening to him. Instead, her eyes were locked on Bianca’s journal, which lay open in her hands.

			“It just turned to this page all by itself,” she said, glancing up at him.

			Scorch frowned, moving closer to see what she was staring at. But as soon as his eyes hit the page, he slammed the book shut.

			“I’m sorry, but no, you’re not doing this,” he said, grabbing for the book. The journal dodged him, though, and floated around behind Ciara, riffling its pages at him mockingly.

			“It showed me another symbol,” she said, looking back over her shoulder at the book. “That’s magic, isn’t it?”

			“It’s dangerous, that’s what it is,” Scorch said, trying to swipe at the book around her back, if the book would only stay still. “This isn’t how it works. You learn magic from a dragon, not some journal with a bad attitude.”

			He grabbed for it again, and the horrible little book snapped shut around his fingers, chomping them. Scorch yipped in pain, then shoved Ciara out of the way to get to it, but the book floated off before he could. What was this thing’s problem?

			“If only there were a dragon around to teach me!” Ciara said, glaring at him. “Too bad. Guess I’ll have to settle for the adorable journal with the helpful attitude!”

			He gritted his teeth, ready to burn the entire tower down as Ciara pushed past him toward the door, the book back in her hands. Cursing everyone and everything that had led him to this, Scorch followed her out, preparing to take flight the moment he was clear of the tower. Let the human use whatever magic she wanted. It wasn’t like he owed her anything. He wasn’t her magister, after all.

			“So I just trace this, like before?” Ciara said, and the book waved slightly in agreement. “And this will help with the guards?” Another wave. “Thank you. You’re so nice, unlike certain dragons!”

			“Don’t care, leaving!” Scorch said, flexing his wings over and over.

			“Doesn’t look like it,” Ciara muttered, tracing the Draconic word.

			His stomach tumbled at the sight, but he was out of time. The light of the guards’ torches was already rising over the nearby hill, and in moments, he and the girl would both be seen. “Fine, you win!” he shouted. “I’ll teach you just enough magic for this, and then—”

			But it was too late. She must have finished tracing Bianca’s drawing, because the rest of his words came out as a hoarse screech. Horror flooding over him, Scorch looked down to find that her magic had transformed him from the greatest of all creatures, a dragon, into one of the most wretched, pathetic animals possible.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			
				Illusions are basically just lies, so avoid using magic that way if you can. If you can’t, make something awesome, because that’s also fun.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Whatever Scorch had been saying was cut off as Ciara’s finger reached the end of the symbol and a warm, pleasant feeling flooded her body. At the same time, though, she had to catch herself on the tower wall, as she was suddenly overwhelmingly exhausted.

			“Um, Scorch?” she said, hoping he could tell her if this was normal, then turned in surprise as something neighed at her. Where the dragon had stood a moment ago, a horse was now giving her the darkest look she’d ever seen.

			“Is that you, Scorch?” she whispered to the furious-looking horse, and he nodded, stamping one foot. Okay, that was a start. But how did this help them with the Drakes? Obviously it hid the dragon’s presence, but that wasn’t going to stop Ciara from being captured.

			Was she supposed to ride Scorch to safety? That might work, but wouldn’t it have been much easier for both of them if he’d stayed a dragon and just flown them out of sight?

			She turned back to the book, hoping it might have more answers, but it had disappeared again. “Hey, come back!” she whispered, feeling around in the air in front of her, hoping it’d turned invisible once more. But something was wrong with her arm—specifically her tunic.

			It wasn’t there. Instead of a green tunic covered in mud, her arm was covered in solid steel armor, glinting in the moonlight.

			She tentatively touched the armor with her other hand, only to find that it still felt like cloth, not metal. So this was all some kind of illusion? But why armor? It didn’t look anything like the Drakes’ dragon-scale armor, not that anyone would have believed that a twelve-year-old girl was one of the Warden’s guards, armor or not.

			But that wasn’t all that had changed. Her pants looked like armor too, while her hands had grown larger, the skin rougher, even though they still felt normal. What else had the magic changed? If only she had a mirror!

			“What did I turn myself into?” she whispered to Scorch, but even if the dragon meant to answer, the arrival of the Drakes cut him off.

			“You there!” one of them shouted, and Ciara whirled around to find three Drakes in full armor on horseback at the top of the nearby hill. “Don’t move!”

			“We should definitely move,” she whispered to Scorch, and tried to climb onto his back, but smacked against a vertical wall of dragon scales. Right, he wasn’t actually a horse, and his dragon body was easily twice as tall as a horse’s. “Can you bend down or something?”

			The horse snorted angrily, little puffs of fog rising from his nostrils; at least, she hoped it was fog. If a horse started breathing fire, the Drakes might realize something was off.

			But it was too late to run now anyway, as the Drakes had already started trotting down the hill toward her. Which meant she didn’t have any other choice: she’d have to try to bluff her way out, something anyone with half a mind would see right through.

			But these were Drakes, after all, so there was still a good chance she could pull it off.

			As the Warden’s three guards surrounded her, she spread her arms out wide to show she wasn’t armed. “Hello, fellow Drakes!” she said, hoping it was too dark for them to see that her armor didn’t match theirs. “What brings you here?”

			The three Drakes exchanged glances, then drew their swords. Whoops!

			“ ‘Fellow Drakes’?” one of them repeated. “You’re wearing the wrong armor, friend.”

			“Who are you?” another demanded. “What are you doing here? You’re not from the village.”

			Okay, so they could see her armor, but at least they’d confirmed she didn’t look anything like herself anymore.

			“You must be from Skael,” she said, faking a grin. “Only someone living this far from the capital wouldn’t know about the new Drake armor yet. Well, guess what? The Emperor banned the dragon armor! Turns out, dragons were actually selfish, and mean, and refused to help anyone in need, so not exactly the role model we wanted.” Scorch in horse form whinnied loudly, stamping his hoof again, but she ignored him. “So now we’re all wearing this kind of armor. You three are the ones out of uniform.”

			This seemed to go over pretty well with the first Drake, at least. “The helmets are pretty uncomfortable,” he said with a shrug, sheathing his sword and reaching for his helmet.

			“Leave it,” the second one said, lowering his own sword. “We’ll change our armor when we’re told to by the Warden, and not a moment sooner.”

			“Oh, but that’s why I’m here!” Ciara said, thrilled they’d given her an excuse. “My warden sent me to tell your warden all about the new armor. But the trip took longer than I expected, so I stopped here to rest for the night.”

			“Was that your pillar of fire we saw?” the third Drake asked, putting away his own weapon. “What was that about?”

			Ciara blinked rapidly. “Oh, right, that! Well, I used too much lantern oil in my campfire by accident, trying to get it going in a hurry. But when I sparked it with my flint, the whole thing went sky-high!” As the Drakes started looking around her, probably for the remains of the fire, she hurriedly added, “That’s why there’s no sign of it now, because it burned completely away. Almost singed off my eyebrows!” She faked a laugh, and one of the Drakes smiled politely.

			“You set a fire hundreds of feet tall…by using too much lantern oil?” the second Drake asked, frowning.

			“You know how it is when you’re cold,” she said with a shrug. “I appreciate you coming out to check, but everything’s totally fine here, and—”

			“Where exactly did you say you were from?” asked the second Drake, the one who seemed to be in charge.

			“Oh, you wouldn’t have heard of it,” Ciara said quickly. “It’s a small village on the other side of the mountains.”

			“Oh, hey, I’m from a small village just beyond the mountains myself!” the first Drake said, making Ciara wish she’d set him on fire. “What’s yours called?”

			Fine. If he was going to force the issue, then she’d just have to double down. “I thought you looked familiar!” she said, pointing at the Drake. “What village were you from again?”

			“Cornucopia?” the Drake said, sounding excited now.

			“Whoa,” Ciara said. “I knew I recognized you. I’m from Corn-coping-yah too!”

			The first Drake tilted his head curiously. “It’s Cornucopia, actually. And I don’t think I’ve seen you in the village before.”

			“Oh, that’s not surprising,” Ciara said. “I just moved there recently.”

			“But you just said you recognized Gerald,” the third Drake said.

			Uh-oh. This was getting way too complicated. Why couldn’t she just keep her story simple?!

			“I said he looked familiar,” Ciara said, starting to sweat. “I’ve probably seen his family around and caught the resemblance.”

			“No family left, unfortunately,” Gerald said, giving her an odd look.

			“Not even an aunt or uncle?” Ciara asked, but the Drake shook his head. “Cousins? Long-lost twin? Old friend that people always said you looked like, maybe?”

			“We’re wasting time,” the second Drake said, even as the Drake named Gerald continued staring at her in confusion. “Honestly, you’re not who we were looking for anyway. You haven’t seen a child out here, have you? A girl? She’s wanted for crimes against the Empire but escaped earlier today.”

			“Nope, no girls around here!” Ciara said, just thankful she didn’t have to answer more questions about Gerald’s village. “Though I guess if she managed to escape you Drakes, she must be pretty smart!”

			“You’d be surprised,” the third Drake said, and all three laughed.

			Ciara narrowed her eyes. “Well, if she’s not smart, that doesn’t say much about you three, does it? A bunch of grown men can’t capture a twelve-year-old girl? Your captain must be pretty angry with you all.”

			The Drakes all looked at each other again, then turned back to Ciara. “I didn’t say how old she was,” the second one said.

			Whoops again. “Oh, I was just picking a random age,” she said, wondering why she felt so dizzy all of a sudden. “Don’t change the subject. We’re talking about your failure here, not me. But don’t worry, I’m here to help. You all head home and get some sleep, and I’ll check this tower for you, just to make sure she’s not hiding anywhere. Sound good?”

			And then she held her breath, praying to the Dragon Mage or anyone else who happened to be listening that the Drakes would just go already.

			“I can’t imagine she got this far out, but it can’t hurt to search the tower,” the second Drake said. “That’d be pretty kind of you. It is getting late.”

			Thank you, Tia, Ciara thought as she quietly exhaled, barely able to believe she’d pulled it off, especially with all the spots bursting in front of her eyes.

			“So you’ll be coming by Skael tomorrow, then?” the third Drake asked. “These helmets really are the worst.”

			“Bright and early,” she said, saluting them. They frowned, then awkwardly saluted back.

			“Blessings from the Dragon Mage to you and your warden,” the second Drake said.

			“Oh, definitely, blessings all around!” she said, still saluting.

			“You know, Cornucopia didn’t have a warden, last I heard,” the first Drake said, still looking confused. “When did—”

			“Feel free to stay and chat, Gerald, but I’m going back home where it’s warm,” the second Drake said, and he and the third wheeled their horses around to go. Gerald sighed but, with one last glance at Ciara, turned to follow the other two back up the hill.

			It took another minute for them to pass out of sight, and Ciara kept her salute going the entire time, even while her legs trembled so badly it felt like the earth was shaking. The moment they disappeared behind the hill, she gave up and collapsed to the ground.

			How had she gotten so tired again? She vaguely remembered wanting to ask a horse about it, but that didn’t make any sense, so she gave up, deciding it could wait until after a quick nap.

			As her eyes slowly shut, the last thing she saw was a pair of glowing red eyes above her, and she smiled up at the black dragon.

			“See?” she said, fighting to keep her eyes open but failing badly. “Bianca’s book…is all I needed. And maybe…some sleep?”

			And then her eyes rolled back into her head, and she fainted dead away.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			
				We’ve all heard the stories about knights slaying dragons and stealing their treasure, so for those same dragons to agree to teach humans magic is pretty surprising. I wonder how the Dragon Mage got them to do it?

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Scorch lay curled up on the floor of Tia’s sitting room in front of the fire, wishing just one of her pillows had survived over the last thousand years. At his side, Ciara slept with Bianca’s book hovering over her protectively, the journal having already chomped his fingers a few times when he’d tried to take it from her, after he’d carried Ciara back into the tower.

			He should have just flown off the instant he heard the horses, gone to find his brothers and sisters. He didn’t owe this girl anything. He didn’t owe any human anything!

			You dragons are going to teach humans how to use magic, Tia had told Scorch and his siblings a mere ten years ago in his mind, even if a thousand years had passed since for the rest of the world. Like you were always supposed to.

			He sighed, turning to stare into the fire. If Tia were here now, he knew she’d insist on helping Ciara, asking Scorch to teach the girl whatever magic she needed to heal her mother and free her village from the War-man, or whatever his name was. (And why did the War-man’s guards wear dragon helmets and call themselves Drakes, which was what humans called baby dragons? Why would they be so obsessed with his kind, apart from dragons’ obvious superiority?)

			But if he left Ciara on her own, Tia would forgive him, he knew. Tia forgave everything, because that was just who she was.

			But Bianca wouldn’t. Bianca would have pushed him, mocked him, tricked him, basically done anything and everything she could to make sure that Scorch not only taught Ciara magic, but helped solve all her problems, too. And if he’d refused, she’d have held it against him for the next century, if not longer.

			And that was hard to ignore, especially since he couldn’t stop feeling Bianca’s presence around him, almost like his apprentice was haunting him, trying to punish him for his failure to protect her. And if she was, he could hardly blame her.

			But no, Bianca wasn’t trying to make him miserable from beyond the grave. There was a far simpler explanation for why he kept sensing her presence, and he’d finally figured it out while trying to take her journal back from Ciara after the Drakes had left, the book fighting him at every step.

			As he’d known already, Bianca never could have granted the book actual life. That kind of magic could cost a user far too much energy, maybe even killing them. No, it had to be simple animation magic, probably to make the book remain by Bianca’s side at all times, open to whatever Draconic word she needed (he still couldn’t believe she’d been cheating on her Draconic practice!), and attack anyone who tried to read her journal without permission, that last one clearly intended for Cillian.

			But the book had somehow latched onto Ciara as its new owner, which only made sense if it could feel Bianca’s presence too. And the only reason he could see that happening would be if Ciara was somehow related to Bianca, a distant descendant over dozens of generations. Then the presence he and the book felt actually was Bianca, the part of her that was passed down to her children, her children’s children, and so on.

			He couldn’t prove it, of course, but it made sense, and explained why the book had let Ciara take it in the first place. But it also meant that if Scorch abandoned Ciara now, he’d be letting Bianca down again, since she’d obviously want him to help her own family, even if it meant he never learned his apprentice’s fate.

			Ciara stirred slightly in her sleep, and he raised his head, wondering if she was finally going to wake. The sun would be up soon, and it wouldn’t be long before the Drakes noticed that her illusionary man had never made it to their village. They’d come back looking for him soon enough, which was just another good reason for Scorch to leave now.

			But the girl didn’t wake, merely stirring as she mumbled softly (“Did you like that fireball, Warden? Have ten more!”) in her sleep.

			There was also the matter of the book. There was no way he could take it with him, not without breaking its magic, something he himself was powerless to do. But if he left it here, Ciara would have access to all the magic Bianca had learned, with none of his apprentice’s years of practice and knowledge of the Draconic language. Who knew what damage Ciara would cause with all that power, either to herself or to others?

			Not to mention that even if he did abandon Bianca’s descendant, he still had no idea how to find either Tia or the other dragons. After he’d carried Ciara into the tower, he’d tried reaching out to his brothers and sisters, casting their real names out into the void and hoping for some kind of response.

			He hadn’t expected much, especially if the others were hibernating as well, but even sleeping dragons would make their presence known, and he hadn’t gotten even a hint of the other five great dragons. And repeating the same thing with Tia hadn’t given him any better results.

			It all made Scorch feel extremely alone, something he wasn’t used to. Dragons were solitary by nature, but at the moment, he would have welcomed hearing Razen go on and on about her treasure hoard, or Mutat arguing why cows were smarter than humans, just so he could learn what had actually happened to them all.

			So, should he stay or go? Did his responsibility to his apprentice extend to her descendant, Ciara? The journal had obviously decided it did, but things weren’t quite as simple for a dragon as for a magically animated book. Tia and the other dragons were missing and might need him. And without them, he might never find out what had happened to Bianca.

			But the girl mumbling in her sleep at his side definitely needed his help, that much he knew. (And if that ridiculous journal gave her the wrong magic even once, so would her potential victims.)

			Ciara shivered slightly, startling him, and he sighed in annoyance but gently moved aside and pushed her into the spot he’d been lying in, closer to the fire. She smiled a bit at the warmth, and he realized he’d never really had a choice to begin with.

			Ugh. One human apprentice was bad enough. What kind of dragon took on two?

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			
				My first time using magic, I surprised Scorch with my strength and skill.

				He’d never imagined anyone could have so little of either.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Ciara groaned, then cracked her eyes open to find herself back in the tower, on the floor in front of the fireplace. Only now the room was filled with light—and not from the fire, which had gone out at some point. Last she remembered, she’d been trying to trick the Drakes using illusion magic. But after they left, she’d felt so tired that she’d lain down for a nap.

			So how had she gotten back inside the tower?

			“Scorch?” she whispered, searching the room in front of her. But there was no sign of the dragon.

			She cursed silently. The moment the illusion magic had ended, he must have carried her back inside, then immediately flown off. He’d told her over and over that he didn’t have any intention of teaching her magic, after all—

			“RAAAAAWWWWWWWRRRRRRR!” something roared directly behind her. Ciara let out a bloodcurdling shriek and lunged forward, scampering to her feet and whirling around in terror, only to find Scorch laughing uncontrollably, Bianca’s journal open in his hand.

			“That,” the dragon said, once he could breathe, “was for…turning me into…a horse!”

			She glared at him, her heart still racing. “That wasn’t funny! And it wasn’t me who chose the illusion, it was that book you’re holding. Blame the journal…or better yet, how about the dragon that wouldn’t teach me how to use magic on my own?” She then paused, as it finally sank in that the dragon hadn’t actually left after all. “Wait. You’re still here? Does that mean—”

			“You’re asking if I’m still here?” he repeated with a smile. “Oh, do you think you’re still asleep, and this is a dream? Here, let me help with that.” He reached out and flicked her forehead with one of his claws, just hard enough to be annoying but not actually hurt. “I’m real, kid. Be thankful for the magical oath Tia made us take not to hurt humans, or I’d have flicked you a lot harder than that.”

			“Magical oath?” she growled, stepping back so he couldn’t flick her again. “You mean the one you didn’t mention until a minute before the Drakes showed up? That magical oath?”

			“It’s not like it’s complicated,” he said, flipping back in the journal. He stopped on a page, then held it up for her to see, tapping a claw against the paper. “Bianca wrote about it in her second entry, right after Tia summoned us. Long story short, she made us take a magical oath to never harm humans by any means. Probably so we wouldn’t roast our apprentices when they annoyed us, since some of them could get a bit snarky.”

			“That wasn’t actually the reason, was it?” Ciara asked, reaching for the book. But the dragon pulled it away, turning back to the page he’d been reading when she’d woken up.

			“Oh, Tia said it was to help make peace between humans and dragons,” he said, scrunching up his nose in disgust. “She thought we’d all get along better if the humans didn’t have any reason to fear us. But it’s not like she made your kind take the same oath. If she really wanted peace, she should have melted all the humans’ swords and arrows, too.”

			Ciara frowned, not liking how the journal seemed to be okay with Scorch holding it now, mostly because it didn’t seem fair that the dragon got to read all the new entries before she did. “So what, you two are best friends now? I guess that means you’ll be taking the book with you, leaving me with nothing.”

			“Stop that,” he said, giving her a pitying look. “You’ve got your wits, don’t…you—” And then he burst out laughing again. “I tried to keep a straight face, but it was just too much!”

			None of this was improving her mood. “Sorry, was that supposed to be insulting? I guess the Dragon Mage’s oath keeps you from all kinds of burns.”

			“Watch it, human,” he said, still laughing slightly as he tossed her the book. “Don’t make me rethink this.”

			In spite of the surprise move, Ciara managed to catch the journal, though the book did most of the work by floating right into her hands. “Wait. You’re letting me use Bianca’s magic?”

			“No,” the dragon said, smiling smugly.

			Ciara had to dig her fingernails into her palms to stay calm. After all, if she punched Scorch as he deserved, she’d definitely end up hurting her hand more than the dragon. Still, it was hard to resist.

			“You’re not going to use her magic,” Scorch continued, “because I’m going to teach you.”

			Ciara’s jaw dropped, certain she must have heard him wrong.

			“As for the book, you may use it only when I give you permission, namely for practice memorizing the words, or in life-threatening emergencies. And ‘it seemed like fun’ is neither life-threatening nor an emergency. And when you do use it, you’ll be restricted to the magic I’ve approved ahead of time.”

			She just stared at the dragon with her mouth hanging open until he leaned forward and closed it with one claw. “Stop that,” he snapped. “You’ll catch flies.”

			“You’re going to teach me magic?! But I thought—”

			“There’s your first problem,” he said, settling back against the wall. “Humans aren’t great at thinking. You should stick to your strengths.” He paused, tapping his claw against his chin. “Hmm, I’m realizing you don’t really have strengths, do you? Maybe stick to your lesser weaknesses instead.”

			Even his insults couldn’t ruin this for her, not after all the years Ciara had spent imagining this very moment, when a dragon appeared and offered to teach her magic. Okay, Scorch wasn’t the most pleasant dragon—or maybe he was, and the others were all worse, which was a scary thought—but that didn’t matter, not if he was really going to teach her!

			Because if the dragon took her on as his apprentice, Ciara would be able to finally make up for her huge mistake. She’d be able to save her mother and kick the Warden out of Skael, making everyone’s lives so much easier. It all felt too good to be true!

			“What changed your mind?” she asked, trying to act calm, in spite of the overwhelming desire to scream with joy and dance all around the tower.

			“Dragons don’t change their minds; they’re certain right from the start,” Scorch said, stretching a bit. “It just takes humans a while to catch up sometimes.” Considering that didn’t answer her question in the least, she started to repeat it, only for him to roll his eyes. “Okay, fine. I worked out a few things while you were asleep. You’re going to need to build up some strength if you want to use magic, by the way. Can’t have you fainting for half a day after making two illusions.”

			“Half a day?” she said, just now realizing why it was so light in the room, as the sun must have come up hours ago. “It’s tomorrow already?!”

			“Unless time works differently now than it did a thousand years ago, I’d say it’s ‘today already,’ ” he told her, clearly enjoying her confusion.

			“But the Drakes!” she shouted, her excitement forgotten in her panic. “I told them that the fake me, the Drake me, would be coming to Skael the next morning. That was this morning, the morning that’s already passed! They must have realized I was lying by now, so they’ll come back looking for me…or the soldier they didn’t know was me, whatever!”

			“Oh, they already did, about an hour ago,” Scorch said, admiring his claws. “Searched the entire tower too. Fortunately, a stupendously intelligent dragon heard them coming and carried his slumbering student up to the roof, then blocked the stairwell leading up with some broken old furniture. They never even knew we were here.”

			She blinked, her panic fading as quickly as it’d come, though it did bring up another question. “If it was that easy to hide, why didn’t we just do that yesterday?”

			He narrowed his eyes dangerously. “You mean like I told you to, several times? Don’t question me, apprentice, it’s rude.”

			More than any symbol in Bianca’s book, that was the magic word, and it made her heart practically leap from her chest. “I’m…I’m really your apprentice, then?” she whispered.

			“Settle down, it’s nothing to get excited about,” he muttered. “First of all, it’s only temporary, until you’ve resolved things with your mother and the War-man. After that, I’m off to find Tia and my siblings.”

			A temporary apprenticeship? That wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined this going, but it was far better than nothing, especially considering that a day before, Scorch had almost taken off on his own.

			“And second?” she asked, biting her lip to keep from beaming at the dragon.

			“Second what?”

			“You said ‘first of all.’ What’s the second of all?”

			“Oh, right,” he said, nodding. “Second of all, there are going to be extremely strict rules that you will follow without question, or your apprenticeship ends immediately. I’m not going to go easy on you, Ciara. Magic can literally change the world, hopefully for the better, but also in extremely dangerous ways. If you want to learn how to use it, you’re going to follow each and every order I give you without question. Disobey me even once, and we’re done. Understood?”

			She nodded several times, barely hearing anything after his “second of all.” “Understood! So when do we—”

			“And third of all,” the dragon interrupted, “even while we’re saving your mother and such, you’ll also be doing whatever you can to help me find Tia, so I can learn what really happened to your ancestor. To start, I want to read that Codex book you said Cillian wrote, no matter how trustworthy it isn’t. Dragonfire can cleanse lies from truth, so if the book contains anything real, I’ll know.”

			“You’re going to burn it? Even better! We can get you the Warden’s copy when we rescue my mother!” Ciara shouted, then frowned. “Wait. You want to learn what happened to my who?”

			“Your ancestor Bianca,” he said, giving her an annoyed look. “Why didn’t you tell me you two were related when I first arrived, by the way? That would have explained a lot.”

			“I just…I didn’t…Bianca is my what, now?” she said, not able to process this on top of everything else.

			A low rumble rose from Scorch’s throat, and he leaned over to rub his eyes with one hand. “Are all humans this irritating, or are Bianca and her descendants just special? You, Ciara, are related to my first apprentice, Bianca.”

			“But…but how can that be possible?” she squeaked.

			“Don’t ask me!” Scorch shouted, looking disgusted. “I’ve got no idea where human children come from, and believe me, I don’t want to know!”

			“No, I mean I can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. “How do you—”

			“Because I’ve sensed Bianca in you from the moment you summoned me,” Scorch said. “Not to mention that her journal let you find it and now follows you around like a puppy. Bianca is your ancestor, Ciara. So, uh, congratulations, I guess?”

			Could she really be related to Bianca? It seemed so incredible to even think about, but they did come from the same village, and after a thousand years, a family tree could sprout some pretty unlikely branches.

			“You’re sure about this?” she asked, not wanting to be disappointed later if it turned out to be wrong.

			Scorch snorted. “Dragons are never wrong.”

			“I mean, you called me Bianca when you first appeared, so you were wrong then….”

			“I called you by her name because I could sense her in you,” he growled. “Which means I was right in the ways that matter.”

			That wasn’t at all how being right worked, but she decided to let it go, mostly so she could enjoy all the amazing news she’d found out that day. Not only was she related to Bianca, but Scorch had taken her on as his apprentice! “So what do I call you, then?” she asked, joy bubbling up inside her chest. “Professor? Teacher?”

			“Magister is the correct way to address one’s magical mentor,” the dragon said. “I’d also accept sir.”

			She scrunched up her nose, not liking either one. “Got it, Teacher.” He glared at her, so she quickly moved on. “And I know I should have said this earlier, but thank you, Scorch. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

			He looked startled by that but quickly covered his surprise by clearing his throat. “Yes, well, don’t thank me yet. This will be the hardest thing you will ever do in your life, and if you’re anything like Bianca, I expect you’ll be begging me to quit within an hour.” He smiled, as if at a fond memory. “Now then, shall we begin your lessons, and see how long you last?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			
				Nothing is ever free with magic. Just make sure you can afford to pay the cost.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Ciara’s expression rapidly shifted from appreciative to anxious, which Scorch couldn’t help but enjoy, after everything she’d put him through. “Ah, sure, I’m…I’m ready?” she said, biting her lip nervously. “What do we start with? We’re going to need a way around the Drakes, since we won’t be able to hide from the ones in the Sanctuary building, where the Warden is holding my mom.”

			“I’ve got some ideas,” the dragon said. “Where is Cillian’s book kept?”

			“In that same building, the Sanctuary,” Ciara said, brightening. “Why don’t we go rescue her and get your book right now? You just said you have plenty of ideas, right? No time like the present! Maybe you could teach me magic to fight with, like a fireball or something—”

			“Fireballs don’t work on humans, Ciara,” he said, shaking his head. “I already told you, Tia made us take a magical oath, so nothing we do can hurt your kind!”

			She seemed confused by this, and it took him a moment to realize why, at which point he cringed inwardly, realizing he’d said too much. “I was talking about fireball magic, not dragonfire,” she said, frowning.

			Thankfully, Ciara didn’t know enough to realize what he’d almost said, so Scorch just bluffed his way through the error. “I understand that, apprentice,” he rumbled. “But it’s hardly in keeping with Tia’s oath if I just teach someone how to hurt a human for me, is it? No, you’re restricted to magic that isn’t dangerous to anyone, and that’s final.”

			She groaned, and part of him agreed with her, especially since he wouldn’t have minded watching her toss off a few fireballs at the Drakes, if just to remind him of old times. But any fire magic she used would split right around a human, and there was nothing that could change that now.

			Besides, there were still plenty of useful types of magic to choose from.

			“Now, are we going to waste the day arguing, or did you want to actually learn some magic?” he snarled, hoping she’d forget about elemental magic. “Your choice, apprentice.”

			“Learn magic, please!” she said, getting excited again. “So if we can’t use anything dangerous, then what about more illusions? That worked pretty well the last time.” She gasped, then grinned in a fairly disturbing way. “Whoa, what if I made it look like an army of Revenants was invading Skael? The Warden would wet his pants!”

			“That might work,” Scorch said, and she pumped a fist eagerly, “if you had any chance of pulling it off. You fainted after creating two illusions yesterday, apprentice. If you tried creating that many illusions, the magic would drain you so much, you’d pass out for a week after making the fourth or fifth Revenant, let alone an army.”

			Her expression changed from excitement to puzzlement. “Wait, what? I thought I was just tired because I hadn’t eaten in a while. Magic takes energy?”

			“Everything has a cost, Ciara, especially magic. You thought you could just create whatever you wanted out of thin air, and not pay for it in any way? You never get something for nothing.”

			“Oh, booooo,” she said. “That’s not nearly as much fun, then.”

			Scorch snorted, then backed the conversation up, curious about something she’d just said. “What did you mean, you hadn’t eaten in a while? When was the last time you ate?”

			She looked up at the ceiling as if she had to think about it, which did not seem like a great sign. “I had an apple yesterday…no, two days ago now. And I had some berries the day before that. Why?”

			“Why?!” he shouted, unable to understand why humans had to be so bad at everything, including keeping themselves alive. “You need to take care of yourself, apprentice! Did no one ever teach you to feed yourself every day?”

			Surprisingly, Ciara actually blushed at that. “It’s not like I didn’t want to eat,” she said quietly. “We just never had enough food. The Warden took almost all our crops, back when we still had the farm, but we had to shut down the fields when my dad was sent to the mines. After he…left us, my mom had to mine in his place to make enough money for food, though the Warden took most of what she earned as a donation to the Sanctuary anyway.” She turned away, not meeting Scorch’s gaze. “I usually lied to her, told her I’d eaten while she was in the mines, just so she’d eat my share of whatever food she bought. She needed it more than I did, especially after she got sick.”

			She went silent then, and for a moment Scorch struggled to understand how humans could treat each other like this.

			“I’m surprised your mother went along with it,” he said finally, unable to imagine allowing Bianca to go hungry just so he could have her share.

			“She didn’t,” Ciara growled defensively. “I had to come up with more and more elaborate excuses every day, or she’d refuse to eat anything. Anyway, I’m fine, so it’s not a big deal!”

			Huh. Apparently his new apprentice was stronger than she looked, at least in terms of her will. Unfortunately, she’d need physical strength for her magic.

			“Well, you may not need food, but I do,” he said, patting his stomach. “I haven’t eaten for a thousand years, so I say dinner comes before we do anything else.”

			“Now who’s not taking care of themselves?” she said, her embarrassment slowly fading from her face. “Anyway, I’m always up to eat, but like I said, there’s not a lot around. I can go look for some berries, if you want, or—”

			“Or we could use magic,” he said, and nodded at the book, which obediently flipped opened to the right page. “That way, we can combine dinner with your first lesson in Draconic words.”

			She lit up. “I can make food with magic? Once we’ve saved my mom and kicked the Warden out of Skael, I’ll make everyone in the village a feast!” She eagerly grabbed for the book, only to stop and give Scorch a shy look. “By the way, what does Draconic mean?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			
				Using magic takes focus. You do not want to mix up the Draconic words for rain and set the sky on fire, trust me.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Draconic describes anything related to dragons, apprentice,” Scorch told Ciara with an unnecessarily judgmental stare. “Do I have to teach you the human language as well?”

			“Then why isn’t there a g in it?” she asked, thinking of how often she’d seen it used, like how the full title of Cillian’s book was The Draconic Codex, and they all lived within the Draconic Empire. “Shouldn’t it be dragonic, then?”

			“How should I know?” the dragon muttered, rubbing his temples. “It’s your language, not mine. Talk to whoever invented Human.”

			Clearly he was sensitive about misspelling the dragons’ own adjective, so Ciara let it go for now. “So if Draconic words are your language, the one that dragons speak, wouldn’t you accidentally make all kinds of magical things happen whenever you’re chatting about the weather with another dragon?”

			“Did you miss the part about how only your kind can use magic, not mine?” Scorch asked with a heavy sigh. “Clearly, we’re moving too fast for you. Let’s start with something more basic. Picture your life as a story, and—”

			“Like in a book?” Ciara asked, patting Bianca’s journal.

			“If that helps you,” Scorch said, rolling his eyes. “Now, how do you change a story?”

			Ciara furrowed her brow. “Toss the book out and start over?”

			“That’s…one option,” the dragon said, his eyebrows shooting up. “It’d lead to the destruction of this entire world, but I suppose that would still qualify as ‘changing’ it. Another less apocalyptic option would be to rewrite the story, or at least the small part of it you’re trying to change. And that is what magic does. Draconic is the language of magic, the language of creation, and in a very real way, that makes it the language of the story you’re living out right now. So if you want to change that story, you’ll need to use the language it’s written in, writing your new version of reality over the top of the old story.”

			“Okay, that seems easy enough.”

			Scorch mumbled something beneath his breath that sounded impolite. “Draconic words can change all of reality, Ciara, so maybe take a second to consider that. One mistake could permanently turn the sky purple, and that’s one of the least terrifying outcomes.”

			“Or not terrifying at all, because that sounds amazing,” she said, wishing the sky really were purple. “But if we’re all living in a story, who’s telling it? Why isn’t the story written better? From what I’ve seen, it seems like there are plot holes everywhere—”

			“Okay, whoa! ” the dragon said, raising his hands to stop her. “Before you get all judgmental, let’s see how good your writing is. It’s not as easy as it looks!”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Have you tried writing a book, Teacher? Because it kind of sounds like you have.”

			“Of course not,” he told her angrily. “The world isn’t ready for Scorched: A Dragon’s Life. And I’m not saying you literally live in a story. That’s just to help you understand how Draconic words can change the world around you.”

			“Got it,” Ciara lied, hoping he’d just move on to teaching her actual magic now.

			“Finally,” he said under his breath. “Now, the Draconic words Bianca has in her journal cover all kinds of magic, some general and others very specific. Fire in Draconic is fairly simple, but the word for creating a specific illusion requires far more detail. Imagine you want to make a cat, for example. You’d need to use a Draconic word that describes the color, the size, everything about that cat—”

			“Or a horse!” Ciara said, completely innocently.

			“Yes, or a horse,” he said, gritting his teeth.

			“Why do you hate them so much, anyway?” she asked.

			“I don’t hate them, I pity them,” he said, sneering. “Humans use them as beasts of burden, or worse, ride around on their backs. I just don’t get why the horses don’t join forces and rise up, throwing off the yoke of human tyranny. A dragon would rather die than carry a human like that.”

			“You mean, other than your apprentice, right?” Ciara said, secretly having already imagined flying back to Skael on the dragon’s back.

			“No exceptions,” Scorch told her, fire rising in his throat.

			“Well, then you’re not getting a piggyback ride from me, either!” she said, crossing her arms. “Fair is fair.”

			“Piggyback? Is that what you were doing when you discovered this odor?” He pinched her tunic with his claws, scrunching up his snout. “Your second lesson will cover the importance of bathing, especially around dragons with sensitive noses. But as I was saying, some magic requires more complicated Draconic words in order to get the magic right. Translating one of those words into Human might take a sentence or two just to describe it all. That means it’s extremely important to get the Draconic exactly right. If you trace the word wrong, or don’t have the right word to begin with, either nothing will happen—which would be the best-case scenario—or you could end up destroying everything within a thousand miles.”

			She paled. “That’s a pretty bad second-best-case scenario.”

			He ignored her. “Think of tracing a Draconic word as casting the word out into the world, where magic will use its meaning to control how it rewrites your reality. But as I said earlier, power that great comes with a cost, and magic drains energy every time it’s used. If you don’t want to fall asleep in the middle of facing the Drakes, you’re going to need to take care of yourself, and eat as much and as often as you can.”

			“Speaking of eating, didn’t you say we could have some dinner?”

			She thought that question might make him even angrier, but Scorch slowly smiled instead, and not in a comforting way. “I did say that, didn’t I? The book’s open to the correct Draconic word, so why don’t you try tracing it now?”

			That definitely sounded like a trap, but after all this talk of food, her body was getting pretty insistent on eating something. She placed her finger on the upraised Draconic symbol on the page, then gave Scorch a confident smile. “Don’t worry, Teacher. I’ve got this. If you’re right and I am related to Bianca, I bet she’s passed down all her magic skills to me.”

			“If that were true, I’d be terrified,” he said, smiling wider. “Fortunately that’s not how any of this works. You may begin, apprentice.”

			With Scorch watching her every movement, Ciara carefully ran her finger along the Draconic word, moving slowly to make sure she didn’t make any mistakes. The fact that the word was raised up from the page actually made it pretty easy, though, since she could both feel and see it. It occurred to her that that could come in handy if she ever needed to trace a word without looking at it.

			As she reached the end of the word, the now-familiar warm feeling spread through her body, almost like the magic itself was happy she was using it. But along with that warmth came the drain she’d felt the day before, and she gasped as her body began to shake, already feeling exhausted.

			But then plates of delicious-smelling food appeared all around them, instantly distracting her from how tired she was. There were roast meats, buttered bread, fruit pies, even potatoes covered in cheese, and Ciara drooled just looking at them. As the last dish popped into existence, a stew of some kind, the warm feeling from the magic disappeared, leaving her even more tired somehow. The room seemed to spin around her, but that didn’t matter, not with the feast laid out before her.

			The dragon grinned at her. “Well done, apprentice! This all looks lovely.”

			“I told you, the book makes it easy!” Ciara said, swaying a bit as she reached for the nearest plate.

			But the dragon got there first, snatching the potatoes out from under her. As she watched with horrified disappointment, Scorch tossed the entire plate’s contents right into his mouth and swallowed them whole.

			But that didn’t matter, not when there was still so much to go around…right?

			Except Scorch inhaled four more dishes before she even realized what was happening, scooping a new plate up in his hand the moment the last one was empty. Within seconds, the dragon had completely demolished each and every dish Ciara had created, leaving her exhausted with a rumbling stomach and no food.

			He burped loudly, then leaned back with a satisfied look, patting his bulging stomach. “You were right, I should take better care of myself,” he told her, ignoring her hate-filled glare. “I was hungrier than I knew.”

			“Oh, were you?” she said. “Don’t worry. I got full just off the smells, myself.”

			“What’s the problem?” he asked with a shrug. “You’ve got the book, right? Just make some more.”

			She considered telling him what he could do with the book but was too tired and hungry to argue. Annoyed, she tried to place her finger back on the raised Draconic word, but again, the dragon was too quick. He snatched the book from her hands, then held it in the air in front of her.

			“Hey!” she said, lunging after it, but Scorch just lifted it higher, keeping it out of her reach. The book didn’t seem to like this any more than she did, as it shuddered in his grip a few times, but didn’t actively fight him either. “You just told me to use the magic again!” she shouted. “How am I supposed to do that if I can’t trace it?”

			“Who said you had to touch something to trace it?” he asked. “You can see it, can’t you? Just draw it in midair.” He held the book at her eye level so she could easily see the Draconic word.

			She frowned, far too tired to understand the point of that. But the smell of all the food the dragon had just devoured still lingered in the air, so if her teacher wanted her to trace the word in the air, then fine.

			“Whatever you say, Teacher,” she said, locking her eyes on the page and lifting her finger into the air. “It goes like this, and then there, and that line…done!”

			More warmth filled her, but the energy drain was even worse, almost making her collapse backward to the floor. Still, it’d be worth it if she could finally eat!

			Except this time, no delicious bread or pies appeared. In fact, it looked like the magic hadn’t worked at all, as the only change she noticed was a new strange, high-pitched skittering noise somewhere above them in the tower.

			“One thing I didn’t mention,” Scorch said, quickly backing away from Ciara as the skittering got louder, echoing down from the chimney of all places. “Many Draconic words have different meanings depending on how you write them. The word for food, for example, has curved lines. But when you traced them, you drew them straight.”

			“What difference does that make?” she growled, not liking how loud the skittering was getting.

			Scorch merely smiled as, to Ciara’s absolute horror, a flood of rats came pouring down the chimney, crashing onto her like a wave. As the rats scrambled over her, she let out the loudest, most bloodcurdling scream of her life, but could still hear the dragon’s amused voice as he said, “Turns out, apprentice, it makes a fairly big difference!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			
				Whenever Scorch smiles during a lesson, I figure my entire day is going to be ruined.

				And I’m always, always right.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Well, that was the most disgusting thing that’s ever happened to me,” Ciara said later between mouthfuls of bread and stew.

			“No, that was the most disgusting thing that’s ever happened to you so far,” Scorch corrected her, smiling smugly. The whole lesson had gone far better than he’d hoped. Not only had Ciara learned how important it was to get a Draconic word exactly right, but she’d also finally, finally decided she needed a bath, just to get the feel of the rats off her. Scorch had been so thrilled at not having to smell pigs anymore that he’d even heated up a nearby stream with his fire so she wouldn’t be cold.

			“You know, you could have just told me what would happen if I traced it wrong,” she said, taking another huge bite. She’d eaten almost as much as Scorch had himself, and almost as quickly, too.

			“I could have,” he said, shrugging, “but it wouldn’t have been as much fun.”

			She almost dropped her spoon. “You thought that was fun?”

			“I thought it was a very successful first lesson. The joy it brought me was merely the sparkle on the gold.”

			She snorted, then set her spoon down and picked up the bowl instead. “Faster this way,” she said, then tossed it back, finishing the rest of her stew. She burped almost as impressively as Scorch had, made a quick check to see if she’d missed any food, then finally sat back. “So now that we’ve eaten, can we get to some healing magic?”

			“Not until you know more about Draconic,” he told her, shaking his head. “As you just learned, to my delight, magic is too dangerous if you don’t understand the basics.”

			“But how long will that take?” she said, and leaned forward again, looking worried. “My mother’s already been in that dungeon for a full day now, and the Emperor’s soldiers are on their way. We don’t have all the time in the world here, Teacher!”

			“I’m not asking for years,” he told her. “A week or two should do it.”

			“A week or two? My mom will never last that long!”

			Had she entirely missed the point of the rat magic? “Neither will you, if you try to save her without knowing what you’re doing!” he shouted back. “I’ve seen how those Drakes hold their weapons, Ciara. You were lucky the last time you faced them, but we can’t count on luck. If we rush into a rescue, not only will we fail, but you might get hurt as well!”

			“I won’t, I promise!” she said, rubbing her temples like she had a headache, which Scorch could sympathize with, given how many Bianca had caused him. “I know not to make any more rat mistakes now. And just to make sure, I’ll trace every word directly in the book!” She picked up the book from the floor where it’d been waiting while she ate. “You want to help me rescue my mom, don’t you, book?” she asked it. “And maybe throw the Warden around a bit too? Does that sound fun?”

			The book began vibrating loudly, almost like a cat’s purr.

			“See?” she said. “As long as I’m careful, which I promise I will be, all I have to do is cast the spells you tell me to, and everything will be fine!”

			He meant to yell back but couldn’t get past whatever she’d just said. “All you have to do is what a what?”

			“Cast a spell,” she repeated. “I’m tired of saying ‘using magic,’ it’s really clunky. You said magic involves ‘casting’ a Draconic word out onto the world’s story, and I liked how that sounded.”

			“Well, I don’t,” he said. “And what is a ‘spell’?”

			“You told me that Draconic words have to be written perfectly, especially if you’re doing something complicated. Well, that’s how you write a word, by spelling it.”

			“That makes even less sense than the casting thing.”

			“And since Bianca’s book has all the correct spellings,” she said, patting the book again, “we could start calling it a spelling book!” She paused, then made a face. “No, too long. Maybe just spellbook? Oh, yeah, I like that much better. What do you think, spellbook?”

			The book started purring again, and now they were both irritating Scorch.

			“Enough!” he roared. “I don’t care what you call it, you’re not performing any further magic until you’ve learned the basics. Either you do as I say, Ciara, or we end this apprenticeship here and now. I will not allow another apprentice of mine to put herself in danger!”

			Based on her expression, she looked like she was going to choose to argue more. But instead, she took a deep breath, let it out, and nodded. “Whatever you say, Teacher. I can’t do this without you, so we’ll do it your way. Whatever it takes for you to teach me how to cast more spells.”

			“That ‘casting spells’ thing is never going to catch on, you know,” he growled.

			“Oh, no?” she said, smiling slightly. “I bet that someday, that’ll be the only way people talk about using magic. Just you wait.”

			“Even dragons don’t live that long.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			
				Learning Draconic is like playing with fire, in that you’ll definitely get burned at least once, and it’s probably best to do it far away from people.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			What followed was the hardest lesson of Ciara’s life. Not that Scorch was teaching her anything difficult, even if it was complicated. But first, her teacher had her sit on the stone floor in front of him, her legs crossed in what was clearly some form of dragon torture. And then he decided to use his claws to “write” on the tower’s stone wall, making such a horrible noise that she frequently had to cover her ears with her hands.

			But the hardest part was how tired she’d gotten after casting three spells in a row. That did mean the awkward sitting position and claws-on-stone screeching were almost helpful, considering they were the only thing keeping her awake.

			“Much like all creation itself once did, each Draconic word begins with a single point,” Scorch said, digging a claw into the stone, making Ciara grind her teeth. “Think of that as your ‘starting’ point as well, as it represents the world as it is now, before you use your magic.”

			“Before you cast your spell, you mean,” she said.

			“I definitely don’t mean that. From there, we move out in a line, either straight or curved, which represents the change you’re making to the world, as you’re sending reality off in a new direction. A straight line usually applies to fixed, solid objects, like rocks, tables, swords, anything that doesn’t change on its own. The curved lines represent flexibility and cover living things as a whole, but also anything that changes constantly, like water, wind, and so on.”

			“Living things are like water, got it,” Ciara said, already nodding off again. Every few minutes she’d start to doze, only to jolt back awake out of nowhere, panicking. But even that fright couldn’t wake her up for long.

			“No, living things are made of water, mostly,” the dragon said, making no sense. “So a ‘fixed’ rock will act in predictable ways, usually by staying very, very still, while a ‘flexible’ human might surprise you, often in the worst possible way.”

			He reached over to drag his claw down the wall, drawing another line, and Ciara could feel the noise vibrate all the way down her spine. “And how you draw the line matters, as you’ve already learned. Line length, thickness, and the curve all play a part.” SCREEEECH. “These traits determine how to pronounce the words as well, not that you’ll be speaking Draconic.” SCREEEECH. “Humans aren’t able to speak it, given their limited vocal range.” SCREEEECH. “If you have trouble deciding between two similar Draconic words, you might need to examine every single line down to the most minute difference.” SCREEEECH. “Otherwise, you end up with rats instead of a delicious dinner.”

			She tried to wake herself up by thinking of other uses for the rat spell. After all, how amazing would it be to drop a ton of rats on the Warden’s head? She could almost hear him screaming in her head as her eyes closed, a much happier noise than Scorch’s claws on the…stone…wall….

			“Ciara!” Scorch shouted, and she jolted awake, her eyes popping back open.

			“I’m getting up, Mom, I promise!” she shouted, then blushed when she remembered where she was. “Sorry. I meant, uh, yes, Teacher?”

			“Please don’t tell me you were falling asleep. This is important, apprentice!”

			“I would never,” she said, her eyelids feeling heavy again. “I just concentrate better with my eyes closed.”

			“That makes it slightly harder to see the words I’m drawing,” he grumbled, underlining the one he’d just written with his claw, sending another screech down her spine.

			“Picturing it in my head helps me learn,” she said. “Keep going, this is all great stuff.”

			He glared at her for another moment, then turned back to the stone wall. “Here’s an example of what I’m talking about, two Draconic words that look very similar. This one has a slightly shorter line here, and means ‘light,’ which can be useful magic for seeing in the dark. But if that same line is slightly longer, like in this word, it now means ‘darkness,’ the opposite of the first word. But since both involve light, either by its presence or its absence, the cores of their words are the same.”

			“Of course they are,” Ciara said, her eyes drooping again. “If they were different, this would be way too easy.”

			“And that brings us to something that I find fascinating,” Scorch said, “which is the grammar of it all. As I mentioned before, what we call a Draconic ‘word’ is often much closer, in fact, to what humans would call a ‘sentence.’ Take the illusion magic you used. This is illusion in Draconic.” SCREEECH. SCREEECH. SCREEECH. “But that’s all it means, just a general illusion, which wouldn’t do much if you tried to use that magically. Instead, we need to add details. To turn yourself into that soldier again, you would have needed to add these lines, and lengthen this other one.” SCREEECH. SCREEECH. SCREEECH. SCREEECH. SCREEECH.

			Okay, he had to be doing that on purpose. It was way too cruel to be an accident. “Maybe you could just show me examples in my spellbook instead of writing them yourself?” she asked, almost ready to cry, though from exhaustion or his claws on the stone, she had no idea.

			“Your what, now? Never heard of it.” He smiled slightly, which told Ciara he’d definitely been making the screeches to bother her. “Anyway, back to illusions. Each new line describes the change that is going to take place, and to whom. That means the Draconic word for a specific illusion can get pretty complicated, and the more complicated the word, the more energy it often requires, so—”

			But whatever he’d been about to say was cut off as the dragon turned abruptly toward the tower’s exit, his ears twitching.

			“What is it?” she said, hoping he’d finally had enough of the screeching himself.

			“Horses,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “More this time.” He turned back to Ciara with a frown. “It’s the Drakes again, at least twice as many.”

			That woke her up. “Don’t tell me,” she said, pushing to her feet. “We’re going to hide again, aren’t we?”

			Scorch considered this for a moment, then shook his head. “No. They don’t seem to be giving up, and this will make for a good lesson, anyway.”

			“You mean you’re going to let me cast a spell on them?” she whispered, barely able to believe it.

			“I’d never mean that,” the dragon said. “But I do want you to use magic on them.” He glanced over at the spellbook in her hand. “Book? Show my apprentice the Draconic word for mind control.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			
				The best part about magic is that when you do it right, it just works every time.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Mind control?!” Scorch’s apprentice shouted, almost drowning out the sound of the approaching Drakes. “You never told me that was an option. If I used that on the Warden, we could solve all my problems with one spell!”

			“You can, when you’re ready,” Scorch told her. “But you’re still learning now, Ciara, so you will do exactly as I say. We will both remain inside the tower, where you can use the magic on the Drakes from a safe distance. Under no circumstances are they to see you, understand?”

			“But what’s that supposed to teach me?” she asked, her brow furrowing.

			“That it’s better to stay safe than put yourself in harm’s way when trying new magic? That some magic, such as mind control, will drain you of energy the entire time it’s active, making it even more dangerous than anything else you’ve tried so far? That—”

			“Okay, okay, I get it,” she said, nodding absently as she stared at the Draconic word on the page in front of her. “No going outside. But we can’t hide from the Drakes forever. At some point, I’m going to need to take some risks!”

			Was she joking? If she was taking risks, he’d already failed her as a magister! And there was no way he was going to let another apprentice down, not after what had happened to Bianca. If anything, given that Ciara was Bianca’s descendant, he had even more of a responsibility to keep her away from all harm.

			“Either you stay safely inside the tower, or I carry you back up to the roof to hide until they’re gone. Which will it be, apprentice?”

			“I’ll stay inside, I promise,” she said, kicking a small piece of firewood on the floor. “Since I’m going to be controlling their minds, though, can I at least make them leave Skael forever? Then I’d feel like I’d helped the village in some way.”

			“Maybe if you had more practice. Forcing them to make such a huge change in their lives requires a strong hand, and right now, you don’t have anywhere near enough strength for that.”

			She growled in frustration. “So what exactly am I supposed to do, Teacher?”

			“Stop calling me that. And I’m glad you finally asked!” He tapped the page on the open book. “This spell is less specific than an illusion, so it gives you, the user—”

			“Caster.”

			“More control. That means you could force them to leave the valley forever, if you had that kind of strength, or you could just make them think they’d already searched the tower and didn’t find anything, so should turn back for home. Any guesses which might be easier?”

			“Oh, probably the boring one,” she said, kicking the firewood again. “They’ll keep coming back, though.”

			“Probably,” he said. “But maybe the next time, you might be ready to try sending one away.”

			“One isn’t all of them,” she mumbled, but before he could respond, she shook her head. “No, you’re right, your plan makes sense. I just wish this were easier.”

			He blinked in surprise. “Thank you. I’m glad you finally see things my way.”

			“Well, I need to hold back all my strength for when I use the mind control spell on the Warden, anyway,” she said with an evil grin. “Gotta save the worst stuff for him.”

			He let that one go, as the horses were getting closer. “Mind control works best with clear, simple commands, so don’t get distracted. Concentrate on the Drakes, focus on the cool feeling of the magic inside you, and picture what you want them to do as clearly as you can in your mind. In this case, that means going back to the village, as they searched the tower and found nothing.”

			“Got it,” she said, but frowned. “What did you mean by magic feeling cool?”

			He raised an eyebrow. “That’s how Bianca said it felt—cool, almost chilling. Why? How does it feel to you?”

			“Of course!” she said, a bit too quickly for Scorch’s taste. “Totally the same. Cool, almost chilly. Okay, let’s go hide near the door before they get here!”

			And with that, she ran toward the tower’s exit, leaving Scorch thinking he should have just hidden her on the roof and not taken any chances. At least he could still carry her to safety inside the tower if anything happened.

			And really, what could go so wrong? He’d confirmed that her book had opened to the right Draconic word, and she wouldn’t have enough energy to do anything too wild with the Drakes, not without falling asleep, at which point they’d head for the roof. So everything should be fine. Really. Totally fine.

			He found Ciara just inside the tower’s entrance, which was fortunate for her continued apprenticeship. The Drakes had crested the nearby hill now and were trotting their way down to the tower, so it was time. He took a deep breath, then nodded as she glanced back at him over her shoulder.

			Ciara grinned, then quickly ran her finger over the Draconic word the book so helpfully floated right beneath her hand. As she finished, Scorch snaked his head closer to the doorway to get a better view of how it went.

			Only, from what he could see, the magic didn’t look like it’d had any effect. Typically, mind control magic froze the target until they’d received their commands, but the six Drakes hadn’t even paused. Instead, they’d dismounted from their horses and were preparing to come inside, their swords held at the ready.

			“Um, I think we have a problem,” his apprentice whispered, wincing at the approaching Drakes. “Remember how you said I’d feel the magic? Well, um, I didn’t, not at all. No energy drain, either. Could the spell not have worked somehow?”

			“Magic always works,” he whispered back, not sure what was happening. The word was right, so what could have gone wrong? “Do you see now why we stayed hidden?” he whispered. “If you’d been out there when this happened, you’d be in real danger!”

			“Or they would be,” Ciara whispered. “I still have other spells, and…wait! I’ve got it! This might make them leave Skael, too, so it’s perfect!”

			“No,” he hissed. “We’re going up to the roof. Now.” And then he grabbed for her, intending to carry her up the tower as quickly and quietly as he could, as the Drakes were only a few yards away.

			But Ciara dodged his grasp. Then, before he could stop her, she turned, flashed him a quick, apologetic look, and ran outside.

			Scorch watched her go in horror, too worried to even be angry at the moment, though that would definitely be coming later. What was she thinking? He’d told her over and over that she couldn’t be seen. And now she had thrown herself into danger, and Scorch couldn’t even protect her, since he couldn’t harm the humans in any way!

			“Oh, hey, guys!” his apprentice shouted at the Drakes, all of whom looked just as surprised at her appearance as Scorch had been when she ran from the tower. Ciara held up Bianca’s journal for them to see, which somehow managed to shock the dragon even more. “Looks like you found me and Bianca’s journal. Does that mean you’ll all get nice pats on the head from the Warden? Will he call you ‘good boys,’ too? You must be so excited!”

			“Drop the book and put your hands in the air!” one of the Drakes shouted, pulling a crossbow off his back and aiming it at Ciara. Scorch felt the heat rising in his throat, and he gripped the edge of the doorframe so hard that the stone crumbled beneath his claws. He had to save her, now. But how?

			He heard his apprentice whisper something he couldn’t quite make out to the book in her hands, and it opened itself to a new page, one he couldn’t see clearly from his angle. That made him even more anxious.

			He tensed up, ready to throw himself between Ciara and the Drakes as a distraction, hoping that would give her enough time to get away. Their crossbow bolts could easily penetrate his scales, so there’d be no escaping for him, not even if he tried to fly, as they’d easily be able to puncture his wings and send him crashing to the ground.

			“If you try to run, we will shoot,” the Drake with the crossbow shouted at Scorch’s apprentice. “You have no idea how much trouble you’ve caused us, you little monster. The Dragon Mage herself will judge you for what you’ve put us through!”

			“The Dragon Mage? Really?” Ciara said, running her finger over the page. “I don’t know, guys. I kind of think she’d be on my side.”

			The Drake sneered at that. “You have until the count of three to surrender. One!”

			“Two, three!” Ciara shouted as she finished her trace. And then, where his apprentice had stood, now towered a ten-foot-tall woman with silver hair, steel armor, and a flaming sword.

			“NOW, I HEAR ONE OF YOU WAS ASKING FOR THE DRAGON MAGE’S JUDGMENT?” Ciara shouted, her voice magnified by the illusion. “WELL, HERE I AM! PREPARE TO BE JUDGED!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			
				Most people know how kind and loving the Dragon Mage is, but what they don’t know is how she also snorts constantly when she laughs.

				And she laughs at everything.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			The six Drakes dropped to their knees, each one murmuring something or other about blessings. Ciara grinned from inside the illusion, staring out from what she figured was the Dragon Mage’s stomach. The energy drain was intense, especially since she’d never really recovered from creating all that food, but the magic made her feel so warm inside that she was able to ignore her exhaustion, at least for the moment.

			Scorch was going to be furious that she’d disobeyed him. But how could she hide from the Drakes when she had a chance to send them away for good? Tia wanted to teach humans magic so they could fix the world, not so they could avoid trouble. Sometimes you had to take a risk to do the right thing, and scaring the Drakes out of Skael with a fake Dragon Mage definitely felt right.

			“My lady?” one Drake whispered, without looking up at her. “Have you really returned to us?”

			“I NEVER LEFT, JERK!” Ciara shouted, and one of the Drakes began to whine softly in fear as the others bowed even lower. “YOU’VE ALL BEEN VERY, VERY BAD!”

			“But we only did what Warden ordered us to do, O great Dragon Mage!” one of the Drakes said, his voice cracking. “Didn’t he speak in your name?”

			“HE SURE DIDN’T! THE WARDEN IS PURE EVIL, AND EVERYTHING HE TOLD YOU TO DO WAS WRONG. YOU THREATENED, HURT, AND STARVED THE VILLAGERS OF SKAEL. I SHOULD MAKE YOU SUFFER JUST LIKE THEY DID!”

			Several of the Drakes began to wail miserably, begging for forgiveness, but Ciara didn’t have time for that, not with her legs shaking so hard. Her vision was also beginning to darken around the edges, and spots exploded in front of her eyes every few seconds. “BUT PERHAPS IT’S NOT TOO LATE FOR YOU TO CHANGE. PERHAPS I WILL BE MERCIFUL, JUST THIS ONCE. GET BACK ON YOUR FEET NOW!”

			All six Drakes immediately leapt back up, looking a little more hopeful.

			“I HEREBY BANISH YOU FROM SKAEL FOREVER!” she shouted, raising her hands in what she hoped was a majestic way, even as the world started spinning around her. “YOU MUST LEAVE THIS VERY MINUTE AND NEVER RETURN, OR YOU WILL FACE MY WRATH. AND WHEREVER YOU GO, YOU WILL HELP ANYONE IN NEED, TO TRY TO MAKE UP FOR YOUR EVIL HERE IN SKAEL. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”

			Each Drake nodded, and two started openly weeping, thanking her for her mercy.

			“SO WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR, THEN?” she asked, swaying back and forth. “GET GOING!”

			Fortunately, they did just as she ordered, sprinting back to their horses, mounting up, then galloping toward the mountain pass leading out of Skael’s valley. The moment they left Ciara, she grabbed hold of the nearby tower wall, trying to keep herself upright until they were out of sight.

			The Drakes crossed over the hill a moment later, and Ciara immediately dropped her illusion and collapsed.

			“What were you thinking?” a voice shouted, and Scorch’s head appeared above her, the dragon looking about as furious as she’d figured he’d be. “I specifically told you to stay inside! How can I protect you if you won’t do as I say, Ciara?”

			“But I did…do as you said,” she got out, smiling up at her teacher, even as the dragon’s face began to fade away. “I made them leave…and kept my orders simple…just like you told me to do. Didn’t I…do good?”

			But before he could answer, everything went dark, and she passed out.

			Sometime later, Ciara stirred from her sleep, feeling comfortably warm and strangely relaxed. She opened her eyes to find she was back in the tower, a fire crackling in the fireplace. In spite of the fire, the room was still fairly dark, which meant she’d slept through the rest of the day. She winced at how much time must have passed, then slowly sat up to find her spellbook at her side and Scorch sitting a few feet away, staring into the fire in silence.

			“Hey,” she said quietly, rubbing her eyes. “How long was I out?”

			Scorch glanced over at her, then turned back to the fire. “Not long,” he said, and she winced, not liking this at all. If the dragon was still angry, shouldn’t he be yelling at her?

			“I know I disobeyed you,” she told him, shaking her head. “But that idea was too good to pass up. And look how well it worked! The Drakes are gone, never to come back. That’s six of them we won’t have to worry about now when we rescue my mother!”

			He didn’t respond at first, making Ciara even more nervous. “That doesn’t matter, Ciara. As your magister, I’m responsible for your welfare, and I simply can’t keep you safe if you won’t listen. You were lucky today, but what about the next time you disobey me, or the time after that? I can’t fail another apprentice, and I won’t. I refuse to.”

			She cringed. This was worse than she’d thought. “What are you saying, Teacher?” she asked, hoping the nickname might get him angry enough to yell a bit, and then everything would be okay.

			But instead, he just held a hand out toward her. “Give me Bianca’s journal, Ciara.”

			Ciara’s chest went tight, and she clutched her spellbook to her chest protectively. “No, please,” she whispered, shaking her head. “You promised you’d teach me magic—”

			“Only if you agreed to do as I say,” the dragon told her quietly, almost sadly, and that was far worse than his shouting. “And you just proved you can’t, or won’t, listen to me.”

			“But I did!” she said, backing away from the dragon. “You wanted the Drakes gone, and I knew I could use the illusion spell to do it. Didn’t you see? I made a Dragon Mage! Not the real one, but the one the Drakes would recognize from the Codex, the one they’d be afraid of. It worked, Scorch, just like I knew it would!”

			“And that shouldn’t even have been possible,” the dragon said quietly. “Bianca never would have known how your Codex would have described Tia in the future, so how could her journal give you the correct Draconic word for the illusion?”

			Ciara blinked in surprise. “I don’t know? I just asked it for an illusion of the Dragon Mage wearing armor. Maybe the journal can rewrite a spell somehow, or—”

			“And yet you still used the magic, without even knowing if it was correct,” the dragon said quietly. “I warned you about the dangers, but you don’t care. Give me the book, Ciara. You’re clearly not ready for this. I gave you very simple rules to follow, and you couldn’t even do that much.”

			“I’m sorry,” Ciara said, her eyes watering. “I just…how could I let the Drakes go back to the village, knowing they’re only going to hurt more people? It would have been even more of my fault, whatever they did from this day on, just like it’s my fault that they’re here in the first place! Besides, we don’t even know if anything bad happened to Bianca. Maybe she lived a long, happy life!”

			“Then she’d have finished her journal,” he snarled. “Instead, it ends a few months after I was supposed to wake up. Something went wrong, Bianca needed me, and I wasn’t there!”

			“Tia was there! If something really did happen to Bianca, and even the Dragon Mage couldn’t stop it, what could you have done?”

			“You can’t begin to understand!” he roared, turning his furious red eyes on her. “She was my responsibility, just as you are now. I’m sorry it has to be this way, but I can’t let you use magic any longer. It’s far too dangerous for everyone, especially you!”

			“Don’t do this, Scorch, please,” Ciara whispered, refusing to believe that everything was falling apart like this, not after she’d been so close to fixing everything. “I can’t save my mom without you, without magic. I know I disobeyed you, but she’s going to be the one to suffer for my mistake, again. Don’t let that happen to her. She doesn’t deserve it. None of them deserve what I did.”

			His anger faded, and he shook his head, turning back to the fire. “I’m sorry, but I’ve made my decision. Give me the book, Ciara, or I’ll take it from you.”

			Tears ran freely down her cheeks, and part of her wondered if she could use the spellbook to get away somehow, hide from Scorch and the Drakes until she could at least free her mother, heal her illness.

			But without the dragon’s help, she’d never know which spell did what, or if it’d even work, given that the mind control magic had failed. No, she needed Scorch, or there was no way to help either her mom or the other villagers. And because she’d messed up again, the dragon was going to take her magic and leave.

			“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and handed him back the book. “But please, think about this before giving up on me completely! I can do better, I swear I can! I just…I didn’t think, I only wanted to—”

			“You wanted to make up for a mistake,” Scorch said, taking the book and tucking it beneath his leg to keep it from flying back to her. “And while I can sympathize with that—you have no idea how much I can—I also know you’ll never stop throwing yourself into danger in trying to make things right, and I can’t allow that. Bianca would never forgive me if anything happened to you, Ciara, and I’d never forgive myself, not after I took responsibility for you.”

			She nodded, wiping her sleeve over her face, not knowing what to say. “Okay,” she whispered finally. “I…I understand.”

			He met her eyes now, and she could tell he wasn’t any happier about this than she was. But before he could respond, his ears began to twitch, just as they had when the Drakes had come. “Quiet,” he said, and she nodded, gritting her teeth in frustration. Had she really just risked everything to send the Drakes away, only for them to come right back? Had it all been for nothing?

			Scorch crept toward the entrance of the tower in silence, and Ciara followed just behind him, not sure what else to do. If it was the Drakes, they might have seen their fire through the entrance. Even if she tried hiding now, it’d only be a matter of time until the Drakes found her. Without Scorch, she’d be thrown into the Warden’s dungeon with her mother…or worse, alone, if the Warden decided he didn’t need her mom anymore.

			Scorch paused next to the empty doorway leading out, took a deep breath, then lunged into the darkness, like a cat pouncing on a mouse. Someone screamed, but whoever it was didn’t sound anything like a Drake, which was both a relief and confusing. Who could have—

			But the dragon answered her question a moment later as he carried someone back inside the tower, maybe the very last person Ciara ever would have expected to see. The newcomer’s leather armor and braided black hair were both instantly recognizable, even if the girl’s terrified expression was completely new.

			After all, as far as Ciara knew, the daughter of the Captain of the Drakes had never been afraid of anything…until now.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			
				Magic must be so much more fun with friends. I can’t wait to teach it to mine!

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“AAAAAAH!” the human in Scorch’s hand screamed, frantically trying to free herself.

			“I know her, Scorch!” his apprentice shouted over the screaming. “Her name is Meg! She used to be my friend!”

			The dragon raised an eyebrow but slowly put the new girl down on the ground, though he quickly blocked the doorway with his body just in case she tried to run. Former friend of Ciara’s or not, humans often panicked at the sight of a dragon, as the current ringing in his ears could attest.

			“AAAAAAAH!” the girl screamed again, in spite of being freed.

			“Meg!” Ciara shouted, stepping between them. “He’s not going to hurt you.”

			The girl’s scream gradually faded away as she focused on his apprentice’s face. “…Ciara?”

			“Oh, good, you remember me,” his apprentice said, before pulling her arm back and punching a fist right into the other girl’s face.

			At least, that seemed to be Ciara’s intention. Unfortunately for his apprentice, Meg grabbed Ciara’s fist just before it landed and twisted it around behind his apprentice’s back, driving Ciara to her knees.

			“Ciara, what are you doing?” Meg asked in surprise, immediately releasing Scorch’s apprentice. That was fortunate, as the fire Scorch had been about to instinctively unleash on the new girl wouldn’t have accomplished much. “I could have broken your wrist!”

			“Felt like you did, actually,” Ciara said, lurching back to her feet as she cradled her punching hand tenderly. “What was that for?”

			“Sorry, it’s all the training I did with my dad, I didn’t even stop to think…but wait, you punched me! Why would you do that? And what was that thing that dragged me in here in the first place?”

			“That thing, child, was a dragon,” Scorch told her, and Meg gasped, as if she’d somehow forgotten he was still in the room with them after his apprentice’s attack. “Ciara, who is this? What does she want? Why did you try to hit her?”

			“This is Meg,” Ciara said, shaking her injured hand slightly. “Remember how I said a former friend of mine told the Warden that I had Bianca’s journal? Well, that’s her.” She turned back to the other girl, her eyes narrowed dangerously. “And the punch was for my mom, Meg. I get why you would think you had to turn me in, but my mother didn’t deserve any of this, especially as sick as she is!”

			Scorch bared his teeth, letting the fire rise in his throat again. “So she’s a spy, then?”

			Before Ciara could answer, Meg threw her hands into the air in surrender. “Wait, wait, hold on one second!” the girl shouted. “You think I told the Warden you had the book?”

			“Well, yeah,” Ciara said, sounding confused. “You’re the only one who knew I had it, and you showed up with your dad when he came to arrest us. I told you, I get why you’d tell the Warden about the book, so he’d leave and go back to the capital, but you knew Mom didn’t know I had it—”

			“I was there because I was with my dad when the Warden told him to arrest you two!” Meg shouted, looking less afraid and more indignant now. “I came along to make sure you were okay! How could you even think I’d turned you in? We talked about all of this when the Warden first arrived, and I told you I thought you should hide it!”

			“But…no one else knew,” his apprentice whispered, furrowing her brow.

			“Just because you didn’t tell anyone else doesn’t mean they didn’t know,” Meg said. “Herman told the Warden about the book, Ciara. He saw your light in the barn one night and peeked inside to find you reading it.”

			“Herman?” his apprentice said, a bit meekly. “He saw me?”

			“Didn’t I tell you someone would, if you kept reading it every night?” Meg shouted before turning to Scorch. “Can you believe this? I thought I was her best friend, but she’s so wrapped up in blaming herself for everything that happened since the Warden came to Skael that I guess she thinks everyone else must too! What is wrong with…with…” The girl trailed off as she seemed to realize who she was speaking to, and took several steps backward again.

			“That does sound like her,” Scorch admitted, backing away himself to hopefully calm the girl down. If Meg wasn’t actually their enemy, he didn’t see any reason to intimidate her. “You may call me Scorch, by the way. And you’re Meg?”

			The girl nodded, her eyes wide with either fear or awe, both completely appropriate. “You’re…Scorch? The real Scorch, the dragon who taught Bianca a thousand years ago?”

			Why did all the humans he met in this future have to repeat his name like that?

			“But why would Herman tell the Warden?” Ciara said before Scorch could respond. “What did I ever do to him? I thought he was my friend!”

			“Oh, so now you don’t believe a friend would do that? Where was that faith in me?” Meg said, her confidence returning as she wheeled back to Scorch’s apprentice.

			“I know how much you wanted the Warden gone, so I thought you were trying to help your dad!”

			“By having you and your mom arrested?”

			“Yeah, well, I didn’t understand it either!”

			The two girls angrily crossed their arms as they glared at each other, which reminded Scorch of how the Dragon Mage’s apprentices would often believe the worst of each other too. At least in Cillian’s case, he deserved it.

			“Why did this other boy tell your War-man about the book, Meg?” Scorch asked, not really understanding.

			Meg gave him a wary look, but at least she managed to speak to him like he wasn’t going to cook and eat her. “His dad caught the Skael Cough. That’s why he came over to Ciara’s farm, the night he discovered her book, to see if she had any herbs that could help his dad sleep. I guess his father got worse, and they couldn’t afford the Warden’s medicine, so Herman tried to make a deal for it by telling the Warden who had Bianca’s book.” She shook her head. “I don’t think he had any idea what that’d mean for Ciara and her mom, honestly. He just wanted to save his father.”

			This drained any remaining anger out of Ciara, and she slumped against the closest wall, sniffing loudly. “He should have known what would happen,” she whispered. “But okay.”

			“It’s not okay,” Meg said. “Even after Herman turned you in, the Warden refused to give his dad any medicine. He said Herman should have turned you in the moment he first saw you, and the fact that he waited made him guilty too. He almost had my dad arrest both Herman and his father, too!”

			Ciara glanced up at the other girl, her face a mask of pain. “So it didn’t even help? Everything he put me and my mom through, and it was all…pointless?”

			“I know, and I’m so sorry, Ciara,” Meg said, biting her lip. “But that’s not why I came looking for you. My dad mentioned that the Drakes found some strange man here the night they arrested your mom, only for the man to disappear. He sent out more Drakes to find this guy, but they never came back. I thought maybe he was helping you to hide, and the tower seemed as good a place as any to look.”

			“That was me, actually,” Ciara said, sounding miserable, staring at the floor. “Bianca’s journal had magic in it, which I used to accidentally summon Scorch, along with an illusion to trick the Drakes. The last six your dad sent aren’t coming back, by the way. They sort of got exiled.”

			Meg gasped several times as Ciara spoke. “You used magic?” she said, her voice so high, she practically squeaked. She pointed at Scorch. “Did he make you an apprentice like in Bianca’s book?!”

			Ciara squeezed her eyes shut now, looking like she was in pain, which made the dragon’s chest tighten. “No. He was going to, but I…I didn’t…I couldn’t—”

			Scorch couldn’t take much more of this, but what could he do? He couldn’t tell her it would all be all right, not when he knew he still had to leave. “We can get into all of that later,” he said finally, hoping to change the subject. “You said your father is a Drake, Meg? Do you know if more will be coming to the tower, now that the others went missing?”

			“That’s actually why I came,” Meg told him, looking worried now. “The Warden has been furious ever since Ciara escaped, and with every day that passes, he’s gotten more paranoid, accusing random villagers of hiding her. He’s had the Drakes tearing apart houses, destroying shops, even digging up fields, which I think is more to punish the village than anything. It’s horrible. But he really lost it when those six Drakes didn’t return, and ordered my father to send all the Drakes out to the tower, to find out what happened.” She shook her head as Scorch and his apprentice both straightened up in alarm. “You two have to get out of here, tonight, because as of dawn tomorrow, fifty armed Drakes will be heading this way with orders to take down anyone they find.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			
				We all have regrets, but you have to move on from the past if you want to live in the present.

				At least, that’s what I told Scorch when I accidentally made half his treasure disappear.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“I have to get you out of here, Ciara,” Scorch said. “There’s no hiding from that many Drakes.”

			But she couldn’t meet his gaze, not now, not after…everything. “What about my mom?” she asked quietly.

			“She’s okay at the moment,” Meg said, which helped. “My father’s been sneaking her food and water, and the Emperor’s Wyrms won’t be here for almost two weeks.”

			Ciara slowly nodded, hating that it was all going to end like this. But again, there was no one to blame but herself. If she’d listened to Scorch and hidden from the Drakes earlier that day, then they wouldn’t have gone missing, and there’d have been no reason to send a small army of the Warden’s guards to the tower now.

			The worst part was, with all the Drakes at the tower, they’d have to leave the Warden’s Sanctuary unguarded. There’d be no safer time for her and Scorch to…to…

			“Hold on!” she shouted, startling both Meg and the dragon. “We can’t leave, not yet!”

			“Ciara,” Scorch said, his eyes sympathetic, but she jumped in before he could continue.

			“With all the Drakes here, the Sanctuary will be empty tomorrow morning!” she said, practically tripping over her words in an effort to get them out faster. “That means there’d be no one to stop us if we went to rescue my mother. We could get her out safely, and grab the Warden’s copy of the Codex, all without facing a single Drake!”

			“Whoa, you’re serious?” Meg asked, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “You’re really going to go after your mom?”

			“If…if I can convince Scorch to help,” Ciara stammered, not sure that was even possible anymore. The dragon was staring off into space, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

			“It’s actually not the worst idea,” Meg said, looking a bit impressed as she considered the plan. “I can get my dad’s keys to the Sanctuary, which should open the dungeon, too. And you’re right, there won’t be anyone there but the Warden.”

			“Just one old man,” Ciara said, watching Scorch closely. “He probably won’t even have a weapon. We’d never have a better time, a safer time, to do it.”

			The dragon sighed deeply. “Except the Drakes will return after searching the tower. It won’t take them long with that many.”

			“We wouldn’t need long to rescue my mom,” Ciara pointed out, hating herself for even hoping he might go along with it. “And if I could use magic, then we’d be even faster.” He finally turned to look at her now, but his expression was unreadable. “I could even use that same illusion to scare the Warden into leaving Skael forever, just like those six Drakes. All I’d need is one spell!”

			The dragon’s eyes narrowed, and she held her breath, not sure she could take it if he refused.

			“Just because the Warden fled doesn’t mean his Drakes would just let you go,” Scorch said finally. “Not to mention that you’d need magic to get to the Sanctuary without being recognized. That’s two illusions, which seems to be your limit.”

			“It was my limit, but another dinner should give me all the strength I’d need!” she said, ready to beg if it would help. “We can take care of the Drakes later. I’d just need one more spell to heal my mother, and that’s it!”

			The dragon groaned, and she wondered if she’d pushed it too far.

			“I honestly can’t believe I’m standing here talking to a dragon about magic,” Meg said, smiling slightly. “But why would you need to heal her? The Warden told us he has enough medicine in the Sanctuary to cover the entire village. Why not just give your mom some of that, once he’s gone?”

			Ciara gasped loudly. “See?” she said, pointing at Meg. “That takes us back down to two spells at most!”

			“Two instances of magic,” Scorch corrected her. “Still, it might be possible.” As Ciara started jumping up and down, the dragon quickly continued. “That wasn’t a yes, apprentice. If I agree to this, which I’m not saying I will, it will be the very last time you use magic. I don’t care if this goes perfectly to plan and you’re never in the slightest bit of danger—after we are through, I will take Bianca’s journal and leave. That’s the only way to keep you and the village safe.”

			His words felt like a punch to her gut, one she had no chance of blocking like Meg had. But she nodded anyway, knowing this was more than she could have expected after what she’d done. “There’s nothing more important than this. If you let me use the book one last time, then once we rescue my mom and send the Warden away, I’ll never bother you again. You can go find the Dragon Mage, and learn what happened to Bianca.”

			“Wait—what, now?” Meg shouted. “You’re going to find the Dragon Mage? I didn’t even know she was still around to find!”

			“That’s nothing,” Ciara said, forcing a slight smile. “Scorch thinks I’m related to Bianca.”

			“You’re what?” Meg said, then leaned back against the nearby wall. “I can’t take all of this at once. At least that explains why there aren’t Revenants everywhere.”

			“Yeah, because they’re not real,” Ciara said automatically, still waiting for Scorch’s answer. “I proved that when I used magic.”

			“No you didn’t,” Meg said, frowning at her. “You just told me you’re an heir to one of the Dragon Mage’s original apprentices, just like the Emperor and his son. Not that I’m saying Revenants are real, obviously, but if you’re related to Bianca, all you proved is that the Codex could still be right, because you’d be one of three people who can use magic without summoning them.”

			Ciara felt the room spin now, but not from exhaustion. How had she not realized that, the moment Scorch brought up her being Bianca’s descendant? All this time she’d been thinking she’d proven the Codex wrong! She took a deep breath, trying to keep down all the food she’d eaten as it rose back up her throat. “You’re right,” she said quietly. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that before.”

			“All the more reason to find this Codex and see what bits of truth exist in its pages,” Scorch said. “What time exactly did you say the Drakes would leave Skael tomorrow, Meg?”

			“Right after sunrise,” she told him as it slowly dawned on Ciara what the dragon had just said.

			“You’re giving me permission to do this?” she asked him, her voice barely louder than a whisper.

			“What choice do I have?” He smiled sadly. “Don’t pretend you wouldn’t try to break your mother out no matter what I said, magic or no. But like I said, after this is over, I’m taking the book, Ciara. It’s for your own good.”

			Meg frowned, but Ciara quickly nodded, just thankful that she was being given this chance. “Thank you, Scorch,” she told him. “You have no idea how much this means to me. And I promise to do exactly what you say.”

			He snorted. “Oh, I very much doubt that. Now let’s have something to eat. You’re going to need all your strength tomorrow, after all.”

			“You’ve got food here?” Meg asked, her stomach rumbling.

			Scorch reached under his leg and slid Bianca’s journal over to Ciara. “We will, if my apprentice ever gets around to making some,” he told her, before turning to Ciara. “Try to create enough for everyone this time, Ciara. It’s been a long day, and I’m ravenous.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			
				Dragons like to hoard secrets just like they hoard treasure. But I’m convinced it’s because some of those secrets make them look adorable.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			After an even bigger meal than their last one, Ciara, Scorch, and Meg made plans for the next morning, and then Meg left for home so she wouldn’t be caught out too late. According to Ciara, Meg’s father could always tell if she was lying, so they didn’t want to give him any reason to question her about where she might have snuck off to and who she might have met.

			Scorch’s apprentice tried to go to sleep not long after Meg had gone, but she ended up tossing and turning for most of the night. When Scorch moved to wake her before dawn, Ciara opened her eyes before he even reached her and was on her feet a moment later. While he wished she’d gotten more rest, Scorch hadn’t bothered resting himself, not after the thousand years of sleep he’d just gotten. Instead, he’d spent the night trying to find any flaws in their plan.

			With Ciara ready to go, they set off on foot toward the village, Ciara with Bianca’s journal, and Scorch with, well, himself. If they needed anything beyond that, they’d already be in trouble.

			They’d talked about whether Scorch should fly Ciara to Skael from the tower (by carrying her in his hands, of course, never on his back), but that seemed too risky, even in the early-morning darkness. Given that humans hadn’t seen a dragon for a thousand years, the last thing he wanted was to set off a panic if a villager caught sight of him.

			But walking took longer, and it would also drain Ciara’s energy, so Scorch ended up carrying her most of the way anyway. Finally, as they reached the far edges of the village shortly before the sun came up, Scorch told Ciara to stop for a moment, as he didn’t want to get any closer to Skael without a disguise.

			“You want me to cast an illusion spell?” Ciara asked, looking down at the journal floating in front of her. “I can, but I thought you wanted me to use as little magic as possible?”

			“Don’t waste any energy,” he told her, morphing into his cat form while she was distracted with the magic. “I’ve got this.”

			She turned to ask what that meant, only to gasp at the sight of his new form. “You told me you couldn’t cast spells!” Ciara hissed, staring down at Scorch’s feline body in the first hint of light from the rising sun.

			That angle was definitely new to him, as he was far more used to intimidating his apprentice—or apprentices—by towering over them. He’d just have to figure out a way to intimidate as a cat.

			“I can’t use magic,” he corrected her. “And I didn’t. This wasn’t done through magic, not the way you mean.” Not that he planned on explaining any further, as this wasn’t just his secret, but the other great dragons’ as well.

			“Wait, so this isn’t an illusion?” she asked. But before he could respond, she reached down to grab him, then lifted him in the air in spite of his frantic effort to claw her. “Wow, you really aren’t a dragon anymore. Look at you! You’re just the cutest black cat ever!”

			“This is why I didn’t tell you I could do this!” he growled, sounding far less scary than he’d hoped. “Now put me down, apprentice!”

			“So…fuzzy,” she said, almost in a daze, but eventually did place him back down on the dirt road, where he had to fight off the instinct to bathe himself, both from the dirt and from her touch. Unfortunately, that would have to wait, as even his cat ears could hear horses coming down the road.

			“The Drakes are on their way,” he told Ciara. “Where is this hiding place you talked about?”

			“Over here,” she said, then led the way toward a nearby farm, which he’d somehow known she would. The smell of pigs had hit him several minutes back on the road, and he’d guessed even then that his apprentice would insist on hiding near the stinking animals.

			“You did this on purpose,” he accused her, stepping carefully along the road to avoid the piles of dirt—or what he hoped was dirt—on their way toward the barn.

			“Oh, calm down, we’re not hiding in the pigs’ pen,” she said. “Just next to it. There are bales of hay we can duck behind.”

			They made it to the bales with plenty of time, which meant that the Drakes were probably walking their horses until they reached the edge of the village. As Ciara settled in to wait, Scorch jumped up to the top of the hay to keep watch.

			“They might see you, you know,” his apprentice whispered from below. The Drakes were still too far away to hear, but she probably didn’t want to wake the farmer in his home behind them.

			“Really? I hadn’t thought of that!” Scorch whispered back. “Do you think they’ll throw me in a tiny cat dungeon? Will they chain up my little paws, just in case I try to break out and hunt some mice?”

			He could hear her muttering something rude in response, but let it go. If they were found, Ciara would have to use magic to protect herself, and she didn’t have the energy to spare for that, so their rescue attempt would be over before it started. No, everything depended on getting as close to this Sanctuary place as possible before she had to create an illusion.

			As the sun’s light slowly peeked over the mountains, Scorch scanned the village from his perch, trying to see what had changed in the last centuries. Ciara and Meg had described it in detail as best they could, including the Warden’s Sanctuary. Apparently every villager able to walk was required to attend a weekly meeting there, where the Warden would read from the Codex about a ridiculous, violent version of the Dragon Mage. Scorch could only imagine what Tia would have to say about that.

			According to the humans, the Sanctuary was easily the largest building in town, built by the villagers over several years under the Warden’s orders. A main hall made up the largest part of the Sanctuary, with the Warden’s living quarters situated directly behind it, almost as big as the hall itself, from what Meg had said. And it was there that the entrance to the dungeon would be.

			They’d decided to leave rescuing Ciara’s mother to Ciara and Meg, even if Scorch hated the idea of separating. But they didn’t have time to waste, and Scorch had to find The Draconic Codex in the Warden’s quarters, no matter how many lies it might contain. He’d have to be extremely careful with his dragonfire, but it should be able to separate out the truth by burning away the lies.

			It simply wasn’t possible that Tia had perished in a fight against the Revenant monsters, assuming they were even real. No living creature could possibly stand against her magic, which meant she had to still be out there somewhere. But where?

			Movement caught his eye, and Scorch meowed softly to alert his apprentice that the Drakes had reached the edge of the village. The Warden’s guards had more armor on than the other three times he’d seen them, and each one had both a sword and a crossbow, all to fight one small human girl. As they mounted their horses and rode past, Scorch couldn’t help but let out an angry hiss. The fifty or so Drakes didn’t even notice.

			The guards kicked their horses into a trot once they passed the farm, and based on their speed, Scorch estimated they’d be back in a half hour at most, given how long it’d take them to reach the tower, search it, and return to the village. If he and his apprentice were lucky, they might have a bit more time than that, but he wasn’t going to count on it, not the way their luck had gone so far.

			“Time to go,” he told Ciara, and she leapt to her feet, ready to move. But as she emerged from behind the hay, she stopped dead at the sight of the farm in the early-morning light.

			“Meg wasn’t kidding,” she whispered, nodding at the nearby fields, where someone had torn up all the remaining crops before they were ready for harvesting. Many of the vegetables still lay in the dirt, completely ruined. “The Drakes really did destroy everything. And for what? They couldn’t actually have thought I was hiding in them.”

			“There’s nothing more dangerous to humans than their own kind,” Scorch whispered sadly.

			“It’s like Meg said,” Ciara whispered back, shaking her head. “The Warden punished the village because he couldn’t find me. No one did anything wrong, but they lost everything anyway.” She looked down at Scorch, her eyes glistening. “I hate this. It isn’t right, and it isn’t fair.” She wiped a dirty-looking sleeve across her eyes. “My parents used to tell me that life isn’t fair so I needed to get used to it. But I never understood that. Shouldn’t that be the goal, to make it fair for everyone?”

			For a moment, his apprentice reminded Scorch of Tia, of all people. “They can’t do this on their own,” the Dragon Mage had told the dragon when he’d asked her why she wanted to waste all their time teaching magic to humans. “Magic is their birthright, but they can’t even use it. That’s not right, and it’s not fair. They weren’t made to spend their lives in the dirt, struggling to grow enough food to make it through another season. That’s survival, not living. They deserve the chance to become what they were meant to be.”

			“And what’s that?” he’d asked.

			Tia had smiled. “I can’t wait for the day you find out, Scorch.”

			But that day hadn’t come. All of Tia’s hard work had resulted in this, a human emperor ruling over his own kind, using his servants to steal or destroy everything they owned, while banning any knowledge of magic, without which they’d never break free of his rule.

			What happened to you, Tia? Scorch thought as Ciara led him into the village. Was it really these Revenant creatures, or did the humans turn on you like they turn on each other? You just wanted to help them, but that’s never enough for them. All they ever care about is power.

			“I’m really glad you’re here with me for this, Teacher,” his apprentice whispered as they reached the edge of town. “I don’t know how I’d have felt doing this alone.”

			He glanced up at her sadly. “I wouldn’t let you face this alone. But you shouldn’t call me that, Ciara. Not anymore.”

			She closed her eyes for a moment, then nodded. “You’re right, I forgot. Sorry about that, Scorch.”

			That didn’t feel any better, though. At least she’d be safe with her mother soon, with the Warden and his Drakes gone, leaving Scorch free to find out what had happened to Tia.

			“But that’s not really what I was talking about,” she said, the edges of her mouth rising slightly into a smile. “I meant that it was bad enough smelling like pigs by myself. It’s much easier to deal with if you’re going to stink too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			
				You can make all the plans you want ahead of time, but once magic enters the situation, all bets are off.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			As Ciara and her dragon-cat made their way farther into Skael, their progress began to slow dramatically, due to debris from the Drakes’ destruction filling the streets. Broken furniture, family heirlooms, and ripped clothing were everywhere, making Ciara feel even worse. She had to remind herself that the Warden would soon be gone, never to return, if all went to plan, so at least this would be his last act of cruelty to the villagers.

			They started to turn a corner, hoping to find a clearer street, but Scorch hissed loudly, and Ciara froze. That was the signal that someone was coming, so she quickly reached down to find the invisible book floating at her side, already open to the correct spell. Following the raised Draconic word with her finger, she created her first illusion without too much of a drain, given how much she’d eaten the day before, and the warmth of the magic covered everything else.

			She lifted an arm to watch as her clothing changed into that of a farmer from Bianca’s time. She worried that the presence of a stranger might make the villagers suspicious, but there wasn’t much choice, as that was all the spellbook had. Scorch looked up at her and nodded, apparently happy with the result, so she returned his nod, then led the way around the corner, ready for anything….

			Anything except for Herman and his father, George, walking toward them down the next street. Herman, the boy who’d actually turned her in to the Warden, had his shoulder under his father’s arm to support him, making Ciara think of her own mother, lying in the Warden’s cell. She wanted to hate Herman for what he’d done, but as they approached the boy and his father, she found that she didn’t have anything but pity for them both.

			George coughed, and Ciara flinched—his illness sounded like it was progressing as quickly as her mom’s. She couldn’t help but wonder, if she’d been in Herman’s shoes, would she have turned her neighbor in to save her own father? It was impossible to know for sure.

			She nodded at them both while scratching her cheek, hoping her hand might help hide her face as a newcomer to the village. Both Herman and his father nodded back, barely even glancing her way before walking on without another word. That was a relief, though Ciara knew it was only because they were both trying to figure out what to do next, given that the Warden had refused to give them medicine.

			She almost wished she could tell them that things would get better soon, that the Warden had enough medicine in the Sanctuary for the entire village, and that once he was gone, she’d make sure everyone with the Skael Cough was cured.

			But she couldn’t say any of that, not without giving everything away, so she and Scorch just continued on in silence.

			They weren’t far from the Sanctuary now. The street they’d turned down had more shops than houses, but even here, shattered glass and broken goods were everywhere. Ciara picked up Scorch so he wouldn’t cut his adorable little paws, which he reluctantly allowed her to do, after batting at her uselessly for a moment. Apparently, Tia’s magical oath kept Scorch from hurting humans in his cat form, too, or she’d probably have been covered in scratches by now.

			As they passed one of the wrecked shops, Ciara glanced inside, then covered a gasp at the sight. It looked like a tornado had touched down. The shop owner was sweeping up the remains of a bag of grain in a daze and barely even noticed them. Unfortunately, things only got worse the farther they walked down the street.

			The town square lay at the end of the street, and when they reached it, Ciara breathed in deeply, trying to remember that this could all be fixed. The sight of Meg on the steps of the Sanctuary helped a bit, and Ciara quickly carried Scorch over to her friend.

			“Hey, right on time,” Ciara whispered to Meg as she gently put Scorch down on the Sanctuary steps.

			Meg just blinked in surprise. “Sorry, do I know you?” she asked, and Ciara groaned silently, realizing she’d forgotten about her illusion disguise. “I’m just waiting for a friend,” Meg continued. “We’re going to bring the Warden some baked goods to thank him for everything he’s done for this town!”

			“Meg, it’s me, Ciara!” she whispered. “And that’s Scorch as an adorable cat.”

			“Meow,” Scorch said, rolling his eyes.

			Meg looked back and forth between the two of them in disbelief, then slowly reached out to touch the illusion of the farmer’s face, only for her hand to pass through the air above Ciara’s actual head, since the illusion of the farmer was taller than she was. “Whoa, it looks so real,” Meg whispered.

			“That’s pretty much the point,” Ciara told her. “Did you get your dad’s keys?”

			Meg patted her pocket, which jingled slightly. “Got ’em. We don’t have long before the Drakes will be back, though. Maybe just twenty minutes. Is that enough time?”

			“Easily,” Ciara told her, and nodded at the door. “I bet I have the Warden running for his life in ten.”

			And with that, she led the way up the steps to the Sanctuary, ready to finally make up for the horrible mistake she’d made all those years ago.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			
				Humans have always struggled to survive, but there are always some who hoard food or money, far more than they could need, even while others starve.

				What is wrong with us?

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			After Meg unlocked the doors to the building, Ciara went in first. They figured she had the best chance of bluffing the Warden with her farmer disguise if he was in the hall. Scorch followed immediately after, with Meg just behind. The Sanctuary’s hall was empty, fortunately, without any sign of the Warden, so Meg closed the doors behind them, locking the building back up, in case anyone tried to follow them.

			Ciara and Meg had warned Scorch of what to expect inside the Sanctuary, but their descriptions hadn’t come anywhere close to preparing him for the sight of it. Everything was made from or lined with gold, something that ordinarily would have reminded Scorch of his treasure hoard. Only, the villagers of Skael had been forced to mine all of this gold, some even dying in the process, including Ciara’s father, so even the dragon found its sparkle disgusting.

			There was more than just gold, too, with silver statues lining every row of seats, and paintings covering the walls. But the most offensive of all had to be the enormous golden statue at the far end of the hall, sculpted to resemble the Dragon Mage herself. Except it wasn’t the Tia Scorch knew, but the one Ciara had used for her illusion, a tall, angry-looking Tia who wore armor and held a flaming sword in the air.

			Tia. Holding a sword. The least violent, most loving person he’d ever met, and they’d stuck a weapon in her hand. He sneered angrily at the thought, unable to believe how little the humans knew of the Dragon Mage they seemed to care so much about. But he should have realized that when Ciara and Meg had described all the gold and silver in the Sanctuary, since the Tia he knew would have ripped it all down and handed it out to those in need.

			Worse, from what the two girls had told him, all this wealth was just a fraction of the Warden’s fortune, as he required all the villagers—many of whom barely had enough to eat—to donate either crops or coins to the Sanctuary on a regular basis, sometimes every week, supposedly for upkeep of the Sanctuary and to pay his Drakes, the same guards who terrorized the village.

			Scorch shook his head in disgust as the three of them moved silently down the center aisle, resolving to come back and remove all the gold and silver from the Sanctuary at the first chance he got, just to make sure Tia never had to see what the humans had done in her name. Most should go to the villagers, of course, but there’d probably be some left over, so he’d just have to store it in his treasure hoard to keep it safe.

			As they closed in on the awful statue at the end of the hall, the paintings on the wall caught Scorch’s eye, most of them of Tia again. But they didn’t show the Dragon Mage teaching magic, or bringing humans and dragons together, or anything else that she might consider her legacy.

			No, the majority of the paintings depicted the armored version of Tia fighting creatures that looked like transparent, shadowy nightmares with her flaming sword. Those had to be the Revenants, so Scorch squinted to get a closer look. Whatever they were, he’d definitely never seen them before, not in all his years. But the longer he looked, the more uncomfortable he became, as the artist had done far too good a job of making the creatures look terrifying.

			At least he’d have the Warden’s copy of the Codex in a moment, and could see for himself the truth behind these Revenants.

			Just when he thought he’d seen the worst of it, Scorch’s eyes fell on the very last painting, this one hanging next to the enormous gold statue of Tia. This painting didn’t show the Dragon Mage fighting the Revenants; instead, the artist had painted Tia lying on the ground wounded, maybe fatally, with a host of the creatures surrounding her.

			The sight of Tia in such a state hit Scorch like a punch to the stomach, and he almost reverted to his dragon form to burn the painting to ash, just so he’d never have to look at it again. Or better yet, maybe he should set fire to the entire Sanctuary and cleanse the village of this evil once and for all. Dragonfire’s ability to cleanse away lies might reach its limit in this first room alone.

			“Hey, you okay?” Ciara whispered from just beyond the horrific golden statue. “We don’t have much time, so we have to get moving.”

			He cursed the Sanctuary in the language of cats, just in case any outsiders could hear, then trotted over to join Ciara and Meg at the double doors leading to the Warden’s private chambers, where they would find both Ciara’s mom and the Codex.

			Ciara leaned her head up against the door, probably trying to listen for movement on the other side, only she clearly forgot how tall her illusion was, as the farmer’s head passed right through.

			Scorch cringed, hoping no one was around to have seen the farmer’s face appear like a ghost through the solid wood of the door. But Ciara nodded, apparently satisfied, and gestured for Meg to unlock the doors with her father’s keys, then opened one of the doors slowly, wincing as the hinges creaked.

			“No one’s there,” Ciara whispered, quickly dropping her illusion, which was good, because Scorch could already see that her legs had started shaking. Even with food, she couldn’t keep the magic going forever, and she still had another illusion to create before they were through. Why hadn’t he focused on the mission, instead of getting distracted by the gold and paintings? The last thing Ciara needed was for Scorch to slow them down.

			She waved him through the door, and he slipped inside first, just in case the Warden was hiding somewhere. His paws padded silently on the shiny, speckled stone floor of the hallway beyond the doors as he went, only to pause as the scent of treasure hit him like a slap to the face.

			If the smell was anything to go by, Ciara and Meg had completely underestimated how much the Warden had stolen from the village. The walls themselves were covered in gold, though with only a thin layer covering the wood or stone beneath, and sagging tables held dozens of boxes overflowing with gold, silver, and copper coins up and down the hallway.

			“Whoa!” Ciara whispered, staring at one of the boxes from behind Scorch. “He’s got all of this, and still tried to charge us for medicine?”

			“My dad says there’s more in his personal rooms at the other end of the hall too,” Meg whispered, nodding at another pair of double doors.

			As Scorch turned to look, he noticed more paintings along the walls, but at least these weren’t of Tia fighting anything. One had the Dragon Mage opening her arms to five humans, who he suspected were supposed to be her apprentices, though the resemblances weren’t good. Even so, he could tell that Bianca wasn’t included, as none looked even remotely like his own apprentice.

			But other paintings had different subjects. One showed a middle-aged man with warm, copper-brown skin, wearing a dragon helmet far more elaborate than the ones the Drakes wore. The scales of his armor glistened like platinum over every inch of his body, but that had to be the artist’s imagination; if they really were platinum, the armor alone would have been worth almost as much as Scorch’s entire treasure hoard. But what caught the dragon’s attention the most were the man’s dead eyes, staring out above his carefully trimmed dark brown beard.

			He’d seen them before, after all, every time Scorch had been forced to speak to Cillian.

			A plaque below the painting read His Majesty, the Emperor Unum, and the dragon had to hold back a hiss.

			“This must lead to the dungeon,” Meg whispered from a door in the middle of the hallway. “The Warden would never put the entrance in his own personal quarters.”

			Scorch and Ciara joined her, and Scorch sniffed at the door. “There’s magic of some kind down there, but it’s faint,” he said, not mentioning the far worse odors he caught as well. “It must be the medicine your mother needs, but it doesn’t smell like there’s enough for a village.”

			“Why would it be in the dungeon?” Meg whispered, but his apprentice shrugged.

			“As long as there’s medicine for everyone who’s sick now, I don’t care where he keeps it,” she whispered.

			Ciara listened at the door for a moment, then slowly opened it, releasing the unfortunate odors into the hallway. Scorch wrinkled his nose in disgust, not wanting to think about Ciara’s mother down there. Ciara clearly felt the same, as all signs of her exhaustion disappeared, replaced with a rage he’d never seen in his apprentice.

			“The Codex should be over there,” she hissed at Scorch, her eyes practically burning with fury as she nodded at the second pair of double doors at the end of the hall. “Good luck, Teacher. I’ll be back up in a moment with my mother.”

			“Be extremely careful with the Warden, if he’s down there,” Scorch whispered to his apprentice, hoping to find the man sleeping in his rooms instead.

			But Ciara had already disappeared through the door, Meg right behind her, after one last nervous glance at Scorch.

			For a moment, he felt an overwhelming urge to follow, especially given the look in Ciara’s eyes. But he had his own mission, and she’d promised not to do anything too risky. Besides, if all went as they’d planned, the Warden was the one who should be worried.

			As it was, he didn’t have any time to waste, since the Drakes could be back in a matter of minutes. With a quick sigh, Scorch turned and ran toward the double doors at the end of the hall, hoping Ciara was right about what lay behind them. Unfortunately, he didn’t hear any breathing beyond them, which meant the Warden must be in the dungeon with Ciara’s mother. He’d have to move even faster so he could join his apprentice downstairs as soon as he’d burned his way through the Codex.

			Scorch slid a paw under one of the doors and tried to pull it open, but it didn’t budge, probably locked as well. How paranoid did the Warden have to be to lock every room in his quarters? He quickly reverted to his dragon form, then placed one shoulder against the doors and pushed, lightly at first, but with gradually increasing force until the wood around the doors’ lock broke and one swung open.

			The moment it did, he instantly changed back into a cat, in case he was discovered, but also so he could see slightly better in the dim light of the rooms beyond the doors. Cat eyes were just a bit better in the dark than a dragon’s.

			The rooms did appear to be the Warden’s private quarters, just like Meg had promised, as a bed sat against the far wall, with a dining table taking up much of the rest of the room. The bed was covered in luxurious silk sheets, and the dining table was made from a polished wood that must have been brought in from beyond the valley, just more examples of the Warden’s vast, stolen wealth. There was even a painting of an old, bearded human in white robes who Scorch suspected was the Warden himself, which confirmed everything the dragon already knew about the man.

			But where was the Codex? There weren’t any books on the dining table, or next to the bed. A golden podium stood near the table, placed close enough that someone could read from a book to those eating, and that seemed like a good possibility.

			Scorch scampered over to the podium and tried to leap onto it from the floor, but misjudged the height. His front paws barely caught hold of the edge of the podium, and he grabbed for it instinctively, only to yowl in surprise as the podium tumbled back toward him. He leapt away before it could crush him, but the podium crashed against the stone floor with a horrible ringing noise…and a loud thump.

			Wincing at the noise, Scorch quickly moved around to the side of the downed podium, his puffed-up tail slowly deflating as he went. There, he discovered the source of the thump: a gold-covered book.

			The Draconic Codex, the cover said. At last! Scorch would finally get a look at Cillian’s version of the Dragon Mage’s life, assuming the Warden hadn’t heard the podium falling over and wasn’t on his way to investigate.

			He reached a paw under the book’s cover and flipped it open, then frowned as he realized how large the book was. There were easily three or four times as many pages as in Bianca’s journal, and whoever had transcribed it had written in very small text. If he had to read the entire thing, he’d be there for days, and he definitely didn’t have that kind of time.

			Instead, Scorch flipped the book over and opened the back cover, then turned back a few pages, trying to find the very last entry, hoping that would describe whatever had happened to Tia.

			He stopped when he found a chapter heading, its words chilling his blood.

			The Book of Revenants, it said. And right below that, Wherein the Dragon Mage Sacrifices Herself for All Humanity.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			
				Cillian once asked the Dragon Mage why she didn’t just take over the world and force everyone to be good. Cillian misses the point by miles sometimes.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Ciara quietly crept down the stairs toward what she hoped was the dungeon, Meg right behind her. As they reached the first landing, a voice drifted up from below—a voice that made Ciara grind her teeth.

			“I sent the Drakes away this morning so we could speak in private, Delia,” the Warden said. “Things have gotten a bit heated, and I thought I’d see if we can’t resolve this matter ourselves.”

			“I have nothing to say to you, Warden,” Ciara’s mother said. Her voice was shaky, but not as weak as Ciara had feared. “Actually, wait, I thought of something: Is that smell you, or years of mold and slime? I really can’t tell.”

			“I didn’t come here to fight, Delia,” the Warden growled. Ciara almost snorted, considering he was about to get a fight, whether he wanted one or not. She tapped the invisible book floating at her side and felt it open to what she hoped was the correct spell. Scorch had confirmed it earlier, of course, but not being able to see it still made her a bit nervous. She felt around until she reached the raised lines of the Draconic word, then started tracing it.

			“In fact, I came to make a deal,” the Warden continued, and Ciara’s hand froze in place. She threw a glance back at Meg, who looked just as shocked as Ciara felt.

			“And what’s that? You’ll let me go free, and in return, I betray my daughter by telling you where she is, right? What a bargain. And of course I can believe that such a trustworthy, noble man like yourself will keep his end of a deal.” Ciara’s mother laughed, only to fall into a coughing fit, which sounded worse now than it had a couple of days ago.

			“Not exactly, I’m afraid,” the Warden said, sounding angrier himself as her mom’s coughing faded. “No, my offer has to do with this.” He went silent for a moment, and Ciara shared another look with Meg. “That cough doesn’t sound good, Delia. Perhaps I was too hasty in rejecting your offer to buy medicine. Well, here it is, and it’s all yours, if you help me find your daughter and bring her in safely.”

			“You monster,” her mother said, coughing a few more times. “How can you let people die when you have enough for the entire village?”

			“Oh, that was a bit of an exaggeration, I’m afraid,” the Warden said. “I just told everyone that so they’d go back into the mines. They’d never have gone otherwise, no matter how much my Drakes threatened them. No, this is the only bottle of medicine in the entire village. You see, the only thing that can cure the Skael Cough is magic, and that requires the Emperor or his son to make it. I couldn’t exactly ask them to make such an effort on the behalf of some pathetic villagers, now, could I? They sent this one to protect me, in the event I ever caught it from one of you.”

			Ciara clenched her fists, ready now to run down and fight the Warden with her bare hands. There was only one bottle of medicine? Dozens of people would die from the Skael Cough without it!

			“You really are the most pathetic human being alive,” her mother said, sounding furious herself.

			“Be careful, Delia,” the Warden hissed. “This offer won’t last long. I’d have thought you’d want to be healthy enough to stand by your daughter when she faces the Emperor’s judgment, but perhaps I was mistaken. We will find her, Delia, with or without your help. My Drakes are searching for her at this very moment. But I’m feeling merciful, so if you tell me where she’s hiding with the fallen apprentice’s journal, then I’ll give you the medicine you need to see her again.”

			Ciara frantically began tracing the spell again, not wanting to hear her mother’s response. She would never blame her mom if she did take the deal, but her mother might not forgive herself. Ciara needed to get the second illusion going before that could happen, and—

			“I’d never take that deal,” her mother said, and Ciara had to cover a choked sob with her hand, hoping no one had heard. “I know you can’t understand this, what with the rotting hole where your heart should be, but I’d much rather die from this sickness than ever hand my daughter over to you. I hope you never find her, and the Emperor judges you in her place for your failure—”

			“You dare speak to me that way?” the Warden roared. “You’ll pay for that! Get over here, I’m going to—”

			And then the sound of breaking glass cut him off, and Ciara’s body went cold as ice. No. No, he couldn’t have.

			“Look what you made me do, you horrible wretch!” the Warden screamed.

			Her mother started laughing again, of all things. “You only dropped it because you couldn’t reach me through the bars. Guess you should have unlocked the cell before trying to beat up a sick woman?”

			“This is all your fault, Delia!” the Warden screeched. “Now no one will have the medicine, no one will be cured of the Skael Cough, all because of you!”

			Ciara squeezed her eyes closed, unable to believe what was happening. If the Warden really had broken the only bottle of medicine, that meant Ciara had no way to heal her mother’s sickness.

			No way except for magic.

			Her hand fell back on the page, and she bit her lip to keep from screaming at the unfairness of it all. She was already tired from the first illusion, and to face the Warden, she’d still need to cast the second one. To try to heal her mother on top of that would be far more than she could handle, and there was no way she’d make it back out at that point. That was why Scorch had strictly forbidden her to even consider it.

			But what other choice did she have? Her mother never would have been in this situation if Ciara had handed over the journal the moment the Warden first arrived in Skael. No price was too high to pay to save her now, not even Ciara’s own freedom.

			Below her, the Warden screamed incoherently, far angrier than she’d ever heard him. “Forget the Emperor and his Wyrms, I’ll judge you myself! As soon as the Drakes return, we’ll hold a trial and declare you guilty, at which point all that will be left is the execution. That will draw your daughter out, if nothing else will!”

			Ciara jammed her finger into the spellbook’s page so hard that it throbbed with pain.

			I’m sorry, Scorch, she thought as she started tracing the spell again. I really wanted to follow your orders this time, but I can’t let my mom be hurt, not when I can take her place. You tried so hard to keep me safe, but sometimes you have to make a sacrifice. I hope you can understand eventually.

			And then her finger reached the end of the word, and the spell was cast.

			Warmth filled her body, nothing like the chill Scorch had told her magic brought with it. But the energy drain was even worse now with the second illusion, almost dropping Ciara to her knees.

			And she still had to heal her mother.

			Meg reached down to help Ciara steady herself, and based on the look her friend gave Ciara, the spell had worked. She forced a smile, hoping Meg would understand everything later, then set off down the stairs, making more noise in her weakened state than she intended, but not caring at this point if the Warden heard.

			“Who’s there?” the Warden shouted from below as he heard her footsteps. “Is that you, Bastian? I told you to leave me alone unless you found the girl—”

			And then Ciara reached the bottom of the stairs and watched as the Warden’s face went deathly pale at the sight of her. An odd sort of gurgling noise emerged from his throat, and she smiled for real this time, knowing this moment might be the last bit of joy she had.

			“BEHOLD!” she roared, her voice booming as she pointed the Dragon Mage’s fiery sword directly at the Warden. “GUESS WHO’S COME BACK TO JUDGE YOU, WARDEN? YOU GET THREE TRIES, AND THE FIRST TWO DON’T COUNT!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			
				Even the Dragon Mage isn’t perfect. I once heard her use magic to sing a fourteen-part harmony all by herself, but one of the fourteen voices actually missed a single note. I mean, what’s that about?

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			As Scorch read through the last chapter of The Draconic Codex, he hoped Ciara had freed her mother by now, so he could burn the Sanctuary to the ground.

			His apprentice had been right. The book was filled with Cillian’s lies, as if the former apprentice had tried rewriting history to better suit him. But that didn’t mean there was no truth hiding within. And if it existed, dragonfire would bring it out.

			This last chapter, the Book of Revenants, didn’t say when the events it described took place, but it couldn’t have been more than a year or two after Scorch had left to hibernate, based on Cillian’s details, which also lined up with Bianca’s remaining journal entries.

			But that was the only way the Codex seemed to fit with reality, at least on the surface.

			First, the book claimed that Tia—though it only ever referred to her as the Dragon Mage—had told her apprentices that only they were “worthy” to learn magic, as she’d “blessed” each of them when they were chosen. And because of this blessing, only they or their future bloodlines could ever use magic safely.

			That alone didn’t make any sense, since Tia had always intended for all of humanity to learn magic, and had only chosen her apprentices as the first to be taught, so they could spread it to others. And the idea that Cillian was in any way “worthy” would have made Scorch burst out laughing, if the rest of the book hadn’t been even worse.

			Because the Codex also claimed that one of the apprentices had been to blame for everything from the Revenants to the Dragon Mage’s “sacrifice,” the one the book called the “fallen apprentice.”

			And who was this fallen apprentice, then? Bianca. According to the Codex, Scorch’s own apprentice had decided to betray the Dragon Mage by teaching magic to a friend, breaking the made-up rule that only the apprentices could use the power safely.

			The fallen apprentice, the book said, believed she knew better than her magister—Bianca would never—and chose to disobey the Mage’s command—there wasn’t any command—by teaching the secrets of magic to one not of her blood. The Dragon Mage had always strictly forbidden such a thing—no she hadn’t—as only the worthy, chosen personally by the Dragon Mage, could safely wield the power—another lie.

			And the moment this new, unworthy student used magic for the first time, doom arrived for humanity in the form of the most evil creature to exist: a shadowy Revenant.

			That wasn’t even possible! There was no way that someone could summon a creature, Revenant or otherwise, by using some other magic. It didn’t matter what the magic was, or who the user might be, it simply would never happen. In nonmagical terms, it would be like striking a nail with a hammer, only instead of driving the nail into the wood, the hammer instead turned the nail into a butterfly. It just wasn’t how hammers—or magic—worked!

			That wasn’t to say that magic couldn’t go wrong, especially for a beginner. The Draconic symbols did have to be traced exactly right, as Ciara had learned. But if Bianca truly had taught a friend some magic, she would have started out with something simple, just like Scorch had when they first began, certainly not any magic that could ever even accidentally summon some evil monster!

			Revenants, the Dragon Mage would later reveal to Cillian, her favored apprentice—seriously? SERIOUSLY?!—were creatures born from the evil that humans hold in their hearts, evil that lives on long after the human perishes. And when any unworthy human attempted to use magic, the Revenant would be called by the user’s inner darkness, at which point it would claim the human’s body for their own, and spread their evil by summoning more of their own kind, seeking to doom all of humanity.

			Again…what? Evil wasn’t some parasite that outlived its host; if anything, it came from people’s choices, their actions. How exactly was that meant to create these monsters, then?

			And even if a Revenant was summoned and did possess some poor human, where would their power to “doom all of humanity” come from? Did they drain the humans of their energy, as magic did? If so, considering that beginners like Ciara could barely keep an illusion going for ten minutes, where was all that powerful energy supposedly coming from? None of it made sense!

			The first Revenant infected this ignorant, unworthy student, enveloping her in a black shroud of malevolence for all to see, and turning her unworthy spirit against the Dragon Mage and her apprentices. The fallen apprentice fled in shame, only to be utterly destroyed in the final battle against the Revenants, a fitting end to the betrayer who broke the Dragon Mage’s most sacred law.

			At those words, Scorch had to hold himself back from ripping the book to shreds. That was a lie, it had to be, but he couldn’t learn the truth if he destroyed the Codex. After several deep breaths to calm himself, he let out the gentlest flame he could manage over the pages he’d just read, then watched as the lies burned away, leaving behind only facts.

			The fire scorched the entire first paragraph but left a few words of the next:

			And the moment this new…student used magic for the first time…arrived…a shadowy Revenant.

			His eyes widened. The Revenants were real? And somehow had come from his apprentice teaching her friend magic?

			But no, it only said that a Revenant arrived in that moment. A pretty huge coincidence, but not proof, not yet.

			More truth emerged from the next paragraphs.

			Revenants…were creatures born from the evil that humans hold in their hearts…

			So they had come from evil somehow? What could that even mean?

			But then his eyes fell on the next line, and a roaring filled his ears.

			The…apprentice fled…, only to be utterly destroyed.

			What happened next was a mystery to Scorch. When he came to his senses, the Warden’s bed lay in several pieces around the room, even though he had no memory of destroying it…or the table. He vaguely recalled ripping the golden podium in half, but couldn’t account for the huge claw marks all over the walls, or how the Codex had been torn in half, all but the book’s final chapter.

			When he did regain control, he collapsed to the stone floor and wept. It couldn’t be true; it just couldn’t. Cillian had lied so much that almost nothing had survived Scorch’s dragonfire.

			And yet, somehow, the Revenant had been born of evil, then appeared when a nonapprentice tried magic, only to…to destroy…

			He couldn’t even think it, the idea was so horrific. But the Codex still wasn’t finished.

			This Revenant used its newfound power to summon another of its kind, which immediately summoned another as well, and soon an army was born, with each subsequent Revenant infecting another unworthy human, then calling for more of its kind. The five remaining worthy apprentices were immune to the creatures’ possession, due to their inner nobility, but they were no match for the combined evil of the Revenants, and were all slain save Cillian, the most favored.

			Even the great dragons, servants to the Dragon Mage, were no match for the shadowy creatures, and fell before the Revenant army, leaving the Dragon Mage and Cillian to face the monsters of darkness alone.

			He’d almost lost himself again after reading those words, but forced himself to keep things together, since he didn’t yet know how much was true. He quickly breathed the slightest bit of fire on the pages again, only to wish he hadn’t.

			The…remaining…apprentices…were no match for…the Revenants, and were all slain save Cillian…

			Even the great dragons…fell before the Revenant…

			Not only had the other apprentices fallen, but so had Scorch’s brothers and sisters. Tears flowed freely now, a few landing on the scorched pages below him, sizzling slightly. But he couldn’t stop there, no matter how horrible the truth was. He still needed to find out what had happened to Tia.

			In this way, the Revenants meant to punish all humanity for its sins, and surely would have, if not for the sacrifice of our lady the Dragon Mage. Determined to save her beloved people from the start, the Dragon Mage summoned a great sword of flames, and armor molded in the shape of her favored dragons, declaring war on the Revenants from the moment they appeared, endeavoring to force them back to whatever foul dimension they called home.

			However, even the Dragon Mage found herself overwhelmed by the Revenants’ numbers, and she began to tire. Worse, her apprentice Cillian was struck by a Revenant and fell to the ground, injured. And if not for the Dragon Mage taking the fatal blow meant for Cillian, her apprentice would have been slain in that very moment.

			But with all the power she held, the Dragon Mage was still mortal, and the wound she’d taken for her apprentice proved to be a deadly one. Still, she would not abandon her people to be destroyed by the Revenants’ evil, so she used her remaining magic to utterly destroy the invaders, saving humanity in its darkest hour.

			“Noble Cillian,” the Dragon Mage called to her apprentice, even as her mortal life faded away. “You are the greatest of my apprentices, and my one true heir. Pass along what you know of magic to your descendants and them alone. If any unworthy person uses magic, the Revenants will return, and bring humanity’s doom with them.”

			“But, my lady!” Cillian shouted, only to be silenced by the Dragon Mage.

			“Hush now, and know this,” she said in her last words to her apprentice. “I task you with keeping our people safe, just as a parent protects his children. Lead them, teach them, punish them when they are unworthy, for the only way to protect our people is to wipe out evil forever. I know this will be an impossible task, Cillian, but keep hope: If the day should come when the Revenants do find their way back, then I shall return in glory to vanquish them for one final time, even if it means the end of this world.”

			Then Cillian the Apprentice wailed over the death of the Dragon Mage, but took her commands to heart, using his magic to unite humanity in order to protect them. Where there were once separate kingdoms, now all were brought together beneath his hand, forming the Draconic Empire, named for the Dragon Mage herself.

			And lest any unworthy human try to perform magic, the new Emperor forbade such use by any not of his worthy bloodline, the last of the Dragon Mage’s chosen heirs. Remember this always, as it is the most important of all the Dragon Mage’s laws, and the one that must be followed above all others: No human shall learn or use magic, unless they be descended from the Dragon Mage’s apprentices, lest the Revenants return, drowning out all light with their darkness.

			Blessed be the Dragon Mage, and the magic she shared with her heirs, that they might use it to protect us against all evil.

			And that was where the Codex ended.

			With one last trembling bit of dragonfire, Scorch cleansed the Codex of its lies, and then watched as the truth revealed itself.

			…the Dragon Mage summoned a great sword of flames, and armor…

			…the Dragon Mage found herself overwhelmed…

			But with all the power she held, the Dragon Mage was still mortal, and the wound she’d taken…proved to be a deadly one.

			Where there were once separate kingdoms, now all were brought together beneath his hand, forming the Draconic Empire, named for the Dragon Mage herself.

			…the new Emperor forbade such use by any not of his worthy bloodline, the last of the Dragon Mage’s chosen…

			…No human shall learn or use magic, unless they be descended from the Dragon Mage’s apprentices, lest the Revenants return…

			And finally:

			Blessed be the Dragon Mage.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			
				The villagers often ask the Dragon Mage to sit in judgment over their arguments, but she always refuses. “I’m not here to judge, I’m here to help,” she always tells them with a smile.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“My…my lady?” the Warden stammered, looking both terrified and awestruck. “Can it really be you?!”

			Before answering, Ciara checked around the small dungeon for her mother. There were only four cells, two on either side, and all were about the size of a closet. Just one was being used at the moment, and Ciara quickly pushed past the Warden to reach her mother, who was sitting upright, staring at Ciara in wonder.

			Her mom looked more exhausted than Ciara had ever seen her, and there was nothing to keep her warm against the dungeon’s chill, as the cell was empty except for a waste bucket and an empty bowl, probably from the last time she’d eaten, whenever that was.

			And then Ciara’s gaze fell on a broken bottle on the ground just outside the cell, the medicine already absorbed by the cracks in the stone floor.

			“OH, IT CAN BE, AND IT IS!” Ciara said finally, turning back to face the Warden as she funneled all her fury into her Dragon Mage illusion. That same anger was giving her strength enough to ignore the magic’s drain, but that wouldn’t last forever, and Ciara knew she had to save all the energy she could to heal her mom. So unfortunately, she’d have to speed things up with the Warden instead of enjoying herself. “WHY HAVEN’T YOU BOWED DOWN YET?”

			The Warden’s mouth opened and closed like a fish’s as he dropped to his knees, pushing his forehead down to the floor. “I…I…most blessed one, you honor me!”

			“OH, YOU THINK SO?” Ciara said, stepping forward. “THERE’S WHERE YOU’RE MISTAKEN, YON FOUL CREATURE.” Was yon the right word there? She wasn’t sure, but it definitely sounded like the Codex. Cillian was a pretty terrible writer. “YOU HAVE BETRAYED ME, YOU FESTERING PIMPLE!”

			The Warden squeaked like a mouse, then turned to her in horror. “Never, my lady—”

			“DID I SAY YOU COULD LOOK AT ME?” Ciara demanded, and he immediately banged his head back down against the stone. “THAT’S RIGHT, GROVEL. YOU TAINTED ALL MY GOOD WORKS, WARDEN, AND NOW YOU’RE GOING TO GET JUDGED FOR THAT. I WOULDN’T MAKE ANY LONG-TERM PLANS IF I WERE YOU.”

			It probably wasn’t smart to throw his own words back at him, but she couldn’t resist, hoping he was as terrified now as she had been, back when he’d arrested her mother.

			The Warden let out a strangled wail and clapped his hands together pleadingly. “O great and merciful Dragon Mage, I only sought to follow your words from The Draconic Codex!”

			“THOSE WEREN’T MY WORDS, YOU PUS-FILLED BUTT!” Ciara shouted, trying to remember every insult she’d dreamt of calling him. “AND HOW DARE YOU IMPRISON THIS INNOCENT, NOBLE WOMAN? YOU AREN’T FIT TO EVEN KISS HER FEET! RELEASE HER AT ONCE, OR FACE MY WRATH. AND TRUST ME, I HAVE A LOT OF WRATH!”

			“Please, have mercy on me!” he said, waving his hands frantically. “I was misled—”

			“I DON’T CARE ABOUT YOUR EXCUSES. AND WHY HAVEN’T YOU DONE AS I SAID YET? THAT WOMAN IS STILL LOCKED UP!”

			The Warden scrambled to his feet, frantically searching through a large key ring as he stumbled toward her mother’s cell. Sweat dripped down his face as he struggled to find the right key, and even when he located it, he missed the keyhole several times.

			“YOU MUST BE PRETTY BRAVE TO MAKE ME WAIT THIS LONG!” Ciara shouted, and the Warden shrieked again but did finally unlock the door and yank it open.

			Ciara considered making the man help her mother out, but decided her mother had been through enough already without having to touch the Warden. Instead, Ciara quickly crossed over to the jail cell—the Warden flinched away dramatically as she neared—and shook her head when her mother tried to bow. “PLEASE, THERE’S NO NEED FOR THAT,” Ciara said. “REST, GOOD WOMAN. I WILL HEAL YOUR ILLNESS SHORTLY.”

			Tears started sliding down her mom’s face, and Ciara had to turn back to the Warden to keep from crying herself. “YOU DARED ASK ME FOR MERCY, WHEN YOU’VE NEVER SHOWN IT TO ANYONE IN THIS VILLAGE? YOU JUST REFUSED TO CURE THIS WOMAN OF HER ILLNESS WHEN YOU HAD MEDICINE!”

			“I thought that she and her daughter had broken the Emperor’s law, my lady!” the Warden shouted, shaking his head violently. “I would have given her the medicine if I’d known it would please you!”

			“YOU SHOULD HAVE GIVEN HER THE MEDICINE BECAUSE SHE WAS SICK, YOU MASSIVE, PESTILENT RUG BURN!” That one didn’t even make sense, but Ciara was far too angry to care. “IF SOMEONE’S SICK, YOU HEAL THEM. IT’S NOT A DIFFICULT CONCEPT!”

			Now the Warden was crying too, but Ciara knew that was only because he feared for his life, not from any actual guilt. “I just didn’t know—”

			“YOU DIDN’T KNOW THAT IT’S GOOD TO HELP OTHER HUMAN BEINGS?”

			“Please, my lady!” the Warden shouted, falling back to his knees. “I’ve always tried to be merciful! Everything I did was to help my people live good and moral lives. I never caused any pain if I could avoid it, I swear!”

			“THAT’S NOT EVEN REMOTELY TRUE!” Ciara said, shocked that he was willing to lie to the Dragon Mage herself. The Warden squeaked again in fear, and she leaned in closer, hoping it would only make him more afraid. “EVERYTHING YOU DID WAS FOR YOUR OWN POWER, YOUR OWN COMFORT, YOUR OWN PETTY CRUELTIES. THIS SANCTUARY WAS BUILT ON THE BACKS OF THIS VILLAGE, EVEN TAKING SOME OF THEIR LIVES! AND YOU FORCED THEM TO STARVE WHEN YOU TOOK EVERYTHING FROM THEM. HOW IS THAT MERCY?”

			This time, he whimpered in response, yanking on his hair in despair. “O great Dragon Mage, it’s true, all of it! I cannot hide anything from you, my lady! But I…I can change!”

			Ciara snorted, which sounded particularly impressive with her booming voice. “OH, BECAUSE YOU’RE AFRAID NOW? HOW NOBLE. AND WHAT GOOD WILL THAT DO, AFTER ALL THE PAIN AND SUFFERING YOU’VE CAUSED?”

			“I…I can make up for it!” he said, pushing to his feet. “I’ll give back everything I took from the villagers, and that’s just to start!”

			“IT’S TOO LATE FOR THAT!” Ciara said, beginning to feel dizzy now. She reached out to steady herself on the wall, only to accidentally use the wrong hand, plunging her fake flaming sword straight into the stone. She quickly yanked it back out, but the Warden was thankfully too panicked to notice.

			Her mother, though, definitely did, as she was staring at Ciara in shock.

			She couldn’t afford to make any more mistakes. It was way past time to wrap this up.

			“YOU ARE LUCKY I ACTUALLY DO HAVE MERCY, EVEN FOR DUNG BEETLES LIKE YOU. I WILL ALLOW YOU TO LIVE, BUT YOU MUST WRITE TO THE EMPEROR AND TELL HIM YOU WERE MISTAKEN, THAT YOU NEVER FOUND MY DEAR APPRENTICE’S JOURNAL. DO YOU UNDERSTAND? IF I SEE HIS WYRMS COME ANYWHERE NEAR THIS VILLAGE, I’LL GIVE YOU THE SKAEL COUGH MYSELF!”

			“Of course, my lady!” the Warden shouted. “I’ll write to him this very moment!”

			“I’M NOT FINISHED!” she shouted, moving in even closer now. “YOU WILL THEN LEAVE SKAEL FOREVER, TAKING YOUR DRAKES WITH YOU. IF YOU EVER EVEN THINK ABOUT RETURNING, I WILL DRAGON-MAGIC YOU INTO OBLIVION, YOU HUMAN WASTE BUCKET!”

			Unfortunately, that last threat had been a bit too much, as the Warden made an odd sort of choking noise, then fainted dead away, collapsing to the ground.

			Ciara winced, but it wouldn’t make much of a difference. She’d never have the energy to watch over the Warden while he wrote to the Emperor and then left the village, not if she was going to heal her mother as well.

			I’m so sorry, everyone, she thought, shaking her head sadly. I can’t make up for what I did after all. But I have to help my mom.

			And then Ciara dropped the Dragon Mage illusion.

			As she did, her legs gave out, and she would have joined the Warden on the ground if Meg hadn’t been there, throwing an arm around her waist and supporting Ciara with her body.

			“Ciara?!” her mother shouted, using the cell’s bars to pull herself to her feet. “What…how did you…where…What?!”

			“Oh, hey, Mom,” Ciara said, barely able to think through the fog in her head. Meg helped her over to the cell, and the three of them fell into a giant hug. “So I might have used Bianca’s book to summon a dragon who taught me some magic so now I can hopefully heal you but we only have a minute or two before the Drakes come back so we have to hurry. How are you?”

			“You learned magic?” her mother asked as Meg helped them both over to the stairs, where they could sit down for a moment. “But what about the Revenants?”

			“Oh, Ciara’s related to Bianca!” Meg said before Ciara could respond. “So maybe you are too? Or your…Ciara’s dad was.” She cringed at the mention, but Ciara just squeezed her shoulder with a smile.

			Sitting on the steps helped slow the room’s spinning, at least, and Ciara reached out for her spellbook, which was still invisible at her side. “We can talk about all of this later, when you’re safe. For now, I’m going to cure your sickness, okay?”

			“You’re going to what?” her mother said, then doubled over coughing.

			There was no time to waste. Ciara leaned in close to the book, hoping it’d be willing to break the dragon’s rule. “I know Scorch told you to only show me spells he already approved,” she whispered, “but since this is the last time I’ll ever see you, would you be willing to give me the magic to heal my mom? Please?”

			A cool breeze hit her face from the pages turning, only to stop abruptly. She reached a finger out and felt a raised Draconic word, and quickly traced it before the book could change its mind. The warmth returned now, but the drain—

			“Ciara!” someone shouted, and Ciara jerked awake to find Meg standing over her with a worried look. “You just fainted!”

			“Did I?” she asked, confused about where she was for the moment. Then she noticed her mother at her side, glowing with a gentle light. As Ciara watched in a daze, her mother slowly rose to her feet, color returning to her skin and the lines of exhaustion in her face fading away.

			“I…I feel better!” her mother said, sounding completely amazed. “How is this possible? Ciara, how did you do that?”

			“How’d I do what?” Ciara asked, then paused, wondering how there could be two of her mother now. Had her spellbook made a second version of her mom using the illusion spell? “Oh, right, with magic! I’m just so glad you’re okay!” She felt a tear run down her cheek over how healthy her mothers looked, as if years had fallen away from both of them.

			Her mothers nodded absently, still looking shocked, before they gasped. “Ciara, the Warden!” they whispered. “What happens when he wakes up?”

			“Oh, don’t worry!” Ciara told the two women, who somehow merged back into one mother. “We’ve got a plan. Trust me. I just need to Dragon Mage up again, and he’ll do exactly as I say! Just you wait.”

			That was mostly a lie, of course, but Ciara couldn’t tell her mom that. She needed Meg and Scorch to get her mother to safety before the Drakes returned, which had to be any minute now. Ciara would just have to make a big enough distraction to keep the Drakes occupied while her mom made it to freedom. And what bigger distraction was there than the Dragon Mage?

			Her mother didn’t even seem to believe her made-up plan, though. “You’re about to collapse, Ciara,” she said, reaching down to help Ciara stand. “Maybe there’s another way—”

			“No, all the other ways are gone now,” Ciara said sadly, waving a hand. “Honestly, I’m surprised I even got this far, but I’m not stopping until Scorch gets you out of here.” She leaned in close to her mother’s face. “He’s a dragon,” she whispered, “but don’t worry, he won’t hurt you! He’s really nice, even though I let him down over and over.” She felt more tears falling now but was too sad to wipe them away. “He just worries, even though whatever happened to Bianca isn’t his fault. We all oversleep sometimes!”

			Her mom looked more confused by this, which just made Ciara even sadder. “Don’t you start worrying now!” she said. “Scorch is doing enough of that for all of us. Now why don’t you go wake up the Warden? Slap him a few times if it helps. Or even if it doesn’t, honestly!” And then she let her mother go and collapsed against the nearby wall, feeling around for her spellbook.

			“Dragon Mage illusion, please!” she whispered at it, and the pages flipped again.

			“Ciara—” her mother said, looking just like Scorch when he worried about her.

			“Mom, please, trust me,” Ciara said, only to pause as she realized she’d been talking to the wall. She turned to find her mother on her left. Had her mother learned magic too, and used it to instantly travel across the room? “You might want to hurry, though,” she said to her teleporting mom. “I know it’s not obvious, but I’m pretty tired, and I won’t be able to hold this new spell for long.”

			“Spell? What is…forget it, I’ll wake him up if you insist on this,” her mother said, not looking thrilled about it. Meg quickly hurried back up the stairs to get out of sight as Ciara’s mom bent down next to the unconscious Warden. Ciara used that opportunity to cast the illusion spell again, only for the dungeon to start fading out all around her. She gritted her teeth, refusing to let the exhaustion take her, but the harder she fought, the more the darkness swirled around her—

			The book at her side brushed her fingers, and the strongest burst of warmth she’d ever felt filled her body, pushing the darkness away, if only to the edges of her vision. But at least she hadn’t passed out!

			“Thanks, buddy,” she said, patting the book, and it purred in response, though even its purrs sounded anxious.

			She turned at the sound of several slaps from somewhere nearby and found her mother holding the Warden up by his robe, her hand ready for another slap. But the first ones seemed to have done the trick, as the man woke up in a rage.

			“You dare touch me?” he shouted, and Ciara’s mom dropped him back to the ground. “You will pay—” he started to yell from the floor, then caught sight of Ciara’s illusion just behind her mother. “Oh, my lady! I thought that might just be a dream!”

			“OH, THIS IS NO DREAM!” Ciara said, pushing off the wall, only to immediately crash right back into it. The second time, though, her legs got the message, and she managed to stand upright, even if it took a hand on the wall for support. “BUT I’LL BE YOUR NIGHTMARE IF YOU DON’T DO EVERYTHING I ORDERED YOU TO!”

			The room chose that moment to spin like a whirlwind, and Ciara was forced to slam herself into the wall to avoid collapsing. Whoops.

			“My lady?” the Warden said, looking at her with both confusion and concern.

			“I’M FINE!” she shouted into the wall, then slowly turned her head to face him, the only part of her body that would listen to her at the moment. “I TOLD YOU TO SEND THE EMPEROR A MESSAGE AND THEN LEAVE THE VILLAGE, NEVER TO RETURN. ARE YOU GOING TO DO IT OR NOT, YOU…YOU…STINKY…YOU!”

			The Warden slowly nodded. “I…I will obey your every command, my lady. But—”

			“NO BUTS!” Ciara shouted. “IF ANYTHING, YOU ARE THE BUTT! NOW GO AND DO AS I SAY!…DO AS I SAID? WHICHEVER! I WILL HONOR THIS WOMAN BY ALLOWING HER TO HELP ME UP THE STAIRS!”

			The Warden bowed to her, then quickly left for the upper Sanctuary.

			With a worried look, Ciara’s mother offered her a shoulder again, and together, they managed to make it back up to the hallway beyond the great hall only a moment or two after the Warden. As the old man turned back to wait for them, Ciara quickly removed her mother’s arm from around her shoulder, not wanting to look weak. Unfortunately, that made her crash loudly into the doorway, and her mother winced.

			Ciara gave the Warden as intimidating a look as she could manage. “WELL?” she said. “GET MOVING!”

			“I just remembered, I’ll need to speak to the Captain of the Drakes to send a message to the Emperor, my lady,” the Warden said, looking a bit more suspicious now, which wasn’t good. But if Scorch would fly her mother to safety, Ciara could live with whatever happened next. Where was the dragon, anyway? She glanced around but didn’t see him anywhere.

			As the Warden led the way into the Sanctuary’s great hall, heading for the exit, Ciara noticed an odd sensation on her lower leg, like something was smacking it over and over. She glanced down to find a black cat glaring up at her with an absolutely furious expression on its cute little face.

			“OH, HELLO, YOUR ROYAL MAJ-KITTY!” she said, wondering if she’d topple over if she tried to pet the little cat. “WHAT’S YOUR NAME?”

			But the cat only stared at her with a tiny shocked expression.

			“I’m sorry, were you speaking to me, my lady?” the Warden asked from the double doors.

			“YOU’LL KNOW IF I AM, OLD MAN,” she told him, then waved for him to keep going. The Warden slowly nodded, then unlocked the doors to the Sanctuary and slipped outside.

			“Ciara, you can’t do this,” her mother whispered, but Ciara just put a finger against her mom’s mouth, quieting her.

			“ACTUALLY, I CAN, BECAUSE I ALREADY AM,” she said with a sad smile. “NOW, SCORCH IS AROUND HERE SOMEWHERE. MAYBE HE WENT OUTSIDE? JUST LOOK FOR A BLACK DRAGON. WHEN YOU FIND HIM, ASK HIM TO CARRY YOU TO SAFETY. I’LL DISTRACT THE WARDEN UNTIL YOU TWO ARE GONE.”

			“What?” her mother shouted. “Ciara, I’m not leaving without you!”

			“I HAVE TO FIX THINGS, MOM,” Ciara said, patting her mother’s shoulder. “THIS ALL HAPPENED BECAUSE I DIDN’T GIVE THE WARDEN THE BOOK TO BEGIN WITH, AND THIS WON’T MAKE UP FOR DAD, BUT I HAVE TO DO SOMETHING.”

			Her mother shook her head, but Ciara just smiled, feeling strangely calm, as if the spell was draining her worries along with all her strength. “BE NICE TO SCORCH, OKAY? I JUST KEEP DISAPPOINTING HIM, AND HE DOESN’T DESERVE THAT. I WOULDN’T HAVE DISOBEYED HIM TO USE THE HEALING SPELL IF THE WARDEN HADN’T BROKEN THE ONLY BOTTLE OF MEDICINE, BUT HE WON’T CARE ABOUT EXCUSES. HE JUST WANTED TO KEEP ME SAFE, BUT I WANTED TO KEEP YOU SAFE, AND SOMETIMES YOU CAN’T HAVE BOTH. I BET BIANCA WOULD FEEL THE SAME WAY, SO TELL HIM TO STOP FEELING GUILTY. HE’S GREAT, AND I’M GOING TO MISS HIM AND YOU. I LOVE YOU!”

			And with one final look at her mother, Ciara turned and pushed herself toward the double doors leading out. Her mother tried to grab her arm to stop her, only her hand passed through the Dragon Mage’s far-taller illusionary arm, and she missed, letting Ciara crash herself into the Sanctuary’s doors. Before her mother could try again, Ciara opened one and stumbled outside.

			The bright daylight blinded her for a moment, but once she could see again, she found the Warden standing on the Sanctuary steps above a crowd gathered in the town square below, probably there for the day’s market.

			“HELLO, EVERYONE!” she shouted, waving her flaming sword around to get their attention. “GUESS WHO I AM? EVERYONE LOOK AT ME, NOT AT MY MOM, OKAY?”

			The villagers in the square immediately turned at the sound of her booming voice, and several dropped straight to their knees, wailing with joy.

			“Your what?” the Warden whispered, but Ciara had no idea what he was talking about, too distracted by the villagers trying to worship her.

			“THERE’S NO NEED FOR THAT,” Ciara told them, as somewhere close by, she heard what sounded like a herd of horses approaching. That was fun. Didn’t Scorch love horses? Maybe he’d gone to see them. “DON’T WORRY, I’M ONLY HERE TO JUDGE THE WARDEN, NOT ANY OF YOU, BECAUSE HE’S A BAD, BAD MAN!”

			“You said ‘my mom’ a moment ago,” the Warden said, but she shushed him, not liking his interruptions.

			“HE’S GOING TO SEND THE EMPEROR A NOTE SAYING THAT MY MOM AND I ARE INNOCENT, OKAY?” Ciara told the villagers, who somehow seemed more confused by that. Oh, wait, was that Meg? Ciara waved at her ex-friend-now-friend-again happily, and Meg clearly was just as thrilled to see her, in that she looked completely frozen in place with a horrified expression on her face. “THEN THE EMPEROR WILL CALL OFF HIS LITTLE WRIGGLY WORMS, MOSTLY BECAUSE WHO CALLS AN ARMY THAT? WYRMS SOUNDS LIKE WORMS, AND WORMS ARE KINDA GROSS, YOU KNOW?” She paused as she saw Meg’s father ride up on a horse now, along with a lot of Drakes behind him, which also seemed important, but she honestly couldn’t have said why at the moment. “OH, AND FINALLY, THE WARDEN IS GOING TO LEAVE FOREVER, BECAUSE SERIOUSLY, HE’S THE WORST, AM I RIGHT?”

			But before the villagers could answer, the darkness that had been hovering at the edges of her vision began pushing in again, no matter how warm her insides felt. Before Ciara even knew what was happening, she felt a distant pain and something cold and stony against her face, which was odd. Unfortunately, her eyes refused to open to see what it might be.

			“Thanks for believing in me, the Dragon Mage!” she mumbled in case anyone was still listening, and then proceeded to pass out face-down on the Sanctuary steps.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			
				Dragons are basically large cats with wings. Once they like you, dragons will never abandon you…unless they need a nap. Speaking of, has anyone seen Scorch?

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Ciara!” shouted the woman who had to be the mother of Scorch’s apprentice. She rushed out the Sanctuary door before Scorch could move to stop her, pushing the Warden aside as he strode toward Ciara, who had just collapsed.

			“Magic!” the Warden shouted, and the crowd of villagers gasped from below. “That girl just used magic!” He shuddered, as if physically getting ahold of himself, then turned to the crowd. “My friends, our doom is upon us! This…this little monster tried to trick me—no, trick us all, using forbidden magic! And now, because she is unworthy, the Revenants have been summoned!”

			Panic spread like wildfire through the crowd, with several yelling and shrieking in fright, while others turned and tried to run, only to find their way blocked by the return of the Drakes, led by a man who closely resembled Meg.

			And as all this was happening, Scorch could only watch helplessly from inside the Sanctuary, powerless to stop any of it. For the second time, he’d failed to protect his apprentice.

			Ciara had disobeyed him, of course, used healing magic that he’d strictly forbidden her to use. But from what little he’d been able to understand of her words, it sounded as if the Warden had destroyed the only medicine he’d had, leaving her with no choice.

			That’s not true, he fumed. If she’d come up to get me, we could have flown her mother to safety first, and then used the healing magic!

			Except how could Ciara know Scorch would have let her use the healing magic? He’d been extremely clear that this mission was the last time she’d have access to Bianca’s journal and the magic within. And because of that, she’d chosen the only guaranteed way to save her mother that she had, which just happened to be the most dangerous one.

			And now the Drakes had returned, and there was nothing Scorch could do to save her, not from so many armed humans. He couldn’t even push the elderly Warden away from her, not with Tia’s magical oath.

			Tia, you know I adore you, but I really, really hate that oath! he called out in his mind. But of course there was no response.

			“Now you see why I could not afford to be merciful!” the Warden shouted, his face reddening with every word. “You all begged me to stop searching for her in your shops and farms, whining about all the damage my Drakes caused. This is why I told them to be so thorough, to stop this child from using magic from the fallen apprentice’s book! And now the Revenants will destroy us all, thanks to you!”

			“Don’t let them possess us, Warden, please!” someone shouted in the growing crowd, and the Drakes began drawing their weapons, watching the skies nervously.

			“It may not be too late!” the Warden said, and the crowd went quiet, waiting to hear what he might say. But instead of continuing, the old man gestured for Meg’s father to come up the steps with his Drakes. The Captain brought five other guards with him, surrounding the sleeping body of Scorch’s apprentice.

			The dragon’s ears flattened against his head—he was furious at himself for letting any of this happen. He should have taken Ciara away from the village entirely, considering how dangerous the Warden and his Drakes were. And now it was too late.

			If Scorch resumed his dragon form, he might scare off some of the Drakes, but all it would take was one lucky sword thrust and that’d be it, he’d be slain, which at the moment felt pretty well deserved.

			“Listen to me!” the Warden said, raising his hands in the air as the five Drakes aimed their weapons at Scorch’s apprentice, though Meg’s father kept his pointed at the ground, a disturbed look on his face. “Perhaps the Revenants aren’t on their way,” the Warden continued, and the crowd started murmuring hopefully. “Because I’m starting to think they must already have come and possessed this girl!”

			As the crowd gasped, some of the villagers started yelling for the Drakes to attack Ciara, making Scorch’s blood run cold. He’d never had a very positive view of humanity in general, but seeing them turn on one of their own so easily just because a pathetic, evil creature like the Warden had scared them made the dragon think he’d been far too easy on them all.

			At least the chaos in the square seemed to be distracting the Drakes still in the crowd, as they tried to keep order. But the five on the steps—or six, counting Meg’s father—were still too many to fight for a dragon who couldn’t actually hurt a human.

			But he couldn’t just sit back and watch Ciara be killed! For the past few days, all Scorch had felt was shame over abandoning Bianca to her fate. Well, now he was practically at Ciara’s side and he still couldn’t do anything!

			“Wouldn’t we see signs of the Revenant, Warden?” Meg’s father asked, staring down at Ciara. “The Codex says we should, but the girl looks completely normal—”

			“Use your mind, Captain,” the Warden sneered. “She stole the Dragon Mage’s image to turn the village against me! Is there anything more evil than that, tainting our lady’s good name? As misguided as the child clearly was, wickedness of that level must be the work of the Revenants. Now quickly, tie her up—and her mother as well, just in case!—and gag their mouths. We might still have a chance if we keep them from summoning more of their kind!” He shook his head almost regretfully as the Drakes hurried to carry out his orders. “Clearly the Revenants couldn’t infect me, due to my inner worthiness. Perhaps that will be what saves this pathetic village when all is said and done.”

			Scorch winced as the Drakes bound the legs, arms, and even wrists of Ciara first, before turning to her mother. The woman struggled and fought as best she could, but it was no use against five Drakes, and soon both Ciara and her mother were tied up, with rags in their mouths to keep them from speaking.

			Without her hands, Ciara couldn’t use any magic, even if she did awaken. Scorch almost hoped that the Warden would throw them back in the dungeon, as then he could at least still find a way to free them—

			“Now, then!” the Warden shouted, moving to stand over Ciara. “If these two unworthy villagers have been possessed, we must take action, to save not only ourselves but the entire empire. Captain! Please, step forward, and do your duty.”

			Do his duty? He couldn’t possibly mean what Scorch feared he meant.

			“What duty is that, sir?” the Captain of the Drakes asked, sounding just as worried as Scorch felt.

			“I regret that this is the only way, Captain,” the Warden said, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder. “But for the sake of our village, we must slay these two, to stop the Revenants within them before they try to summon more of their kind.”

			Scorch was out the door and sprinting toward his apprentice at the word slay. He had no plan, not one clue what he could do to help Ciara, but that didn’t matter, not with her life in danger.

			But just before he reached Ciara’s side, a Drake grabbed him around the middle and held him up for a moment. “Bad kitty,” the man hissed, then tossed Scorch into the crowd.

			Scrambling in the air to right himself, Scorch managed to land on his feet on the cobblestone square, and immediately turned to run back up the steps. But the panicking crowd were now pushing and fighting to get away, and several villagers kicked his cat body with their boots, sending him flying each time. The pain was immense, and soon Scorch was frantically avoiding the villagers just to stay alive.

			He made it to an empty market stall on the side of the square, and there, he looked up with relief to find that the Captain hadn’t yet moved to follow the Warden’s orders. “You want me to take Ciara’s life?” the man was saying, looking shocked at the very idea. “There has to be another way, sir!”

			“It’s that or the entire village will be overtaken, Captain,” the Warden said, giving the man a long look. “If you’re too squeamish to protect us, then step aside and let one of your men take your place, coward.”

			The Captain took a quick look at the other Drakes, several of whom were smiling unpleasantly. He closed his eyes for a moment and raised his sword…then turned to aim it at the Warden. “No,” he said almost too quietly for Scorch to hear over the crowd. “No one’s touching her. This is madness!”

			“So be it,” the Warden hissed. “Drakes? Relieve your captain of his duty, and take his weapon.”

			The other Drakes surged forward, trying to take their former captain’s sword, but Meg’s father fought back with everything he had. He managed to knock two of the Drakes’ swords flying and kicked a third Drake in the shin, sending him howling to the ground, but another of the Drakes grabbed his arms from behind, pinning them back, and the two who’d lost their swords wrestled the former captain’s weapon from his hand. A moment later, he was tied and gagged next to Ciara’s mother, leaving Scorch dreading what was to come.

			“Do you see?” the Warden said to the crowd, who’d been distracted from their panic by the Drakes turning on their own. “Clearly our dear former captain must have been possessed as well! We must strike now, before they take over any more of us!”

			“I will do it, Warden,” said the Drake, pinning the arms of Meg’s father. He held up his sword in a salute, then turned to Ciara, who still hadn’t stirred. “This one deserves it for all the trouble she gave us, anyway.”

			“May the Dragon Mage bless you, my new Captain,” the Warden told him, then stepped back to let the guard do his job.

			A shocked hush fell through the crowd as the Drake approached Scorch’s apprentice, but Scorch didn’t wait for the guard to attack. Instead, he leapt from his perch and sprinted as quickly as he could through the relatively immobile crowd, planning to turn back into his dragon form the moment he hit the Sanctuary steps. He still wouldn’t be able to hurt the humans, but at least his appearance out of nowhere might scare them enough for him to grab Ciara and her mother.

			But again, someone grabbed him just before he could reach the steps, and he whirled around on his captor, hoping to scare the human into releasing him.

			Only it wasn’t just any human.

			“Let me handle this,” Meg whispered in his ear. “Just wait for my signal, okay?”

			And then she set him back down on the ground and ran up the steps as the new Captain of the Drakes raised his sword high over Ciara.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			
				All the dragons took a magical oath to the Dragon Mage that they’d never hurt a human.

				If only the Dragon Mage had stopped humans from harming their own kind too.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Now, Captain!” someone shouted nearby, and Ciara scrunched up her eyes. All she wanted to do was sleep for another week or two, honestly. Why did people have to be so loud?

			And then metal clanged against metal just a few feet above her, and Ciara woke up with a start to find herself in the middle of complete chaos.

			A surprised Drake was standing directly above her, his blade blocked by another sword just inches from Ciara’s head. That seemed like a bad thing, so Ciara tried to get out of the way, but she quickly found she couldn’t move an inch, as her arms and legs were bound by ropes.

			Frantically trying to figure out what was going on, she pushed her head back far enough to see who’d stopped the Drake’s blow, only to find Meg standing over her, holding what looked an awful lot like her father’s sword.

			“What are you doing, girl?” the Drake sneered at Meg.

			“That’s my friend, and you’re not touching her,” Meg growled, her eyes locked on his.

			The Drake laughed. “Your father isn’t captain anymore, kid, so no one’s going to protect you now. Run home to your dolls, and maybe you won’t get hurt.”

			Meg smiled. “Like I need protection.” She flicked her wrist, and the Drake’s sword went spinning off across the steps. “Oh, sorry, did you lose your sword?”

			The Drake stepped back in surprise, but Meg was already moving. She leapt over Ciara foot-first and kicked the man right in the gut. The Drake doubled over, then fell backward into another of the guards, knocking them both to the ground as Meg turned to face the others.

			Some muffled shouting drew Ciara’s attention, and she looked past Meg to find her mother and Meg’s father tied up and gagged. What was going on? The last Ciara remembered, she’d left the Sanctuary as the Dragon Mage, trying to distract the Warden so her mother and Scorch could escape.

			But the dragon was nowhere to be seen. Scorch must have left them behind after Ciara disobeyed him for the final time. And now the Warden had both Ciara and her mother, with just Meg left to stop him.

			If only she had Bianca’s book, she could—

			Something pushed up against her side, and the familiar warmth flowed through her, bringing with it the tiniest ray of hope. But as she tried to reach the pages with her hand, she quickly discovered that her palms had been tied against her legs, so she couldn’t even move a finger. Even with the book, she still couldn’t cast a spell!

			“If Bastian’s daughter doesn’t get out of the way, kill her, too!” the Warden shouted, and Ciara turned back to Meg in alarm as three Drakes advanced on her, swords in their hands. She tried to shout at Meg to run, but her voice came out muffled, just like her mom’s and the former captain’s, because of the mouth gag.

			“You have to listen to me!” Meg shouted, slapping aside one of the Drakes’ swords as the other two advanced. “No one’s possessed by the Revenants. Ciara did use magic, but she’s Bianca’s heir!”

			The three Drakes froze in place at her words, and even the crowd gasped loudly.

			“Do not speak the betrayer’s name!” the Warden shouted. “And this girl isn’t related to the fallen apprentice any more than I am. Where is your proof?”

			“You want proof?” Meg said with the hint of a smile. “How about someone who knew Bianca personally?” She gestured out toward the town square, and everyone on the steps turned to look…only to find a host of confused villagers staring back.

			“You’ve got nothing,” the Warden sneered.

			“Maybe not,” Meg said as an enormous black shape exploded up from the middle of the crowd, soaring high into the sky. “But Ciara has a dragon.”

			The assembled villagers instantly began screaming in terror as Scorch banked around, breathing a plume of fire above the town square. Ciara couldn’t help but yell his name, in both relief and happiness, not that she expected anyone to have understood her.

			Scorch reared back just above the Sanctuary steps, flapping his wings to hover in midair as he faced down the Warden, his red eyes glowing with righteous fury. “DO NOT TOUCH THAT GIRL!” he roared, far angrier than she’d ever heard him. “Ciara is Bianca’s heir, and if you harm one hair on her head, I will destroy you!”

			As the Warden and his Drakes stared up at Scorch, paralyzed by surprise for at least the moment, Meg quickly knelt next to Ciara and untied her gag. “I don’t remember this part in the plan,” her friend whispered.

			“We have to get out of here before they attack Scorch, Meg,” Ciara whispered back as Meg started untying her legs. “He can’t actually fight them, so he won’t have a chance!”

			Unfortunately, the Warden seemed to have the same idea.

			“The Dragon Mage tamed the great dragons, to make sure they could never hurt another human!” he shouted out at the various villagers and Drakes. “Do not fear this creature. He can’t even touch you!”

			Scorch sneered, then unleashed a wave of fire hotter than anything Ciara had ever felt straight at the Warden, the Drakes, and the Sanctuary behind them. But before it hit, the flames split right around the humans, leaving them untouched, even as the Sanctuary caught fire.

			The dragon’s distraction did buy them a few more seconds, and Meg managed to free Ciara’s legs in that time. But it didn’t take the Warden long to realize what had happened.

			“It is as I said, the dragon is powerless against us!” the old man shouted. “Drakes, take that beast down! We’ll present it to the Emperor as a gift!”

			Two of the Drakes on the steps pulled crossbows off their backs, then shot bolts straight at the dragon. Scorch managed to dodge both attacks but roared in pain as two more bolts shot by Drakes in the crowd tore through his wings and three more punctured his hind legs.

			To Ciara’s horror, the dragon came crashing down to the steps just beside her, somehow narrowly avoiding each and every human nearby in spite of his bulk, probably due to Tia’s magical oath. But Ciara wished that just this once the dragon could have come down on top of the Warden, if only to give Scorch a soft landing.

			“Blessings from the Dragon Mage to the Drakes who shot those bolts!” the Warden shouted gleefully, clapping his hands.

			“The Dragon Mage would curse you if she saw what you’ve become!” Scorch shouted, reduced to snapping at the Drakes moving in on him from all sides, unable to fly off or even walk because of the wounds in his wings and hind legs. “You tainted everything she tried to teach you, all for your own greed and selfishness!”

			“Cut out its tongue before it speaks such filth again!” the Warden shouted, and the Drakes aimed both their swords and crossbows right at Scorch’s head. The dragon stared back defiantly, but he had to know there was nothing he could do to stop them.

			Fortunately, he wasn’t alone.

			Just as one of the Drakes thrust out with his sword, Ciara slammed her head into his hips from the side, knocking him into two other Drakes and sending his weapon skidding out of reach. She hit the steps hard, since her hands were still tied, but groaned through the pain and rolled back up to her feet, putting herself between Scorch and the remaining Drakes.

			“This dragon is under my protection,” she hissed, hoping she sounded more intimidating than she felt. “Let us go, or I’ll show you all what magic can really do.”

			The Drakes facing her all shared a worried look, and one lowered his sword, backing away.

			“What are you doing? Take them both down, now. They can’t hurt you!” the Warden shouted.

			“But what if she’s really Bianca’s heir?” one of them asked. “She could destroy the whole village with her magic.”

			“Or turn us into frogs,” another Drake said pathetically.

			“Please, Your Heirship,” said a villager from the square below, briefly dividing Ciara’s attention. “If you really know magic, could you heal my husband’s illness? We tried to buy medicine, but the Warden wouldn’t give us any.”

			“Yes, I can,” Ciara said quietly to the woman, then raised her voice. “I can heal everyone with the Skael Cough, just like I did my mother!” She pointed to where her mom knelt, still tied up, and the crowd began murmuring to each other. “This dragon taught me magic so I could help you, which is the only thing I ever wanted.” She bit her lip, not intending to continue, but the words just fell out on their own. “I owe the village that much, because I found Bianca’s journal before the Warden arrived, but hid it instead of handing it over. If I’d given him the book when he first came to Skael, he would have gone back to the capital and left us in peace, so everything he did is my fault. All I can ask is that you let me try to make up for my mistake.”

			“Give me that!” the Warden shouted, grabbing a sword from one of the Drakes, who backed away with his hands in the air. The Warden hefted the sword for a moment, then pointed it at Ciara’s chest. “You really think I’d have just left, even with the book, you little monster?” he shouted at her in a rage. “The Emperor sent me to Skael to find the journal, yes, but His Majesty didn’t even know if it still existed after so many years. You think he’d really have wasted a loyal servant like me solely on chasing down a remote possibility? No, you pathetic little urchin, I was tasked with delivering Skael’s precious metals to the Empire, and I’m not going anywhere until this village has emptied the mountains of their gold and silver!”

			Ciara felt her legs go weak again, but not from magic this time. “You mean…I didn’t…?”

			“It was never your fault, apprentice,” Scorch whispered behind her, his voice filled with pain from his wounds. “Not even if the book really was his only reason for coming. The Warden is the only one responsible for his own actions, no one else.”

			“True,” the old man said. “And the Emperor shall reward me handsomely for what I’ve done. Especially this!” With a cruel, smug smile, the Warden lunged forward, thrusting his sword straight at Ciara’s chest.

			Returning his smile, Ciara nodded slightly, and Bianca’s journal reappeared in midair a moment before slamming into the Warden’s face so hard that it almost flipped him over.

			“Sorry it took me so long to hand it over,” she said to the Warden as he screamed in pain, trying to fight the book off. Bianca’s journal easily dodged his hands, hitting him again and again. “But you were right, the forbidden book really is dangerous!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			
				The bond between magister and apprentice is strong, but the bond between a girl and her dragon is unbreakable.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			“Ciara!” Scorch tried to crawl to his apprentice on his front legs, hoping he could somehow bite through the ropes on her hands, but the pain in his legs kept him from moving. “Use whatever magic you want, I give you all the permission!”

			She threw him a look over her shoulder, smiling sadly now as the book returned to her side. “One last time, huh?” she said quietly, but nodded. “Don’t worry, Magister. I’ve got this. Let me keep you safe this time, okay?”

			Her words left him speechless, and he could only stare at her in wonder as she turned back to the Warden, who was trying to rise to his feet. The other Drakes had all backed off now, though Scorch couldn’t tell which they were more afraid of, Ciara or Bianca’s journal.

			“None of you are safe,” the Warden spat, using his sword to help push to his feet. “When His Majesty’s Wyrms arrive, they’ll—”

			“Spellbook?” his apprentice said, and the book flew straight into the Warden’s gut, doubling him over. “Oh, yeah, that’s the stuff. I can see why the Emperor banned it!”

			“You…you…,” the Warden said, struggling to straighten up again. “You evil—”

			The book bashed him in the chin from below, and his sword fell from his hand again.

			“Help me, Drakes!” the old man shouted between hits from Bianca’s journal. “Someone destroy that evil thing!”

			But none of the remaining Drakes looked brave enough to touch the apparently possessed book, not even the newly appointed Captain. Speaking of, another of the Drakes from the square below had silently climbed up to where Meg’s father was kneeling and started untying him, which Scorch took as a fairly hopeful sign.

			“That’s enough, buddy,” Ciara said, and the book obediently floated back to her side, hovering there, ready to be used.

			Now that the book had pulled back again, the Warden was able to retrieve his sword, a wild look in his eyes as he stumbled forward. “I’ll destroy you all, magic or no!” he roared, spraying spittle from his mouth. “First the girl and her mother, and then this unholy dragon!”

			“Oh, please, bring it, Spitty,” Ciara said, beckoning him to come at her. For a moment, Scorch didn’t understand, considering that the Warden might still be dangerous, even after the beating he’d taken. But then he realized that his apprentice couldn’t have beckoned him if her hands had still been tied. That was when he noticed Meg backing away, having used her sword to cut Ciara’s last bindings.

			The Warden reared back in a rage. “You’ll pay for your insults—”

			“Oh, right, thanks for the reminder!” Ciara interrupted. “We definitely still owe some food donations from back when we could still afford a farm. Sorry about that! Here, let me pay you back.”

			The book at her side flipped to a page, and even with as much pain as Scorch was feeling, he had to hold back a laugh as he saw the Draconic word. The Warden’s eyes widened in surprise when Ciara ran one finger over the symbol with a smile. “Eat up, you pathetic old man,” she whispered as wave after wave of rats came crashing down right on top of the Warden.

			The man shrieked as if he’d just been set on fire. He tried to run, but the former captain of the Drakes moved to block his way, as did his daughter, holding her father’s sword. Ciara, meanwhile, collapsed to her knees, clearly too exhausted to stand from yet another spell. In spite of the agony it caused, Scorch managed to grab her in his hands before she could fall, then pulled her in close.

			“Not a bad last spell, huh, Magister?” his apprentice whispered, struggling to keep her eyes open.

			“Call me Teacher,” he told her quietly, unable to hide his smile now.

			The rain of rats continued for almost a minute, which must have felt like hours to the Warden. Even the bravest of villagers had run by this point, leaving the town square empty but for maybe a dozen Drakes, the screaming Warden, Ciara and her mother, and Meg and her father.

			“Help me!” the Warden shouted at his guards as the waterfall of rats finally slowed. Three Drakes did try to brush some of the rats off his arms and legs, but there were just too many to have much of an effect, and Scorch winced as a few made their way inside the Warden’s white robes. “They’re biting me! They’re biting me!” the Warden screamed.

			“Glad that’s never happened to me,” Ciara whispered to Scorch, who couldn’t help but laugh in spite of his pain.

			“I’m just impressed you actually listened to one of my lessons,” he told her.

			“Oh, I always listened,” she said, closing her eyes. “See, when we met, I was just a point, with nowhere to go. But you showed me how to move off in a new direction.” She drew a short line in the air. “I hear that’s how magic works.”

			“So I’m told,” he said, smiling again.

			“Warden,” Meg’s father said, taking his sword back from his daughter, “I hereby place you under arrest. You can await the Emperor’s Wyrms in the Sanctuary dungeon—” He paused, glancing over at the inferno that was the Sanctuary after Scorch had set it on fire. “Or, uh, maybe we’ll find a different cell for you.”

			“You have no authority over me, you traitor!” the Warden shouted, the same three Drakes helping him to stand again, now that most of the rats had fled.

			“Traitor?” Meg’s father said, raising one eyebrow. “When I became a Drake, I took an oath to the Dragon Mage and the Emperor, to follow their laws. From what I’ve seen today, Ciara used magic without bringing any Revenants down upon us. And according to the Emperor’s own Codex, I’m fairly certain that means she must be an heir.” He shrugged. “And regardless of whatever Bianca might have done, I’m fairly certain the Emperor wouldn’t want a newly discovered descendant of any of the Dragon Mage’s apprentices harmed. But don’t worry, I’m sure the Wyrms will be happy to escort you back to the capital so the Emperor can judge you for himself.”

			“She’s no heir,” the Warden spat, yet even one of the Drakes at his side glanced nervously at Ciara as he said it. “But I will speak to the Emperor, and tell him everything that happened here. And when I return, it will be at the head of His Majesty’s army, and I’ll raze this entire miserable village to the ground!”

			Ciara opened her eyes and struggled to sit back up, so Scorch helped, lifting her to face the Warden.

			“Set foot in Skael again,” she said, swaying slightly as she stared the man down, “and the rats will be nothing compared to what I’ll do to you. If I were you, I’d start running now and never stop.”

			The Warden’s face contorted with fear, and he turned to the three Drakes still loyal to him. “Get me out of this rancid pit of a village now! Take me to the Emperor, so that I might call his justice down upon these unworthy cretins!”

			The three shared a look; then one aimed his sword in Ciara’s general direction as the other two helped the Warden down the steps of the burning Sanctuary, the sword-wielding Drake following just behind.

			Meg’s father moved to stop them, but Ciara shook her head. “Oh, just let him go,” she sighed. “It’s not like they’ll make it far without any food, water, or horses.”

			No horses? Scorch turned back toward the village square, which was empty now of both humans and animals. Huh. Maybe the pathetic beasts of burden had finally decided enough was enough.

			His apprentice wasn’t done, though. “I just hope his Drakes know he can’t pay them, considering all his money is currently on fire at the moment.” She nodded at the Sanctuary in flames behind them.

			At that, the Warden let out a scream of primal rage, the loss of his wealth apparently more painful than the rats’ bites. The Warden’s loyal Drakes didn’t look much happier, but all three jumped the moment the old man started shouting again. “We are leaving! May the Dragon Mage curse you all, now and for all of time!”

			“Nice try,” Ciara said, falling back into Scorch’s hands again as her eyelids drooped. “But Tia isn’t big on curses. She prefers hugs.”

			“You would have really liked her, Ciara,” Scorch said quietly. “I wish you two could have met.”

			“If you ever find her, you can bring her back to meet me,” she said with a shrug, only to frown. “You won’t leave if I fall asleep, will you? I want to say goodbye before you go.”

			But before he could respond, Ciara’s mother grabbed her daughter from the dragon’s arms and hugged her so tightly that Ciara actually squeaked in surprise. Meg and her father moved in closer too, the former captain giving Scorch a careful look as he approached.

			“He will come back, you know,” the man said to him. “The Warden is far too obsessed with his own power to take this kind of humiliation. He won’t rest until he’s gotten his revenge. I’ve seen it dozens of times over the last few years.”

			“Maybe,” Ciara said. “But I’m pretty sure you were right, that the Emperor won’t be happy to hear that his warden tried to kill an apprentice’s heir.”

			“What if he wants proof?” Ciara’s mother asked. “I mean, other than the fact that we’re not all possessed by Revenants. I had no idea that any of us could be related to Bianca.”

			“If this Emperor truly respects the Dragon Mage, then my word should be enough for him,” Scorch told her, wincing as he tried to stand, only to fall back to the steps.

			“Wait, you’re hurt!” Ciara said, even as her mother and Meg’s father shared an uncertain look over what Scorch had just said. “I need to heal you!”

			“You’ve got nothing left, Ciara,” the dragon told his apprentice. “It can wait.”

			“Sorry to disobey you again,” she told him, pushing herself back to her feet unsteadily. Her mother moved to support her, and Ciara patted her arm thankfully. “But I have a responsibility to my magister. I hear that works both ways.”

			Bianca’s journal floated up to her hand, and she quickly traced the Draconic word for healing before Scorch could object any further. But as a glow appeared around Scorch’s wings and legs, his apprentice collapsed into a faint, almost falling to the ground before her mother managed to catch her.

			“Is she okay?” Ciara’s mother asked as she gently laid Ciara down on the steps.

			“She just needs rest,” Scorch told her. “She’ll be fine in a few hours.”

			“What about the Wyrms?” Meg asked, her eyes on Ciara. “Things didn’t exactly go as we planned, so they’re still on their way. Can we send them a message, pretending to be the Warden, and tell them we were wrong about finding the book?”

			“They’d never believe it, not without his personal seal,” her father said, nodding at the burning Sanctuary. “Unfortunately, it’s still in there, assuming it hasn’t melted yet.”

			Scorch stood up, stretching his newly healed wings. “Whereabouts would it be? Fire doesn’t bother me.”

			“Ah, in his personal quarters, usually on the dining table,” Meg’s father said, only meeting Scorch’s gaze for a moment before darting his gaze to the ground. Scorch smiled, glad he still could intimidate some humans, then set off into the smoke and flames.

			And if he happened to find any gold or silver that hadn’t yet melted, well, he’d just consider that a donation to his treasure hoard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			
				Sometimes the best magic is done without any Draconic words.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Ciara woke in a bed she thought she’d never see again, back in her old room in the farmhouse her mother had sold for medicine money. She sat up in a daze before the events of the last day came rushing back.

			Her mother was cured, and the Warden had left Skael to avoid getting arrested by Meg’s father. And most surprisingly, the Warden had also admitted he’d never had any plan to leave Skael whether he found Bianca’s journal or not. Ciara let herself enjoy all of it for a moment, feeling lighter than she ever had, like a heavy weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

			But not all of it had been so good. “Scorch,” she whispered, then patted the bed around her. “Spellbook?”

			Bianca’s journal didn’t appear. Had the dragon really left without saying goodbye?

			Ciara leapt out of bed, her heart pounding. She quickly dressed, then raced downstairs to the kitchen, where she found her mother, Meg, and Meg’s father sitting around the empty table. The sight of her mother now healthy and free of the Skael Cough was almost overwhelming, but Ciara couldn’t let herself celebrate, not until she knew about the dragon.

			“Ciara!” her mother said, standing up to hug her. “I thought you might sleep for weeks!”

			Her mother’s embrace almost unleashed a flood of tears, both from joy and from relief. “That happens whenever I use too much magic,” Ciara said, looking around for the dragon. “Did Scorch…?” But she couldn’t even say the words, they were just too painful.

			“Did he what?” her mother asked.

			Ciara’s chest tightened. “Leave? Without saying goodbye?” she whispered.

			Her mother smiled. “He left you a note. It’s right over here.” She moved to the counter and picked up a small folded piece of paper.

			A note. So he’d definitely left, then.

			Her mom handed her the note, and Ciara took it without opening it. She wasn’t sure if she had the strength to look at it yet, especially not in front of the others, since they’d all stopped what they were doing to watch her.

			“I’ll read it later,” she said, her voice cracking in spite of her best efforts. She took a deep breath, then forced a smile, trying to stay calm. “So what’s been going on since I fell asleep?”

			“Oh, we’ve just been getting the village in order,” Meg’s father said. “We put the fire out at the Sanctuary, and managed to recover some of the monetary donations, but all the food was destroyed. We were just discussing the best way to feed everyone before the next harvest.”

			Ciara slumped into an open seat, wishing she could just hide under her covers upstairs for another few hours. But this was important: there hadn’t been enough food even in the best of times, and now that the Drakes had destroyed a bunch of fields while searching for Ciara, things would be even more desperate.

			If she’d still had her spellbook, there wouldn’t have been any problem. Ciara could have created enough food for the entire village, and healed everyone—including Herman’s father—of the Skael Cough.

			But that wasn’t going to be an option, not now or ever again. Worse than that, she couldn’t believe that Scorch had just left.

			Don’t think about it, she told herself. It won’t help. Plus, she had her mother back, safe and healthy now, and that was more than enough.

			“Maybe we can try to buy some food from another village?” Ciara asked. “You know, with the donation money you found in the Sanctuary?”

			The others gave her a confused look. “Why would we do that?” Meg asked.

			“Aren’t you able to make it for us? That’s what the dragon told us,” Meg’s father added.

			“The only question we had was how much you could make without tiring yourself out,” her mother said, then jumped up in surprise. “Hey, where are you going?!”

			But Ciara barely heard her as she sprinted out the front door, unfolding the note as she ran.

			It didn’t say Goodbye, or Sorry you’re not ready for magic, or even Try to stay safe.

			In fact, it barely said much at all, just one lone sentence:

			When you wake up, meet me at the tower for your next lesson.

			—Teacher

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			
				An apprenticeship is a sacred agreement between teacher and student, at least until your teacher disappears for a nap and never comes back.

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Scorch heard his apprentice’s ragged breathing long before she came into sight. Ciara hadn’t run the entire way there, had she? He sighed, then exited the tower quickly and took to the air, spotting her just over the nearby hill.

			“YOU!” she shouted as he grabbed her in his hand, then pulled back up into the air. “YOU, HERE STILL!”

			Clearly she was still catching her breath. “I really have to compliment you on your mastery of time and space, again,” he said, rolling his eyes as he banked around. “Yes, I am here still. Did you expect something else?”

			“YOU SAID…YOU WERE…YOU WOULDN’T—”

			“Let’s talk back on the ground,” he told her, and she glared at him as he slowly circled the tower, then landed just in front of the entrance. “I take it you got my note?”

			“You’re still here!” she shouted, smacking his arm, and now he couldn’t tell if she was more annoyed or happy about it. He put her down next to him, then waited for her to take some deep breaths.

			“Better?” he asked when she seemed to have calmed down slightly.

			“You told me you weren’t going to teach me anymore!” she shouted—so, apparently not. “You said I couldn’t use magic anymore because I wasn’t ready, I couldn’t follow the rules, I was too reckless!”

			He tilted his head at her. “And which part of that was wrong?”

			“Well, none of it,” she said, suddenly looking nervous again. “But then why—”

			“First, let’s go inside. I want to show you something,” he said, and stepped into the tower. Ciara muttered something he pretended not to hear, then followed right behind.

			He brought her back to the room where they’d first met, as he’d already started a fire and it had warmed the chilly air nicely. As he settled himself into one side, he gestured for Ciara to have a seat directly in front of the flames. She did, but still looked either anxious or suspicious, maybe both.

			“I never got to tell you what I read in the Codex,” he said, picking up the remains of the golden book he’d found in the Warden’s personal quarters. The rooms at the far end of the Sanctuary hadn’t caught fire yet when he went to grab the Warden’s seal—which he’d apparently knocked across the room when breaking the table—along with some gold and silver, most of which he’d given to Meg’s father for the village. Most, but not all.

			“The Codex?” Ciara said, crossing her arms. “I’m guessing mostly lies. But what does that have to do with—”

			“Cillian…is Cillian, so yes, most of it was made up,” he told her. “But there’s truth in there too, surprisingly. Tia did fight…something. The Revenants, most likely. My brothers and sisters fell to them as well, as did…Bianca.” He paused for a deep breath, determined to stay calm. “I don’t know any more than that yet, but I will.”

			Ciara put a hand on his arm, and he patted it gently. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “So Tia really did sacrifice herself?”

			“No, actually,” the dragon said, glad for the slight distraction from his former apprentice’s fate. “That was just another lie. And she’s not gone, I know that much.”

			“But if she didn’t sacrifice herself, then the Revenants can’t be real either!” Ciara said, shaking her head. “Tia told the apprentices that magic was meant for every human, not just them. You read Bianca’s journal too!”

			“I was also there, Ciara,” Scorch said, raising an eyebrow. “But I don’t know. Their name in the book survived my dragonfire, so they certainly exist, but what that means, where they came from, how they got here, I can’t say. I can’t imagine there were magical creatures that Tia didn’t know about, but even she wasn’t perfect. None of your kind are, not like dragons.”

			Ciara snorted, and Scorch narrowed his eyes at her. “I just can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. “Tia was right. Magic is for us all, not just some random apprentices that she picked. Whatever the truth is, it can’t be that Revenants are real. It just isn’t possible!”

			“Magic makes the impossible possible, though,” Scorch told her. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, only that we should be careful.”

			“Or, and hear me out, we have someone else cast a spell, and see what happens,” Ciara said, her eyes shining. “Your oath doesn’t say anything about hurting Revenants, right? You’ll be able to take one down if it does exist.”

			“The oath wouldn’t hold me back, no,” Scorch said, not reminding her what he’d said about his siblings.

			“So then let’s try it!” Ciara shouted. His worried expression made her pause, though. “Unless you still plan on finding Tia, I mean?” she said, her voice much quieter now.

			“Of course!” he said, a bit surprised that she’d even ask. “I won’t rest until I do.”

			“Oh,” Ciara said, looking away. “I thought…from your note…”

			“But a thousand years of rest should be more than enough for another century or two,” he said. “Which should give you just enough time to master magic. The last thing I want to do is sleep for another thousand years and have to start all over again with a third apprentice.”

			She slowly turned back to look at him, almost like she couldn’t believe what she’d heard. “So I really can still be your apprentice?”

			He sighed, a bit embarrassed over all of it. “I’m not saying I was wrong before, because it is my responsibility to keep you safe. But I couldn’t protect you any better against the Drakes than I could help Bianca while sleeping, and between you and Meg, you did pretty well all on your own. So maybe keeping you out of danger is the wrong goal, especially when you’re only taking risks to help other people. As your teacher, I think it’s my job to keep you safe…by teaching you as much magic as possible, so you can keep yourself safe.”

			He tapped the stone floor between them, and Bianca’s journal appeared, floating up into Ciara’s shaking hands.

			For a moment, she couldn’t speak, her eyes wet with tears as she stared at the book. But finally, she looked up and met Scorch’s gaze. “Is this because I’m Bianca’s relative?”

			“No, Ciara,” he said with a smile. “This is because in spite of potentially losing magic forever, you still chose to heal your mother; in spite of the danger, you attacked a Drake who meant to slay me; in spite of blaming yourself for all the horrible things the Warden did, you didn’t ask Bianca’s journal for magic that could have really hurt him.” His smile widened. “I’d even said you could. But you surprised me, just like you’ve always surprised me. Mostly in bad ways, but still.”

			She just stared at him, not saying a word.

			“Well, apprentice?” he said, swallowing a lump in his own throat. “Will you allow me to be your teacher, then? I won’t go easy on you, and magic can be extremely dangerous, as you know by now. So think about it carefully—”

			“Food first,” she said, and the book’s pages flipped to the correct Draconic word. “That’s the rule, right? I’m going to need a lot of energy if I’m going to heal everyone who still has the Skael Cough. That sound like a good place to start, Magister?”

			“I think I prefer Teacher, actually,” he said, and she pushed the book aside and threw her arms around his neck, hugging him so tightly, she almost choked him.

			A few minutes later, his apprentice filled the floor with delicious-smelling foods and they both dug in. “Speaking of Meg,” Ciara said as she grabbed for some potatoes. “I think she should be the first one I teach magic to, don’t you?”

			He raised an eyebrow. “We should wait to test the Revenants until you’ve got more experience…. Wait, did you say you would teach her?!”

			“You already have an apprentice,” she said with a shrug. “And Tia wanted her apprentices to pass along what they knew. Isn’t that the goal, Teacher? To teach all humans magic? Well, you’re going to need help.” She nodded to herself. “I think I’m going to make a great magister.”

			Well, that was a terrifying thought, and not because of the Revenants. But Scorch refused to let it bother him, not now, when things were relatively calm. Eventually, when Ciara had mastered the Draconic language, they’d go and meet this Emperor, Cillian’s descendant, and find out what had actually happened all those years ago. Unfortunately, considering that the Emperor and his son both could use magic, Ciara would have decades to go before she was ready to face either one, let alone both, but that many years was nothing to a dragon…or Tia.

			Besides, things hadn’t exactly gone according to plan, but they’d still managed to work out okay for the moment. His apprentice had survived, her mother was healthy, the Warden was gone, and the Emperor’s soldiers had been turned back home. All of the immediate danger was over, which meant that for at least one day, Scorch might not even have to worry about his apprentice.

			What a world that would be.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			
				You know what I hate in books? Cliffhangers!

				I promise, none of those in my journal!

				—Bianca of Skael

			

			Inside his tent, Prince Aiden examined the letter he’d just received from Skael as two Wyrm soldiers waited for his orders. He absently noticed a small cut on his hand, red against his russet-brown skin. He traced a Draconic word in the air, and the wound immediately closed, disappearing as if it had never happened.

			Aiden had been begging his father, the Emperor, to let him lead the Wyrms on various missions for years, and his father had finally agreed now that Aiden was twelve, the age their ancestor Cillian had been when the Dragon Mage had taken him on as her apprentice. And after asking for so long, Aiden had no intention of letting his father down.

			He’d already used magic to cut the travel time to Skael from two weeks to three days for the hundreds of soldiers he was leading, not the easiest magic for so many. Fortunately, there was no need for the magic any longer, as they’d made their camp just beyond the mountain pass leading into Skael’s valley. The village was just a few hours’ march away now.

			But as they’d been setting up tents for the night, a carrier bird had delivered a letter from the Warden of Skael, claiming he’d been mistaken and hadn’t actually found the fallen apprentice’s journal. That was especially interesting, given that the very same Warden had shown up in their camp only an hour later, three Drakes at his side, swearing up and down that not only had he found the book, but a girl had actually used some of the magic contained within it.

			And given that Aiden’s army wasn’t currently fighting a Revenant invasion, that could mean only one thing—assuming this Warden was telling the truth, a fairly big assumption.

			“Bring the Warden in,” he said finally, nodding at the two soldiers, who bowed low and quickly exited the tent. They reappeared a moment later, holding the arms of an old man covered in dirt and tiny little red marks on every visible bit of his skin.

			“Your Highness!” the Warden said, dropping to his knees as soon as the Wyrms released him. He slammed his forehead against the ground in a bow, making Aiden wince in sympathy. “As I told your officers, I did not write that letter! The forbidden book was found, but it turned the entire village toward great evil! You must take His Majesty’s soldiers and destroy them all for their crimes against the Emperor!”

			Aiden frowned slightly. “I must? Are you giving me an order, Warden?”

			The older man looked up at him anxiously. “Of…of course not, Your Highness! I merely meant—”

			“I also prefer hearing the full truth, not just the parts that benefit the speaker,” the prince said, then pushed to his feet to pace, something he often did when working through problems. “Fortunately, the Drakes who arrived with you offered up the rest of the story. I’m told that the girl who had the book is likely a descendant of the apprentice Bianca, considering she used magic without summoning a Revenant?”

			The Warden pulled air in through his gritted teeth, making an odd hissing noise. “We have no reason to believe that, Your Highness! Revenants possess the one who called them, and we can’t know if she was taken over by one. She’s certainly the most wicked child I’ve ever met, which suggests a Revenant.” He cringed. “I would never presume to give you advice, but if you did want my opinion, I’d suggest that you destroy her immediately, before—”

			“Have you ever seen a Revenant, Warden?” the prince asked, stopping his pacing to meet the man’s eye.

			The old man stammered for a moment under Aiden’s gaze, then looked away, shaking his head.

			“I have,” Aiden continued, a chill running down his spine at the memory. “Believe me when I say that there’d be no mistaking it, if one had possessed this girl. But I’m also told she humiliated you in front of the villagers, and that makes me wonder if you might have other reasons for wanting her gone.”

			The Warden blushed furiously. “She is pure evil, Your Highness, and I beg you, take your soldiers and end her wickedness, please! She can’t be allowed to spread her unworthiness throughout the world!”

			“Again, I didn’t ask, but I’ll take that under advisement,” Aiden said, then turned to the waiting soldiers. “Bring this man to my father. I suspect His Majesty will want to use mind magic to discover the full truth of this.”

			The Warden’s eyes widened as the two Wyrms seized him by the arms. He struggled against them, trying to free himself, but the Wyrms merely tightened their grip and started dragging him toward the door. “Your Highness, this isn’t necessary!” he shouted as they took him away. “There is no one more loyal to you and your father than myself!”

			“My father once warned me that those who boast of their loyalty are often the first to betray you,” the prince told him as the Wyrms reached the exit. “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough how right he is, won’t we?”

			“Please, have mercy, Your Highness!” the Warden shouted. The tent flap fell closed behind him, and silence returned. Aiden sighed in relief, then fell into his chair, wishing his father would let him weed out the worst of his servants.

			That man had been given years to find Bianca’s book, only to lose it the moment he found it. Luckily, Aiden was there to finish the job, but they’d been relying on luck far too often lately. As powerful as the Emperor was, Aiden knew his father had no desire to face down a second Revenant invasion, even with Aiden to help. And it’d been sheer chance that an heir had found Bianca’s book instead of literally anyone else.

			But their luck couldn’t last forever. Hopefully, this girl wouldn’t try to pass along what she’d learned to a nonheir, unlike her ancestor—assuming she was descended from Bianca—or they really would be dealing with a Revenant invasion, just as they almost had in Seanan’s village, when a warden found that apprentice’s journal five years ago. It had been that discovery that had pushed the Emperor to send someone to Skael, in case Bianca’s journal had also somehow survived, which it clearly had.

			But beyond this new heir, there was also the matter of the last dragon, missing for all these centuries. Just to test things, the prince traced a Draconic symbol in the air, and to his surprise, a large ball of fire appeared in his palm, magic that he’d never been able to make work before. The heat was intense, but somehow it didn’t burn his hand, and he smiled, happy to confirm that Scorch had indeed returned.

			What were the odds, really? An apprentice’s descendant and the last missing dragon on his first mission?

			Tomorrow would be a very interesting day.

		

	
		
			Draconic Words from The Dragon’s Apprentice, with Notes from Ciara of Skael

			
				
					[image: The pictogram for food in Draconic.]
				

			

			Food spell, except watch the curves, or it’s actually a RAT spell! What kind of monster wrote those two words almost exactly the same? Ugh. I need to talk to whoever invented Draconic, and make THEM some dinner.

			
				
					[image: The pictogram for illusion in Draconic.]
				

			

			Illusion spell, specifically the Dragon Mage version. The spell is different depending on what you’re making, so don’t try using this one to turn your dragon into a horse, no matter how funny it might be.

			
				
					[image: The pictogram for mind control in Draconic.]
				

			

			Control-someone’s-mind spell. Practice this one again, since I couldn’t get it to work???

			
				
					[image: The pictogram for Fireball in Draconic.]
				

			

			Fireball! Scorch said I shouldn’t bother, so I haven’t tried it yet. But definitely one for later. BOOM, have a fireball, Drake! You too, Warden! Want five, Your Emperorship? All yours! BOOM BOOM BOOM!

			
				
					[image: The pictogram for healing in Draconic.]
				

			

			Healing spell. BE CAREFUL, healing can get mixed up easily, according to Scorch. You don’t want the spell to “heal” a broken finger into a bat wing or something. Unless you can fly then—in which case, yes.
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