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Chapter One
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The best part about dragon school is choosing your dragon. It’s the part that everyone talks about and the part that they’ll tell stories to their children and children’s children about someday – if they live that long. Dragon Riders don’t live very long. Not that that bothers anyone. If anything, it just makes more of us desperate to live to ride a dragon as one of the Dominion Sky People.

The best part about choosing your dragon is that you join a Dominion Color when you choose. Dragons only come in a few colors, and the color you choose determines your role for the rest of your life – short or long – as a Dragon Rider.

I want to join a Dominion Color and gain a purpose in life. No one wants a cripple like me to do anything except stay out of the way but I’m going to show them that I stand just as much chance as everyone else.

We were clustered on the edge of the towering cliffs, shivering like a clutch of baby chicks. The wind whirled over the black rock of the cliff, blasting us towards the cliff’s ragged edge. Did it expect us to leap and fly like the dragons housed here? Towering high above us, in sweeping arcs and swirling inlays, the Dragons’ cotes were as intimidating as the legends of the great beasts. These weren’t even the grand Dominion Cotes - only Dragon School cotes - but already I felt awed by the sheer size and scope of them.

Our instructor, Grandis Dantriet, strode in front of us, hands clasped behind him, his gnarled muscles bunched under leather straps and flowing silk scarves. He wore his white hair in the Dragon Rider way – long with tight braids mixed between the stray strands.

“Today you choose your dragon. Make no mistake: this choice will define you.”

A stir went through our ranks at his words. I glanced beside me to a girl with silver-blonde hair and a wispy sky-silk dress. She was high nobility at the very least and her cold glare told me that she didn’t care for my attention. Likely, she’d be among those who chose first. The wealthy and powerful were given the first pick of the newly caught dragons. I didn’t even need to guess who would choose last – me. And with my luck, I’d get a surly swamp-colored dragon covered in warts with breath as bad as a garbage heap. If I did, I’d still be grateful. I was here to ride a dragon, not to look pretty doing it.

I adjusted my crutch and watched with interest as Grandis Dantriet took a piece of chalk and wrote our names on a board between the alcoves. Beside each name was a black blank. Those blanks were about to be filled with dragon names. I felt my heart speed up. Even knowing I’d be last to choose, even knowing I’d get the worst of the draw, I still couldn’t help but feel the electric excitement of the moment. I was about to choose a dragon. I was going to be a Dragon Rider.

Grandis Dantriet took a curving ram’s horn off the wall and blew into it. The blaring note left vibrations rolling through us. Should we be worried about being blown off the cliffs behind us? The others were looking warily around them, but I kept my eyes on the Grandis. I wasn’t going to let fear stop me - not now, not ever.

A Dragon Rider stepped out from each alcove, their twisted silk scarves flapping from elbows and knees in the stiff breeze. Identical stony expressions painted each face. Words – too small for me to read from here - were burned on the leather strapping of their clothing. What would a Dragon Rider write on himself for safety or luck? Or were they tribute? Were they words to the heavens?

I didn’t have time to dwell on them, as the Grandis blew the horn again - two sharp blasts and the Dragon Riders pulled out dark sticks from their belts. Or, at least, I thought they were sticks until fiery spurts burst from the ends and they cracked the whips sharply. Heads poked through the alcoves accompanied by roars and sulfurous smells. One wicked eye fixed me in its unblinking gaze. Orange and slit-pupiled, it looked like a window into hell. I felt a shiver begin at the base of my spine and ripple up through me, but with it came a giddy excitement. This is what I was here for. 

The Grandis lowered the horn and called the first name. “High Castelan Savette Leedris.”

The girl in the filmy sky silk stepped forward with a smirk for me. Of course. I called that one, didn’t I? She glided down the line of snarling dragons as if she were selecting cloth for her next dress. A green one snapped his jaws at her, and although his head was larger than her entire body she did not flinch. She was courageous - I couldn’t help but grudgingly approve of that.

She stopped in front of a shining crimson dragon, so sleek that his scales were barely raised. Lifting her chin, she looked at the Grandis and nodded. The Grandis flicked a wrist and the Dragon Rider whipped her dragon back into his alcove. Her name was written beside his: Eeamdor.

I felt a burst of envy mix with my excitement. What a fine dragon! Imagine being able to choose such an amazing creature to learn to ride - to live and die with?

The next one they called was another High Castelan - Daedru Tevish. He chose a gnarled golden dragon – Daacdid. Daacdid’s lion mane and glittering black eyes flashed in the sun. I did not envy him his choice, although I liked the goals of the golden Dominion Color - the Goldens were diplomats. Where peace needed brokering, where disputes were irreconcilable, where boundaries were indefinite - that was where the golden Colors shone brightest.  It was a far cry from red - the Color of war. Daedru and Savette would be opposed to one another from this moment on. 

I was too nervous to remember the names of all those choosing dragons, but I did note that they chose dragons more for their color than anything else that I could determine. There seemed to be no preference for sleek over gnarled or aggressive over mild, but as the dragons’ numbers thinned, the anxiety in those of us remaining intensified. When only three of us were left, the curly haired boy beside me chose the last black dragon with almost panicked haste. He must be desperate to be part of the Color of Towers - to build, defend and expand our sky cities. That didn’t seem very exciting to me, but I would have gratefully taken that dragon, just as I’d gratefully take the red dragon two down from me who smelled so strongly that I thought my brain might melt out of my ears.

I was going to be last, just as I had known. It was hard to even see dragons from where we stood now. All the nearest had been claimed. There was only one more boy before me. He walked far down the line of alcoves and then back in the other direction, leaping back from one of the alcoves as the dragon within it snapped at him. He stumbled towards the edge of the precipice, scrambling back to solid land at the last moment before shakily pointing at an alcove I couldn’t see. A cheer from the others who chose Green told me he would be an Explorer. I didn’t know what I would be, but I was excited to be something.

There was a snicker from the group and when I glanced over it stopped. They were laughing at me - of course- but I couldn’t tell who started it. I wanted to believe it was Savette, but that might just be because I didn’t trust anyone who could afford sky silk. 

The Grandis looked me in the eyes. “Amel Leafbrought.”

I stepped forward, leaning on my crutch and trying for steady since I knew I couldn’t manage graceful. I followed the line of alcoves, my pace slowed by my useless leg and the difficulty of finding a safe spot to place my stick with every step. To my relief, the Dragon Riders stared ahead in stony silence, not paying my awkward gait any more mind than they paid anyone else’s pace.

I had yet to see a dragon in any of them, but I thought I could see one up ahead. A ruby head poked out from the alcove, roared and retreated in a gust of steam. In the next alcove, a white stole a glance at me before retreating again. Many whites had been claimed already. Wouldn’t it be ironic if I were a Healer Color? Me, with the crippled leg?

A few alcoves down, a gnarled, flaky red peered at me with orange eyes. I swallowed hard. It would take nerves of steel to ride a dragon like that. Wouldn’t it be just as strange for me to choose the red of war as the white of healing? What did I have to offer any of them? I was a leaf floating along the current, no choice on where it might take me or how fast, my only choice to ride the water and try not to sink. 

Words and truth. 

It was like a voice speaking right into my mind. Perhaps I really was crazy.

No, you’re just listening to a dragon.

Wait. What? Did all the dragons talk like this? Why was I only hearing one?

Because we don’t talk to humans if we don’t have to.

Did this one have to talk to me for some reason? That didn’t make sense. Who was I in the grand scheme of things? Nothing.

Today you won’t be choosing a dragon.

I will choose one. I blinked back sudden tears. Even dragons didn’t believe I should be here. I couldn’t let this voice in my head rattle me. This was my only chance. I should choose quickly before the chance was ripped away like everything else. I reached for the white dragon. I could be a healer. Ironic or not, it was better than nothing.

Stop.

I froze.

You won’t be choosing your dragon today because your dragon is choosing you.

A head poked out of an alcove at the far end of the line. I couldn’t even make out what color it was as I hobbled forward.

Does it matter what color I am?

Not to me, it didn’t. 

Good.

I’d be whatever I needed to be. I was just grateful to get to try to live my dream - even if I failed. Some people don’t even get to try.

We don’t take to humans easily.

Dragons didn’t take to humans? Then why have Dragon Riders at all?

By ‘we’ I meant Purple Dragons.

He said it just as I finally got close enough to make out his deep eggplant color just as his huge yellow eye winked at me. I gasped. He was gorgeous - sleek and lovely. I reached out a hand to touch him, but a leather gloved hand snatched mine away. The Dragon Rider stationed at the mouth of the alcove stared straight ahead as if I wasn’t there, even though his hand gripped my wrist like a dog with a bone.

“He’ll take your hand off. Don’t touch.”

“How do I choose him?”

The Dragon Rider looked me up and down. He was young for a rider- not many years older than I was – with a shining bald head and a stern expression that didn’t match the youth and exuberance in his eyes.

“Pick a different dragon. Purple dragons – well, they’re ornery and difficult. They have minds of their own. Even physically whole, I wouldn’t bet on you living the week out on a Purple.”

I swallowed. He’d noticed my limp. I bit the inside of my cheek. Stupid Amel, stupid. Of course, he noticed. It was the first thing anyone ever noticed about you. The only reason you’re surprised is because you’re so taken with the dragons that you thought you were like everyone else for a moment. You should remember that none of them respect you. They all think that you’ll fail. You need to prove them wrong. I needed to start right here with this dragon. 

I shook the gloved hand off my wrist, glared right in the Dragon Rider’s eye and reached my hand further into the alcove. The yellow eye never blinked, but he didn’t flame me or snap the arm off with a crunch of bone. Instead, he puffed a huff of steam and I bit back a curse as it left the skin of my arm red and tingling.

“I choose this dragon,” I said, loudly enough for Grandis Dantriet to hear at the end of the line.

“He must like you,” the Dragon Rider beside the alcove said. “That mild burn is like a love tap from him. Be careful. Next time he might melt the flesh right off the bone.”

I sniffed and spun on my crutch, hobbling away.

Until we meet again.

A burst of excitement filled my chest. I wish I knew his name.

Raolcan.

I heard him say it at the same moment that I read it on the board as the Grandis finished chalking it next to my name. Somehow, I knew that name would change my life forever.
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Chapter Two
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When I was seventeen months old, raiders invaded our village. My parents gathered up their children and ran to the forest, like everyone else. I don’t remember that day, which is probably a good thing. 

My grandfather was carrying me. I’m fifth of seven children and even though there were only six of us born then, my parents had their hands full. As we scrambled up the clay cliffs, my grandfather lost his footing and fell, dropping me and landing on top of me. He crushed my leg and hip. 

Though it healed, it was never the same. I don’t blame my grandfather. We were close until his death, but he always looked at me with a sad longing in his eyes. I think he could see me for what I could have been if the accident hadn’t happened. But that’s the thing – it did happen and pretending it didn’t is foolish and it only holds me back. I won’t let anything do that. I’m determined not to be any less than someone with two working legs. 

If only people didn’t all have to rub that crippled leg in my face as if it were a sin. That’s the part that bothers me the most. I didn’t do anything wrong – something wrong happened to me – so why does everyone act like I caused all this?

I hobbled down the long stone ledge with the rest of the recruits and I could hear them whispering about me. It’s easy to hang back when you know you won’t like what you hear. I couldn’t help but listen as the conversation grew louder.

“Why is she even here? You know she won’t be able to ride a dragon like that, much less train one.”

“It’s the rules, straw-for-brains. The Dragon Riders have to accept anyone who applies for the training. It’s the code.” That was the arrogant girl, Savette. She must be clever, too. Life worked that way. It gave some people everything and some people nothing, just to balance things out.

“Even if she dies the first day of training?”

“People always die. I just hope it weeds out the weak quickly. Dragon Riders need to be strong and focused. We don’t need cripples or weaklings.” That was the boy called Daedru. He’d chosen the color of diplomacy. Maybe he should rethink his choice. Not that he could now. 

We were the Colors of our dragons whether we lived or died. There were no other choices for us. I knew that and it was why I was here. My parents loved me and they would house me and help me as long as I lived – I knew that – but I also saw how little we had and how much one mouth cost to feed, especially when that mouth couldn’t do farm work. If I could have married, wifely chores would have been an option. Raising children and keeping house were hard work but didn’t require as much brawn. But with my crushed hip, the wise women said I wouldn’t bear children so that wasn’t an option. 

I would either live or die a Dragon Rider, now. We all would. No one left the service once they were recruited. You lived to serve as a Dragon Rider, or to serve Dragon Riders. At least my family wouldn’t starve trying to provide for me. I could be independent and earn my own keep – or die trying. 

“How is she even going to get around here?”

I sighed a little at that because it was something I was worried about, too. Dragon School was nestled on the side of a massive butte. Alcoves built into the side of it served as the stables, dorms, banquet halls and the offices of the teachers and students. There were also housing sections for visiting Dragon Riders, an armory, and store rooms. Each of them was connected by long narrow outer ledges and spiraling steps or ladders going up and down between levels. Climbing the ladders to the stables on the very top level had taken all my strength this morning and I was already lagging behind the rest of the students. Just going from one place to the next was going to take all my stamina. At least I’d be in great shape.

“Hey, girl,” one of them called back to me. “Dinner starts at four bells. If you don’t get there in time I’m taking your portion.”

He could take all the food he could find and he still wouldn’t take my dream away. A little hunger was nothing new for me. It took some effort to descend the ladders to the third level. Levels at Dragon School were numbered from the top down so that level three was three levels below the stables.

By the time I reached the dining hall, the meal was well underway. Long tables covered with white cloth were heaped with food. The smell of salmon with lemon sauce was mouthwatering. The tables close to the wide open windows were raised on daises and were clearly for senior Dragon Riders and instructors. I saw Grandis Dantriet eating at one of them. He was the only instructor I’d met so far. He’d met us on the boat this morning before we were ferried to the base of the mountain. 

“New recruits?” he’d asked gruffly. At our nods, he’d continued, “By leaving on this raft you signify that you accept your recruitment into the Dragon Riders. No recruit will be denied, but every year many recruits die and those who cannot gentle a dragon will leave the recruitment program and become servants of the Dragon Riders. There is no leaving this life with us other than death, be ye noble or common, great or small, sick or well. Do all accept this?”

We’d chorused a ‘yes’ as he signaled to the ferry man to pull us across the river. From the ferry, we’d gone straight up to the stables. It was strange to realize he was just one man among others, not a great golden god who we must bow before. Even knowing it wasn’t enough to shake my awe away. 

At the table furthest from the windows, back in a dull corner, were the recruits I’d arrived with. They sat in a line on benches and ate quietly. I took a seat on the end of the bench. No one looked at me, but I didn’t care. There was salmon still available and I hadn’t had more than a few scraps of bread in the past week while I’d been traveling. I’d hitched rides from town to town on farmer’s wagons or tradesman’s carts – anyone who was willing to take a passenger along the way. They didn’t charge anything – except conversation – and it was safer than walking where thieves or troublemakers could cause a lone traveler harm.

“Why can’t we sit with them?” A dark-haired, good-looking boy pointed to the table beside ours. All the people at that table were young, too, but they all wore gray leather clothing that fit snuggly over their bodies and were cinched tight with buckles at waist, elbows, knees and practically everywhere else. They looked almost like Dragon Riders, except they wore no braids or flowing silk scarves, and the full Dragon Riders wore black leather.

Savette rolled her eyes. I was beginning to find her show of arrogance entertaining. At least she was true to form - a font of information. 

“They’re Inducted. They’re a step above us. When we gentle our dragons so they can be ridden, then we’ll be inducted into the Dragon Riders and that will be us.”

His smile bordered on a smirk when he addressed her again. Was he being flirtatious? “And what about them?” 

He pointed at another long table. These people were slightly older and wore brown leathers with one or two silken scarves. Some wore a braid in their hair, others didn’t. I was glad that he was asking. Unlike others here, my childhood had focused more on how to grind grain into flour and properly oil the plow straps than it had on the inner-workings of Dragon School.

“Those are Sworn. They’ve moved to the next level of training and they’ve sworn their loyalty at court. Some of them get to go out in the field and be trained individually by full Dragon Riders. I swear, Jael, did your tutors teach you nothing?”

“They didn’t have your melodious voice, Savette.”

She scoffed, but the way her cheeks pinked she was clearly enjoying herself.

“And what about the tables with the colors?” I asked, so caught up in the explanation that I forgot myself.

The table went silent and the people closest to me looked away. Savette focused on her food like she was going to write an exam on the contents of her plate. The good looking one – Jael - spoke after long minutes of silence.

“Look, don’t take it personally, but none of us wants to get too attached to you. We know that you’ll die in the first couple of lessons and ... well, the thing is ... well ...” His eyes were full of pity as he stumbled on his words.

“What he means to say is that we don’t want to have to feel bad when you die. You shouldn’t have come here in the first place,” Savette said, harshly.

I bit into my bread and blinked back wetness in my eyes. Their words stung. And they weren’t true. I wouldn’t die in the first week. I’d show them all. They’d see that they were wrong about me and then I’d find some way to show them that I didn’t need their pity any more than I needed their help.

“They’re Colors,” the girl to one side of me said. Her eyes were a shocking blue. The words burst out of her like she’d been holding them in with her breath. “That’s why their silken scarves are all one color at each table. They aren’t full Dragon Riders yet, but they will be really soon. They’ve been approved by their Color and all they have to do is pass the final test.”

She looked away quickly like she was afraid to catch my limp. I wanted to snap at her, but she was the only one who’d answered at all. Perhaps I shouldn’t say no to friendliness, no matter how tiny a sliver of it was offered. I ducked my head in thanks and kept my mouth buttoned so I could watch the room. If I was on my own, I’d need to learn as much as I could, and that meant watching everything all the time.

It was a good thing I was watching, or I wouldn’t have seen Grandis Dantriet look up from his salmon, his sharp gaze cutting through the room to me. When he met my gaze, he didn’t look away like everyone else. He held it for three breaths, looking for something – I was sure – and then, finally, looking away. Whatever he was looking for, he seemed satisfied and I swallowed down my nerves and ate my own food. He hadn’t sent me away when he saw my limp. Maybe he knew something no one else did – no one except for me.
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Chapter Three
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I woke with a start and almost fell out of the upper bunk I was in. By the time I’d gotten to it the night before, everyone in the girls’ dorm had claimed the bottom ones. The redhead who was sleeping beneath me had turned her back coldly when I asked if she’d consider switching and I hadn’t had the energy to ask anyone else and deal with extra rejection. I rubbed my eyes, gathered my things and made my way slowly down the ladder. I could work ladders, it was just more difficult because I had to hop down every step, holding the rung carefully with two hands and dragging my bad leg. 

If it wasn’t for the fact that no one here thought I would last the week out, I’d love the girls’ dorm. The bunks were solidly built and soft with white, crisp sheets, and woolen blankets piled high on every one. I’d never slept so well. The ceiling was high- vaulted with huge windows lining one stone wall, open to the outdoors. Silken curtains floated in the breeze before them. I was beginning to understand that Dragon Riders were outdoors people. They lived, breathed, bled and died in the outdoors. I’d never been very outdoorsy. It was hard to get very far over uneven ground on my crutch and most of the chores I could help my family with were done inside, things that required quick hands rather than a strong back. 

I found the fresh, breezy dorms stimulating. Fortunately, I was the first up, so I had time to wash at the long stone basin the washroom at the back of the dorm. Someone had carved a bathroom area out and water splashed into the long wash basin in a continuous flow. There was even a large area at the back where it dripped down from the roof as if it were constantly raining. If I had more time I’d like to see what it felt like to wash under that rain, but for now, the flow in the basin would be enough. I’d never expected to live in luxury like this, with hot meals and water delivered right to the washroom. If I really did die this week, it would only be after living in a virtual wonderland. 

I tied my waist-length dark hair back and scrubbed my face clean. I didn’t have to be pretty today, I had to be functional and that meant no hair getting in the way of the work. I tucked my plain shirt into the rope belt, trying to make it as streamlined as the clothing of the Inducted I’d seen the night before. We hadn’t been issued Dragon Rider clothing yet, so I’d have to make do with my peasant clothes and hope I could get them tight enough not to interfere with the work.

“You won’t be able to make them any better no matter how hard you try,” Savette said, walking to the basin beside me and splashing her perfect, high cheekbones with water so that they pinked up like a summer rose. “Peasant clothes will never look like Dragon Rider clothes.”

She wore soft green wool that hugged her form almost as well as Dragon Rider leathers, and small woolen ties imitated what I’d seen in the dining hall. I didn’t usually envy wealth – what point would there be in that? I may as well envy her beauty – but I did envy the functionality of those clothes. It would be nice to be able to be prepared for what was coming.

“Breakfast starts next bell, but if I were you I’d get a move on. We only have a half-bell to eat and if we are late to the stables there will be penalties.” Her face was impassive but I saw a flicker of something in her eyes. 

“Don’t warn her,” the redhead complained, coming into the washroom and quickly stripping out of her silken nightdress to step under the showering rain. Her voice was muffled by the water. “If she gets cut first it gives us a better chance!”

I didn’t look at Savette as I left the washroom but as I walked by I whispered, “Thank you.”

She hadn’t needed to warn me, and yet she did. Why? I had plenty of time to puzzle about it as I left the dorms and began to climb the ladders to the first level – the stables. The rock of Dragon School glinted brightly with flecks of mica under the sun of the cloudless sky. I was enjoying myself despite the difficulty of the climb. I slung my crutch through the back of my belt and took the rungs of the ladders one at a time. 

By the time I reached the second level, the bell for breakfast had rung. I took a moment to catch my breath, looking out over the rolling hills and river delta below the cliffs. Somewhere out there, my family was beginning the work of the day. I could almost see my mother’s smile in my mind’s eye. A pang of homesickness tugged at me but I swallowed it down, blinking back tears. They would be fine – better off, even – without me. I needed to remember that my decision was the best thing for all of them. Besides, it was too late to change my mind now. I belonged to Dragon School now.

A rushing sound filled the air and I hastily brushed my sleeve across my eyes in time to look up and see the belly of a purple dragon rear up in front of me. Its massive wings blocked out the sun and a keening sound filled the air. I froze, fear and fascination warring within me. What would it be like to ride on the back of such a magnificent beast? This wasn’t Raolcan, was it?

Not a chance, little human. 

It spoke to me, too! Would I be able to hear all dragons now? There was a snickering sound in my mind, and then the dragon’s belly raced past, the scales blurring in the speed of its passing, and it was racing – up, up, up – until it was nothing but a black silhouette between me and the sun. I gasped and let myself enjoy the wonder of the moment. I lived in a school where dragons were as every-day as water. What could be more amazing than that? A single “bing” – a half bell – rang and I scrambled back onto the ladder. I had two more levels to climb on the face of this cliff or there would be consequences. 

Now that I’d seen a dragon in flight - so close that I could hear its thoughts and then so far that it was nothing but a speck in the sky - now that I’d felt the rush of its wings and seen the power of its bunched muscles unleashed into flight, now I couldn’t think of not trying to ride one. A sudden image filled my mind – me falling through the air towards the sharp rocks below. I squashed it down and brought up a better mental image – me soaring on the back of a dragon, free and liberated as the dragon himself. I clung to that thought as I climbed higher. Whatever happened from here on in had to include that. It just had to.
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Chapter Four
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As I arrived at Level One, the purple dragon returned in a spectacular soaring dive. It caught the edge of the cliffs with outstretched talons and hung there for a moment. Its rider leapt off, landing solidly on the rim of the cliff – just inches from the edge. The dragon turned his head to the rider as if he were speaking and then ducked low and crept into one of the alcoves. What kept them there? Did they stay of their own accord? Was Raolcan there somewhere? I wanted to see him again. Maybe he would have some ideas for me about how to stay alive. The Dragon Rider gave me a mock salute and then ducked into the alcove after his dragon.

“Amel Leafbrought?” I spun at the sound of Grandis Dantriet’s voice. He smiled. “You must be very eager to be here before the bell has sounded.”

“I didn’t want to be late, sir.” 

He looked at me for a long moment, his eyes trailing to my back where my crutch was still fastened. Blushing, I pulled it off my back and secured it under my arm.

“Good thinking,” he said at last. “The first class of the day is Tack and Stables. Your instructor is Anda Elfar.”

I nodded and followed his gaze to an alcove down the ledge. Red curtains swirled outside the door and leather tack hung from more hooks, pegs, and rails than I’d ever seen in one place. I made my way to the alcove and peered inside to see long wooden benches and tables polished to a gleam. They faced a raised dais with various maps pinned up behind it. I took a seat at the nearest bench, hoping I’d chosen correctly. 

After a moment, a short, muscled woman with cropped gray hair and a pleasant but weathered face came in and strode to the front of the room. She acknowledged me with a nod but seemed caught up in her own thoughts. Voices from outside the door were soon followed by a wave of other Dragon Rider hopefuls. I recognized Savette and Daedru as well as the dark-haired boy from last night who pitied me, and the red-haired girl who slept below me and definitely did NOT pity me. Judging by their bubbling chatter, most of them were well on their way to becoming friends. I focused on the instructor, waiting for the lesson to begin. I might not be the social princess of our group, but I was here to learn.

“Your first work every morning will be with Tack and Stables. This is the only lesson in my class that will involve any sitting down,” Grandis Anda Elfar’s voice cut through any noise like an axe. “Come to class in the morning prepared to work. Servants clean and cook for us. We clean and feed the dragons. Servants will clean your clothes. We oil and mend the tack for the dragons. See yourself as a servant and the work will be easy. See yourself as above it and you won’t last the week.”

“You’d send us to the servant halls for being bad at Tack?” a golden-haired boy asked. 

The Grandis lifted an eyebrow and crossed her arms. “Name?”

“Dannil Evermore.”

“When I began here I was like all of you – foolish and hopeful. A boy named Javen Taydon began in the same wave as I did. He was of high rank and blood.” Anda paused, looking out the massive open windows at the roiling clouds on the horizon. Was she seeing the boy from her past in her mind’s eye? “He was not attentive to his tack. A week into our training he slipped and the mid-strap meant to secure him caught him as he fell – only the stitching holding the buckle was worn. It snapped and he fell to his death. Every time I repair a mid-strap buckle I remember how long he screamed before he hit the ground.” Our silence was filled with horror. “If you fail at Tack and Stables you will not be a servant. You will be dead.”

I swallowed, imagining a boy falling, falling, falling to his death simply because he forgot to check the stitching on a strap. I’d have to take Tack very seriously. 

As Grandis Elfar launched into a lecture on oils and stitching, the feeling that I was being watched crept over me. I tried to focus harder. Knowing the correct oils to use and what to look for in our tack was a life or death matter. I couldn’t afford to be distracted. The feeling remained.

“The tack in front of you is the tack assigned to your dragon. Every morning when you clean your dragon’s stall you will inspect and clean your tack.” The Grandis seemed unaffected by whatever was bothering me, her lesson rolling off her tongue like she’d said it a thousand times before – maybe she had.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw a Dragon Rider leaning against the frame of our class window, his bald head cocked to the side. He appeared to be studying me. Purple silk scarves of varying prints fluttered at his neck, elbows and knees and waist. I frowned. Was that the Dragon Rider who had grabbed my hand when I reached for Raolcan? I thought it might be. Somehow, I’d caught his attention and that couldn’t be a good thing. 

He was at least five years older than I was, judging by his looks, and his face and head were dark from sun, his unshaven scruff black. I couldn’t tell from his expression if he was judging me or merely curious. Either way, I fought down a shiver. What could he want?

I redoubled my focus on Grandis Elfar. She was explaining what use different stitching was in the proper function of our tack.

“You will care for your own tack and no one else’s unless asked. Every morning your first tasks will be to care for your tack, muck out your dragon’s stall and carry his water. Failure at any of these tasks will spell disaster. These are not only chores, they are life-giving work. Do not forget that in Dragon School the smallest of tasks is important. Your attention to detail and focus on the little things will determine your ability to do greater things. No one succeeds as a Dragon Rider if they do not attend their tack and stable.”

The red-haired girl from earlier raised a hand and Grandis Elfar nodded to her. “When we are full Dragon Riders and we have the responsibilities of executing the Dominion good, will others care for our dragons?”

I glanced at the window, but the Dragon Rider was gone. I felt strangely disappointed, even though I’d been trying to appear like I didn’t care what he was interested in. Maybe I’d see him here again. 

Grandis Elfar looked at a list on the wall before responding, “High Castelan Starie Atrelan?”

“Yes,” the girl agreed.

“Your dragon’s health will always be your own responsibility. Today, to reinforce the need to care for your dragon, you will muck out both his stall and my dragon’s stall – under my supervision. I, like all Dragon Riders, would never leave such an important task to someone else without supervising it myself.”

Starie groaned and I heard a snicker from behind me. Grandis Elfar’s face turned dark.

“You think this is a laughing matter? Your name?”

It was the good-looking dark-haired boy. “Castelan Jael Woelran.” 

“We don’t usually muck stalls on the first day, Jael, but it looks like this class will be doing it. They can thank you for the privilege. We’ll talk more about tack tomorrow. Today, we muck stalls. Form a line at the door.”

I hobbled over to where the line was forming and found my place right behind Starie. She looked back at me, grimaced and then sniffed and turned away. What had I ever done to her?

“There’s a hidden pulley system for the buckets,” a voice whispered in my ear.

I turned around to see Savette looking up at the ceiling, an indifferent look on her face. For someone who pretended not to care about me, she sure seemed to be going out of her way to help. I tried to catch her eye to thank her, but Grandis Elfar was already calling us to order. 

We followed her brisk pace down the long line of Dragon alcoves. The name of each dragon was carved into the rock above his head. How old and permanent must they be to have someone carve their name in the rock? 

The alcoves of the dragons nearest to us were lush and smelled of sweet hay and something nutty. Warm air drifted from them and I thought I saw the glow of braziers within. 

“These are Dragon Rider mounts,” Grandis Elfar said as we walked. “They are to be honored and respected. Allies, not servants.”

After long minutes, we turned a corner to a new line of stables along the curve of the ridge. 

“These are the mounts of visiting Dragon Riders.” The Grandis called back her explanations in a loud clear voice. I wondered if it was trained to be heard by others in the air. Would it be noisy to fly on the back of a Dragon with air rushing past you from the speed?

These alcoves seemed more uniform and no names or special decorations were present, but they were clean and fresh. They seemed to go on and on to the point where my crutch was irritating my arm pit. I was going to have to get used to this walk. My speed was flagging and the Dannil Evermore pushed past me with three other boys. 

“These are the dragons of the Sworn and Inducted. Watch yourself here and do not go to close to the openings. These dragons are not fully trained.”

The stables here were alive with activity. Sworn and Inducted busily cleaned alcoves and hauled water, calling and laughing together. I watched with a hint of longing. They looked like families or very close friends. And they seemed to enjoy their life here as trainees. Perhaps there was a life here for me, if I could find my bearings and make friends. 

I glanced behind me. Savette was the only one who hadn’t pushed past me, but I couldn’t catch her eye. She was focused on watching those who ranked above us. Knowing her, she was probably memorizing every detail of their work to lecture us about later. What made a high-born lady in pretty clothes so keen on understanding how things worked? It was an admirable trait to have. If only Savette wasn’t so cold, perhaps we could be friends.

“Don’t fall behind!” Grandis Elfar’s voice cut through my thoughts and I took a deep breath and picked up my pace. I was already winded, but I didn’t dare to show that I couldn’t keep up. “We have now reached the area of recently caught dragons. Watch your step with caution and follow the orders of the Green Dragon Riders. Recently caught or hatched dragons are in their care.”

Here, Dragon Riders with green silk scarves guarded alcoves or worked busily around the alcoves. I couldn’t tell what they were doing, but the work seemed focused and intent.

“Wild Dragons that are caught and then gentled here by a rider form a bond with only that rider for life. The ones raised in captivity lack the spirit and individuality of wild dragons,” Savette said, as if to herself. 

So, that was why they had fresh recruits choose and care for a dragon. We had the opportunity to bond with our dragons. It was a very dangerous way to do things. And what kept them contained in their alcoves?

“See the Dragon Riders standing between alcoves? They are maintaining the ward that keeps freshly caught Dragons in their alcoves. Loyal Dragons don’t need to be contained, but Mustang Dragons – wild ones – need to be gentled first.” Savette was still pretending she wasn’t talking to me. Should I ask her a question or go along with her acting? I decided to ask. I needed to be sure I hadn’t heard her wrong.

“Are the Green Dragon Riders going to gentle them?”

She laughed. “No, Amel. We are. Our first job as trainees is to gentle a dragon and take the First Flight. If we live through that first flight, we will have passed the first test and we’ll be considered Initiates of Dragon School.”

Her words were punctuated by the crack of a whip. One of the Green Dragon Riders had cracked his whip to contain a snorting white dragon.

I swallowed. We had to ride a wild dragon to be considered full initiates? No wonder everyone kept thinking I wouldn’t last the week out. If I thought managing narrow rock walkways and ladders with a crutch was bad, how was I going to ride a wild dragon – even Raolcan who seemed to like me? I was going to need all my courage.

I wouldn’t have chosen a girl without courage.

I smiled at his words in my head. I wasn’t alone in this, was I? I had an ally.
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Chapter Five
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Raolcan? He must be close! I could hardly hold myself back from rushing to his alcove, but Grandis Elfar was giving instructions.

“Your dragons are not yet tame or bonded to you. Do not try to touch them. The Green Dragon Riders at each pen will strengthen the wards to keep the dragon on one side of the pen while you clean. Shovel any refuse into the grated area at the back of the pen and it will fall into the pits. Then, flush the alcoves with water and lay out fresh straw. Fill the trough with drinking water and the tray with feed. If you have problems, call for help. I’m not here to look beautiful. I’m here to teach you to care for your dragon. Is that understood?”

We nodded together and the Grandis marched us down the line of alcoves, nodding to each of us as we found our alcove. The dragons weren’t organized by color like they were in the other areas. I kept walking and walking, wondering why Raolcan always seemed to be at the end of the line. Savette’s red dragon was long before Raolcan and she entered his alcove with her usual grace, leaving me alone with Grandis Elfar.

“This is your dragon?” she asked, when we finally reached his alcove at the very end of the line. 

It was quiet here, far from the bustle of the rest of the Stables. I could hear birds screeching in the sky and see the ocean far out on the horizon. It must be hard to be caged here so close to freedom when he was used to going wherever he pleased. 

You have no idea how hard it is.

“Yes.” I didn’t even have to look. His mental voice was becoming familiar to me.

“You chose a purple. They are very rare.” Her mouth thinned as she pressed her lips together firmly and her eyes grew hard. “A purple is a treasure to all of us. Treat him with extreme care.”

Her expression was confusing – judgmental and condemning as if I’d committed a crime.

“Why are you so angry?” I asked.

She shook her head and tsked. “Just treat him well.”

She was stalking away before I could say anything else, leaving me red-cheeked and embarrassed. What did I do to make her so angry?

You chose me. Or, at least, she thinks you did. She doesn’t realize that purple dragons always choose for themselves. She’s Black. Towers are about stability. 

That was it? She was angry that I chose Purple? Had she wanted me to choose Black like her?

No, she’s afraid you will waste me and she thinks I’m a valuable resource. If you fail to ride me, no one else will be able to. They’ll lose me as a resource. 

I entered Raolcan’s alcove and saw he was leaning against one wall, leaving most of the alcove clear. A shovel and pitchfork hung at the back of the alcove. I leaned my crutch carefully against the wall and took the shovel down. I’d have to work carefully to clear the stall with one hand on the shovel and one using my crutch. I concentrated, lining the shovel up so I could slide it along the ground and plow any refuse to the back where the grate leading to the pits was. 

I worked silently, allowing myself to get lost in the difficulty of the unfamiliar task. 

It will get easier as you adjust.

Did he choose me because he wanted to be free again and he thought that I was the least likely of my wave of trainees to succeed?

That’s an unfair thought. You don’t trust easily, do you?

It was going to be tough to be friends with someone who could read my thoughts. I had plenty of nice ones, but it’s not easy to grow up with extra challenges and fewer opportunities and not grow a little bitter. 

So, you don’t trust easily and you doubt everyone’s motives. We have that in common. I don’t trust humans.

If he didn’t choose me because he thought I was weak, then why did he choose me? What did I have to offer?

If you want to ask me, then ask. Address me like an equal.

I’m sorry. I don’t mean to belittle you. I’m just not used to this. Help me not to be unfair to you. Why did you choose me?

I hoped you’d be able to understand me. Neither of us trusts easily. Neither of us likes people very much. Both of us are captives – you to a leg that holds you back. Me by bonds of magic that have imprisoned me and kept me here. And neither of us has a chance to escape. I thought that perhaps we could understand each other – help each other. Was I wrong?

I was done scraping the floor. I hung the shovel up and went to work with the bucket. The same water that flowed in the dorms trickled over a rock ledge here. A spout had been set up to catch the flowing water and direct it in an accessible stream. I filled the bucket, carefully hobbling to the mouth of the alcove and letting it wash across the floor.

Was he wrong about me? Could I help anyone else? I wanted to think that I was a good person with a kind heart. I did feel bad that he was caged here when he should be free to fly. 

That’s a start.

But his imprisonment was my opportunity. I didn’t feel nearly bad enough about his situation because I knew that it made opportunity possible for me.

At least you know that. You can acknowledge your selfish attitude about this.

Do you want me to pour any water over you? I would want a bath if I was trapped in this alcove.

He shivered. Was that mental laughter I was hearing?

I couldn’t imagine anything more horrible than purposely pouring buckets of water over myself. You humans are very strange.

I hung the bucket back up and laid out fragrant hay from where it was stored. Why didn’t Raolcan get a fancy brazier?

Because I’m not gentled yet. Not broken to their ways.

I finished up and walked to stand in front of him, glancing over my shoulder at the guard by the door. He wasn’t watching but I didn’t want to risk getting in trouble for this. 

What do you want, Raolcan? Your freedom?

That’s gone forever now, girl.

I’m Amel. Amel Leafbrought. If you can’t have your freedom, then what do you want?

A purpose.

Just like me.

And a friend.

I reached a hand out - slowly and gently. There was a glint of violence in his eye and he snapped his jaw. I pulled the hand back, instinctually but then reached out again. I had to be courageous. I couldn’t be a friend if I expected him to be the one to always reach out to me. Carefully, I let my hand extend - inch by inch - towards his snout. I kept my gaze locked on his serpentine eye, careful not to even breathe aggressively. I laid my hand gently on his snout, feather-light.

I’ll be your friend. I swallowed hard. I could feel my heart beating as fast as a dragon could fly. 

Not quite as fast.

I drew my hand back slowly and smiled. So, I had a friend. That was unexpected.

A dragon friend can be dangerous.

Maybe he should have led with that.
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Chapter Six

[image: image]


I turned at a scuffling sound in the doorway. The young Dragon Rider I’d seen leap off his purple dragon was frozen in the alcove entrance, hands held up and a look of horror on his face. I frowned. Was he hurt somehow?

“Don’t move,” he whispered. 

I froze. What did he see?  A deadly spider? A snake? I tried to look without turning my head, but it was hard to see anything in that position. How could I know if the danger was growing closer if I stayed totally still? And couldn’t Raolcan deal with spiders and snakes if they came in his alcove?

I certainly can.

“Don’t even breathe.”

Well, that sounded like bad advice. I went ahead and ignored it.

“Back up slowly to where I am.”

I leaned into my crutch and slowly slid one foot after another backward to where he was.

“What is it?” I whispered, wide-eyed.

We were inches from each other, and he breathed a trembling sigh of relief. His dark face was washed out and his hand trembled on the doorframe of the alcove.

“You shouldn’t touch an un-gentled dragon.” His voice was burred and raspy, like he was holding back emotion.

“It’s alright. I was just getting to know him.” I tried to smile, but his attitude was frightening. Why was he so worried about Raolcan? Should I be?

I won’t harm you. Intentionally.

He ran a palm over his face and looked at me with a firm expression, like he was trying to be patient or controlling his temper. Long minutes of silence hung between us before he spoke again. I felt a little uncomfortable at the attention. People didn’t usually look at my face. They usually looked at my leg and then looked away quickly. I felt like I might blush from the attention. I tried not to look away. Other girls wouldn’t, would they? They would find that kind of attention perfectly normal. I didn’t want to be different than anyone else would be.

“Let’s walk you back to your classroom. You’re taking Tack and Stables this morning, right? Your wave arrived yesterday?” 

It seemed like he was trying to be kind and I didn’t want to disappoint him. I nodded shyly. He glanced at the chalkboard beside the alcove where my name was written next to Raolcan’s.

“And you chose Raolcan? A purple?”

“Yes.”

“Purple is a fine choice.” He placed his hand gently on the small of my back, steering me towards the entrance of the alcove. I didn’t really want to go but I didn’t want to cause a scene, either. After all, I’d be back here tomorrow cleaning out Raolcan’s alcove again.

Goodbye, Raolcan. Hopefully, he didn’t take it personally.

I’m used to people not trusting me. It’s only fair. I don’t trust them.

I hoped he’d eventually trust me.

Trust is a precious gift. You’ve given me yours. You can believe it will be reciprocated.

He was very wise.

For a dragon?

Was that a mental laugh?

“I didn’t choose him,” I told the Dragon Rider. “He chose me.”

He gave me a hesitant look but it turned to a smile as we left the alcove and slowly walked down the long ledge. He kept pace with me, even though I was a lot slower than he was.

“If you make it through your First Flight you’ll be a Purple in training.” He seemed pleased about that. “We value courage, but we also value people who use their heads.”

“We?”

He flicked the scarf slung low around his waist. A matching one ringed his neck, both a deep purple that looked good against his dark skin and eyes. Light glinted off his scalp. Did he shave it? What would I look like if I shaved my head? Hopefully, I’d never know.

“My Color is Purple, just as yours will be if you become a full initiate. There aren’t many of us.” His conversation was easy mannered, as was his pace. I enjoyed falling into a rhythm with him. He carried calm with him, like a permanent pack on his back.

“Why aren’t there many Purples?”

He shrugged. “We catch very few Purple dragons. They’re reclusive. They fly their own paths through the clouds, not like other dragons that form flocks or migrate together.”

So, Raolcan was like me in that. Reclusive. A loner. I liked him more as I got to know him. 

As we drew closer to where the other trainees were working I found it harder to pay attention to his easy conversation. What was going on over there? The trainee alcoves looked like an anthill had been turned over. Trainees I didn’t know bustled in and out of alcoves with hurried speed, their hair and garments rumpled and dirty. I saw Savette outside of hers, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear as she bandaged another girl’s hand. Two more trainees sat on the ledge, nursing injuries, their clothing singed and dirty.

“What happened to them?” I was aghast.

The Purple Dragon Rider looked surprised at my question. “They’re cleaning their dragon’s alcoves. Un-gentled dragons are dangerous but if trainees can’t learn to dodge a stream of fire and shake off a few burns they won’t be able to handle the next part of the gentling process. Besides, being near their dragons is the first step towards helping them bond with their dragons. The dragons need to get to know their scents, no matter how dangerous the process might be.”

“The Grandis didn’t mention any of that.” I couldn’t keep the horror out of my words. They should have been warned. They could be seriously injured if their dragons acted like that! I couldn’t help but feel a bit guilty – my experience with Raolcan had been entirely different. 

Brutes.

He must still be picking up my thoughts, though I didn’t know if he meant the other dragons or my fellow trainees.

Both.

“They’re dragons. What did you expect?” The Dragon Rider’s tone was neutral, like he was curious more than anything.

I blushed but said nothing. Should I admit that Raolcan was speaking in my mind? Wouldn’t I sound insane? What if they reassigned me to a new dragon? I didn’t want that. I was beginning to like the deep purple dragon. His brow was furrowed, like I was a puzzle to be figured out.

“What’s your name, trainee?”

“Amel Leafbrought.”

“I think it’s likely we’ll meet again. Work hard, Amel Leafbrought. We accept only the best in Purple.”

I nodded and he started to leave, but I called after him, surprised at my own boldness. “What is your name, Dragon Rider?”

“Leng Shardson.” His eyes twinkled as he answered, but his expression remained serious. I wanted him to know that I was worthy of Purple, but I wasn’t sure how to do that. And what if I couldn’t convince him? What if I said the wrong thing and looked stupid? 

I watched him stride away, watched his slightly bow-legged walk and his careful movements, like he was always balancing on the back of a dragon. Did he shave his head to make it easier to fly without hair swirling around his face? I should consider what to do with my own hair. Savette probably had ideas about that.

My pace was slow as I worked my way past the alcoves. I found it frustrating, even though I was used to it. At home, I hadn’t had to walk far, but the stables alone were as large as my village and the five others in our area combined. I’d never had to walk so far before and being slow chafed. At least it gave me time to take in all the details. 

Insignia were draped on some dragon doors. I assumed these ones belonged to Castelans or High Castelans, because Savette’s alcove had an intricately designed banner hanging over her door. Castelans ran the Towers of the Dominion. And Towers governed the towns and villages surrounding them. High Castelans lorded over groups of Towers. Until I’d arrived here, I’d never seen a tower in my life, and now I was living in the most majestic of all the towers – Dragon School. Not that it was man-made. It was carved from the great land divide – a natural up-thrust of layered rock and waterfalls. Tufts of mist rose up from the wet river delta below as the golden sun burned across the land. The river flashed, snake-like between greens and browns of shrubbery until it boiled brown and churning into the silver ocean. I allowed myself to be distracted by it for a moment.

A scream shredded the air and as I turned to see where it was coming from, someone ran past me, knocking my crutch out. I stumbled, falling onto the ledge and grazing my knee. Ouch. I tried to stand, but a second person crashed into me, knocking me flat on my face. My chin hit the rock. Defensively, I curled into a ball, wrapping my arms around my head. Footsteps and yells were all around me and I felt my heart beating at a dizzying speed. I needed to get up so that I wasn’t kicked. 

I scrambled up, recovering my crutch. The rush of people was past me, but someone was still screaming, and cries filled the air. I hobbled forward. At the end of the row of recruit dragon alcoves, the rest of the students were clustered. Someone was rushing from the other side of the stables with a stretcher under one arm.

“Back up! Back up!” That was Grandis Elfar yelling. She and the man with the stretcher shoved their way through the knot of people. By the time I made it to the edge of the group, Savette was pushing her way out of the knot, face white and mouth wide in distress.

“Savette?” I laid a hand on her trembling arm. “Are you hurt?”

“No,” she gasped. Her eyes flicked wildly until they settled on something behind me. I turned to see she was staring at her dragon’s alcove. 

“Is your dragon alright?” 

“What?” She was in shock.

“Your dragon - Eeamdor – is he alright?”

She looked at me like I’d grown another head. “Who cares about dragons? It’s Dannil. He... he...” 

Her voice trailed off and then a surge of the crowd came towards us. I held on to her to avoid being swept away. As the other trainees moved behind us I finally had a look at the center of the group. Dannil lay in a pool of blood, while a dragon school medic tried to bind his wound. The screaming had stopped. He was unconscious on the stretcher they’d brought – and he was missing his right arm.

I swallowed back a sudden wave of nausea. His dragon had bit off his arm? 

“How -?”

“They’re dragons, Amel,” Savette said. Her expression was severe. “They aren’t pets.”

The medics strapped him to the stretcher and Grandis Elfar finished rigging a rope to a pulley against the rock face. They were going to lower him down to another level of dragon school. I’d been wondering what they did when people couldn’t climb the ladders and now I knew. 

What would happen to Dannil? Would he come back and try to ride his dragon once he was healed? I didn’t realize I’d said that out loud until Savette scoffed.

“He lost his right arm. You have to be strong and healthy to ride a dragon and no one can do it with a missing limb.”

I let go of her like I’d been burned by the touch. Anger and frustration clouded my mind so that all my thoughts were in shards and spiky shattered pieces that wanted nothing but to harm and damage. I clamped down tightly on the impulse and tried to smooth my face and make my breathing easy. Anger and frustration did nothing to erase an insult. 

“That’s enough for today. We’re breaking early for noonday meal. You’ll be given further instructions after your meal,” Grandis Elfar’s voice cut across the ambient noise and we all fell silent. “Let today be a lesson to you. Tack and Stables is not a game or a job for servants. The wild dragon that has been brought here for you to gentle is not a pet or a pony. You must have your wits about you during even the simplest of tasks or you will end up like your friend – maimed for life. Dismissed.”

I followed the line of people to the ladders heading down to the dining hall level, but my eyes wandered to the hidden pulley. Things around here sure would go quicker for me if I could use those to ascend and descend levels. I felt a lurch in my stomach at the thought of swaying out over that deadly drop, but I needed to find an edge. Any edge. Savette’s expression as she spoke about Dannil was enough to convince me that I needed to change people’s minds about me, or they’d always be thinking of me as “that crippled girl” instead of a Dragon Rider.
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Chapter Seven
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“No one likes to sit inside when the weather is beautiful, not even instructors.” Grandis Leman was our instructor after lunch. His lips had a bitter quirk to them and the classroom smelled musty and neglected. Perhaps he was serious about spending all his time out of doors. “This is Maps, Geography, and Regions. It’s better to learn these skills practically from the backs of your dragons, but until your First Flight there are only books to help you.”

Grandis Leman talked with the bored air of someone who would rather be anywhere else. His nose was like a wide blade, so dominant that it was almost all I noticed – even before his age or hair color. He’d wrapped his hair back in a silken bandana, though it flowed down almost as long as my own and was interspersed with braids. Maybe that was what I should do with mine.

“You’ll see three textbooks in front of you. Do all of you know how to read?”

By Dominion decree, every child was schooled from the ages of five to ten. There should be no one who was illiterate. Though literacy and numeracy weren’t all that helpful in a peasant’s life of farming, it made things easier if peasants were recruited to the military, taken as servants of Castelans, or volunteered as Dragon Riders. Most serving jobs required basic literacy.

“Excellent,” Grandis Leman said, his tone belying his words. “There are three books in front of you: Maps of the Dominion, Lantris’ Cartography, and Jogler’s Kingdoms, Regions, and Unknown Lands. These are precious and belong to Dragon School. Treat them with care. You will read them all thoroughly before the week is over and you will be tested on them after your First Flight. The test is standard. Failure is unacceptable.”

Daedru’s hand shot up and Grandis Leman waved to him. “What happens if we fail?”

“Don’t.” Grandis Leman punctuated his reply with the flat of his hand slamming on the tabletop beside him. I wouldn’t be asking him any questions. “I dislike being cooped up indoors, as I trust is true of all of you. Go read somewhere else. Bring the books back with you to our next class.”

He stalked out of the room, leaving us looking at each other in amazement. Was this really one of our teachers? We had to study these three books without instruction for the rest of the week? At least in this, I had the exact same hand dealt to me as everyone else. I could study just as quickly as any of them – although going somewhere else to do it would certainly claw into my time.

I opened the first book, determined to stay and read what I could. Scuffling chairs and feet and chatter were quickly blocked out by the book. I’d started with Jogler’s Kingdoms, Regions and Unknown Lands. It was the thickest book of the three, but it launched into excitement from the first word:

The tales of the five kingdoms and the lands beyond are not for those faint of heart or dim of wits. Read with caution for wisdom may be found in these accounts and by them, ye may learn not to repeat the mistakes of olde. 

I felt the tingle in my bones of a tale to be told. I shivered slightly, curled my feet up under me and read on. Eventually, the room quieted, although I heard the furtive sounds of someone else nearby. After what felt like only minutes, the light grew dim so that the words were hard to make out and I was forced to close my book and look up. I surfaced back to the present time like a diver from the depths and I saw a boy sitting opposite to me holding his books against his chest like they were a newborn lamb or kitten needing the warmth of a body close by.

“You’re Amel Leafbrought.” He was about my age with curling dark hair and a sad expression around his eyes. In the faint light, it was hard to tell much more about him except that his skin was paler than mine and it glowed in the half-light.

“Did the crutch give it away?” I asked, fishing a leather thong out of my pocket to tie the books together so they could be managed with one hand. I was used to keeping string or leather thongs on my person for this purpose. 

He laughed and I smiled with him. Had I found the only other person here with a sense of humor?

“I’m Tamas Dawes.”

I smiled shyly but realized he wouldn’t be able to see my expression in the fading light. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You must be very studious.”

“Why is that?”

“You read through dinner and it’s almost curfew bell.”

Disappointment surged through me. I would have liked more of that amazing food. My belly growled at the thought.

“Maybe I should have said something.” He laughed again and I liked his laugh. 

“If it’s almost curfew bell then I should get moving,” I said, settling my crutch and heading out of the classroom. “How does everyone else seem to know the schedule here? No one told me what the bells mean or where I should be for them.”

The moon was rising over the delta below and silver edged the landscape and alcoves of Dragon School. Above the cliffside, tall spires rose like icicles sticking the wrong way up. Towers of the Dragon Riders. Children sketched those in the dirt of our village even though we’d never seen them. We followed the ledge together, towards the ladder.

“It follows the Castelan schedule. If you grew up noble you know it by heart. First bell is waking, second is meditation, third breakfast, fourth is first duty, fifth lunch, sixth is second duty, seventh supper, eighth is third duty, ninth songs, tenth curfew and then the night bells.”
“They ring bells at night?”
“For the night watches or the evening meditations and patrols.”

“So, everyone else knows what to do because they were raised to this and it’s only the details that change?”

We reached the ladder and I slotted my crutch into place on my back. Tamas seemed content to wait for me.

“Exactly. Details are given at meals right now while we’re trainees. It changes after First Flight, but things are informal this first week. The Dragon Riders don’t like to get too attached.”

“You must be noble, then,” I said as we scaled the ladder. It seemed even more frightening to climb the cliff side in the dark of night. “Since you know the schedule.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”

We arrived at the girls’ dorms and he paused for a moment. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Amel Leafbrought. I was hoping to make a friend my first week here.”

“Does that mean we’re friends?”

“We are if you want to be.” Was that a twinkle in his eye or a glint of moonlight?

“I could use a friend.” I was too shy to wait for his response. What if he took back his offer? I hurried into the dorm and almost collided with Starie.

“Watch it, peasant. And watch who you’re spending your time with. People who start as servants can always go back to that position.”

What did she mean by that?
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Chapter Eight
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The next morning, I used what I learned to get ready and in the right place in time for breakfast. The dining hall was loud with chatter and hot clattering dishes. Steam filled the air as a serving girl pulled the silver lid off a dish of eggs and set them on the long serving table. Metal pitchers of hot teas were quickly refilled as soon as they ran dry by a series of servants arriving with cast-iron kettles. The cold air of the fresh morning fueled my appetite and smelling yeasty goodness in the air as a Dragon Rider nearby broke open a fresh-baked roll made my mouth water. 

Even arriving right at the bell, I was only one among many pouring into the great hall. Dragon Riders were outdoors people and they were morning people. More people than in my entire village – than in all the five villages of my home – lived in Dragon School and they all ate together, except the servants, of course. 

Off to one side of the hall, I caught a glimpse of the boy I’d met last night, Tamas, talking to a white-clad servant. His arms were crossed like he was upset about something. Should I try to help somehow? His body language suggested that he didn’t want to be interrupted. 

I hurried to the trainee table, gathering up two of the hot crusty rolls from a basket and piece of fruit. I couldn’t afford to linger here if I was going to make it up to Tack and Stables in time for the morning lesson.

“Sit down, you’re blocking my view,” Starie was her usual pleasant self as she slid onto the bench beside me. Space was limited at the trainee table, or I doubted she would choose to sit near me. Perhaps she wasn’t a morning person like the other Dragon Riders. 

“Trainees.” Grandis Dantriet strode up to our table. “Lesson changes this morning. Due to yesterday’s events, Tack and Stables will be abbreviated. Clean your dragon’s stable quickly and carefully. You will have only fifteen minutes to finish. After that, you will go topside to watch a display of skill by the Inducted. I shall meet you there.”

He strode off, head high and businesslike. For a school, these people certainly didn’t seem to enjoy a lot of talking or lecturing. Every single one of them was a person of action – fresh air, exercise, sharp words and good food - that was my impression of Dragon Riders. 

I tore a bite out of my chunk of bread and tucked the rest in my pockets, heading for the door. I would have loved to stay and sit for a while. The cheerful bustle of the dining hall brought back memories of home, and the combination of cool morning air and steaming piles of food was hard to resist. It would be fun to sit in a corner, sipping tea and listening to all the conversations, but if I wanted to get my dragon’s stable clean in time, I would need to hurry.  

I made it up the ladder just as the bell for first duty was sounding. At least I knew what the bells meant now! I’d love to see some of them ringing. There was more than one that rang, but I didn’t know where they were. With the echoing of the cliff face, they could be anywhere.

You’re back.

I smiled as I heard his voice in my mind. I was getting used to Raolcan. Did he like it here?

I’m a prisoner. 

Of course. I should have remembered that.

But no more than you are. You can’t ever leave either, can you?

I couldn’t, but I was a peasant girl with a bad leg. Raolcan was a massive, powerful dragon.

We have a treaty with the Dominion. It is an old bond. Our part of the treaty is to provide you with dragons to ride.

Are you saying that you volunteered?

Who would choose a life under the rule of another? But someone had to go, and I have no mate, no children. I will not be missed as much as others would. 

Do you miss your home?

I miss everything. 

I missed my home, too. If he agreed to come, then why did they tie him up? It seemed needlessly cruel. He was no brute beast.

Thank you.

Why did he thank me?

For your trust. You shouldn’t trust dragons, though. I will rend and flame as much as any other.

But not me. I knew he wouldn’t try to harm me. He’d admitted as much.

We shall see. I am still a dragon.

But he was also my friend. And we were in this together. I thought I could feel him smile as I hobbled along the ledge towards his alcove. I wondered what it would be like to embark on this journey with anyone else but Raolcan. Imagine if I were Dannil whose dragon bit his arm right off? I shuddered, peering into the alcoves as I went. 

There was Daedru’s golden dragon, its mane shimmering in the dawn light. He yawned, his massive mouth opening so wide that I could step inside and my head would barely brush the roof of his mouth. I shuddered and moved on. 

Once I neared the Reds, I saw Savette’s Eeamdor, but I didn’t near his pen. His sleek red scales shone in the sun like polished glass, but he was gouting flames out the door of his alcove. I timed my passing carefully to avoid them. 

When I reached the Green stables, I saw a chalkboard with Tamas’ name written on it beside the name ‘Ieffban.’ So, Tamas was going to be Green if he prevailed. What sort of dragon had he been given? The alcove was dark and the door had thick woolen hangings over it. Perhaps Tamas really was rich of he could afford those. They had no embroidery or fancy dye work like the other curtains. Curious, I pulled back the draping to look inside. 

The moment that light filled the alcove I was slammed against the alcove wall. Sulfurous breath filled my lungs and I choked on the fumes. Something hard and sharp scraped across the wall beside my face. I steeled myself and looked. It was a massive claw. The other claw was on the other side of my face, while the webbing spread under my jaw. I was pinned against the wall, at Ieffban’s mercy. Should I scream? What would be the point? Death was only moments away. I would not lose my dignity in my last moments.

Halt. Raolcan’s voice flooded my mind like a barked order. Halt what? I was pinned here. I could go nowhere. She is mine.

The claws didn’t move. But the pressure of the webbing eased a little. Should I try to duck under his grip? Even if I could, I wouldn’t be able to run fast enough to flee him – not with my leg. I drew in a wavering breath.

Touch her and I will shred you to scraps and then burn what remains of you until the fat bubbles out.

Well, that really painted a picture. Delightful, Raolcan. You should be a poet in your spare time.

I clenched my jaw in pain as the sound of fingernails on a slate – only magnified times fifty – filled my ears. The claws scraped at the wall and then I was released as quickly as I’d been caught. I fell to the floor, scrambling on hands and knee for my crutch. I found it, wobbled to my feet, and dashed out the door as quickly as a leg and crutch could carry me. I didn’t stop to look back. Who cared why the alcove was different or what Ieffban looked like?

He's not nearly as good looking as I am.

Thank you for saving me, Raolcan. Really, what would I do without you?

Die. But let’s not dwell on that.

As I rushed from the cage I smacked straight into a Dragon Rider. I stumbled, but he caught my elbows as my crutch clattered again to the floor. Light gleamed off a shaven head and dark eyes assessed me.

“Well, you’re certainly curious enough to be Purple, that’s for sure. Would you like to explain why you were in another trainee’s alcove?” The look in Leng’s eye was danger and curiosity rolled up over each other.

“I wanted to know why the curtains were so thick over his alcove.”

Leng barked a laugh. “It’s a gift from his family. Servants of Dragon School can choose at age sixteen whether to join the servant ranks or try to be a Dragon Rider themselves. Tamas chose to try the harder path. His family doesn’t have much to help him except for this – dark curtains are said to keep the dragon docile and manageable. They are trying to keep him alive.”

“Docile? I don’t think it’s working.” Still, it was incredibly sweet of them. I thought back to the servant talking so intensely with him in the dining hall. A relative, perhaps? His mother or aunt? And he knew what the bells meant, not because he was a Castelan, but because he grew up here. 

Leng laughed again. Either he found everything humorous, or just everything about me. 

“Don’t laugh. He nearly bit my face off. And why are all the dragons male? Where are the girl dragons?”

This time his laugh came out a snort before he calmed down enough to answer. “Female dragons are larger and extremely elusive. Our arrangement with the Ha’drazen – the Dragon Queen – is for males only. They choose which ones and send them to a specific location where we round them up and bring them here. They are all young and most of them are completely wild until we gentle them.”

“It seems like a strange thing to do to a creature that can think as clearly as we can. Shouldn’t they be free to live life as they see fit?”

His gaze wandered off into the distance and his expression grew sad. “Are you free? Am I?”

“You looked like the freest man in the world yesterday. I saw you fly high in the sky and then leap off your dragon like thistledown flying in the breeze.”

His smile had returned. “Give it a week and you’ll do the same.”

I felt a pang in my chest. I’d never leap like that, no matter how much I succeeded here.

“I’m glad that you’ll be Purple, little sister,” he said with a smile. “Your curiosity marks you as a good choice for our Color. Follow that up with some wisdom and you might go far.”

He strode off so abruptly that I had to take a moment to catch my breath. Dragon Riders sure were strange people. They were as wild and predatory as the creatures they rode. Although I was beginning to have doubts about whether we should be riding dragons at all. 

At least, if I must be owned, I am owned by someone who understands she has no right to my service.

I felt a chill in my spine at Raolcan’s thoughts. They were jagged and filled with emotion. Thank you for saving me, Raolcan. I owe you a debt.

I will consider it paid if you always remember that we are equals. You do not command this dragon. We are partners together. 
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Chapter Nine
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When Raolcan’s alcove was clean to his specifications, I joined the line of trainees headed up the ladder to the top of the butte. They were in good spirits despite the events of yesterday and jests rang out from those waiting for a turn on the ladder. Savette arrived, breathless, behind me.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

“Of course, I am.” She looked irritated, so I left her alone. She was a puzzle: kind one minute, distant the next. It was like she was working from a code that was entirely different from my own and completely opaque. I left her alone. Maybe I’d figure her out eventually.

The line moved forward and I studied the pulley on the wall. This one was rigged with a long board and a couple of block pulleys for belaying heavy loads up the cliff. I squinted at it, trying to work out how they operated the system. If they could belay heavy loads up, then I could go up and down that way, although the thought still left butterflies in my belly. If I was honest, though, I knew that I’d never sit down for a meal again if I didn’t figure out a quicker way to go up and down between levels.

By the time I reached the top of the ladder I was breathless and Savette – the only person behind me – had taken on an air of extreme patience. I didn’t know what made me feel worse; the insults of others or her longsuffering attitude. I thought it might be her. After all, it was easy to retaliate against insults, harder to ask someone to stop waiting so aggressively.

I gasped at my first look at ‘topside.’ I’d expected scraggly vegetation and ragged rocks. I should have used my imagination more. A crystal-clear lake spread across the top of the mountain – the source, no doubt, of the water that flowed into Dragon School. Tall spires of various heights and designs encrusted the edge of the bluffs. They bore one thing in common – long branches spread from each one to provide a perch for dragons and silken banners flapped in the wind. 

Between two spires, a wide semi-circle of rock was hewed into steps – or seating, I realized after a moment. There was room on it for hundreds and our tiny wave of trainees were huddled together on the lower few steps. At each end of the semi-circle, a dragon was carved, posed in an aggressive posture as if ready to attack whatever came near. It was an imposing sight. I would have been nervous to address so large a crowd at the best of times, but when you added carved dragons and a cliff at your back, you’d need nerves of steel to speak to the people here.

“Take your seats.” Grandis Leman stood a little to one side, looking much happier here in the open air, but his dark expression was still black as night. What made him so moody? Beside him was Grandis Dantriet, looking off into the horizon.

“We are just about ready,” Grandis Dantriet announced as Savette and I hurried to take our seats. “Call the Inducted, Grandis Leman.”

Leman pulled a silver whistle the length of his hand out of a pocket and carefully piped a three-note call. From behind one of the carved dragons, the Inducted ran out. Their close-fitting gray leather outfits made them look more like a team than our ragged band of trainees and they ran in a perfect line. They must train together physically as well as over books. I felt a pang as I realized that there would never be a time that I could run in a line like that. I couldn’t even avoid holding Savette back on the way up the ladder.

They lined up along the cliff edge and Grandis Leman stepped out in front of them. 

“Are you ready to be tested on maneuvers, Inducted?” he asked.

“Yes, Dragon Rider!” they chorused together. Strange, they didn’t call him Grandis. 

“Prepare to mount your dragons!”

I looked around with confusion and noted that the rest of my wave were just as confused until I finally followed Grandis Dantriet’s gaze. He watched the horizon, and then a moment later a chain of multicolored dragons were visible. Led by a Dragon Rider in black leathers and a Green dragon, and tailed by a second Green, the chain of dragons flew towards us with the speed of a strong west wind. 

Along the cliff’s edge, the Inducted stood so close to the drop that I feared they would fall over the edge. If they stood so close, where would the dragons land? I stood, without thinking, my heart in my throat. What were they thinking? This was far too dangerous! The dragons were so close now that I thought they were diving straight for the semi-circle, until they wheeled at the last second, curving to swoop parallel to the cliff face. 

The lead dragon dove beneath the edge of the cliff, disappearing from view, his green silken scarves fluttering in the wind. Directly behind him was a saddled white dragon with no rider. That dragon dipped below the cliff edge and then – lightning fast- one of the Inducted leapt from the cliff.

“No!” I gasped. I’d just witnessed a suicide. Horror gripped my chest, dark and thick. He would be falling through the air, falling to his death. Someone needed to dive one of those dragons down and save him. Why was no one screaming? Why weren’t they moving? They had to hurry!

And then another Inducted leapt, and another, all down the line of Inducted. My mouth went dry and my heart raced a thousand miles a second. I didn’t mean to clap a hand over my mouth but it went up on its own, clamping my scream inside. What madness was this?

“And that,” Grandis Dantriet said proudly, “is how you mount a dragon. Who wants to be first?”
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Chapter Ten
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The Inducted wheeled their dragons around and up, climbing so we could see them stretched out in a ragged line. They struggled to fly in sync with one another, instead turning reluctant dragons more slowly and aggressive ones far too quickly. I couldn’t make out particulars from so far away, but I got the sense that they were still nervous and it made them more clumsy.

Even with that in mind, they were spectacular. They flew low over our seats, so we could see every scale on the bellies of the dragons. Spectacular was too weak a word to describe the dragons’ movements. They’d start bunched up, filled with energy longing to be released, and then they’d explode forward, their wings shuddering as they flapped them down, muscles flexing and skin stretching out along the wings. Glittering eyes and shining scales glinted in the sunlight and thick leather straps ringed the dragons’ bellies and shoulders, holding Inducted tightly into their saddles. How in the world did they keep from getting motion sick? I was guessing that as many people lost those grand breakfasts we ate as not during the training process.  

The dragons turned a corner, fringed wings and scintillating tails displaying in every color and variation from ombre golds to albino whites. I gasped in pleasure, still standing as I had been in my shock. It felt wrong to sit for such a grand display. To fly like that – what a dream come true! Even if it meant leaping over the side of a cliff? I wasn’t sure about that. I got sick bubbles in my belly and hot fear sliced through the backs of my thighs when I thought about leaping over the side of the cliff. What if Raolcan didn’t catch me? What if I slipped off the saddle? What if I couldn’t leap correctly because of my leg and I fell too close to the side and smacked the cliff?

“The art of gentling a dragon goes back eight generations in our land.” Grandis Dantriet’s voice cut through the ambient noise with power. “Our ancestors have taught us the fine skill of bonding with a dragon and then riding him. It is only after your First Flight that you will be eligible for induction into our ranks. As you can see, it’s more challenging than you may have guessed.” Grandis Dantriet grinned, the lines in his weathered face deepening into the passion of someone doing what they loved best in the world. “Every wave of Dragon Rider trainees goes through Induction in the same way that you will. First, you choose a dragon and with that, a potential Color. Next, you watch the students in the wave before yours ride their dragons. If what you have seen is too much for you, there is always room in the servant ranks. There is no shame in serving others. It’s a good life of hard work and purposeful duty. You may choose it at any time in this process. We want none in our ranks who do not truly wish to be here. So, choose wisely. Choose the path you wish to take. Tonight, the bonding commences. Once you have bonded with your dragon you will be forced to continue on your path much more forcefully. We will not have dragons wasted and a dragon will only bond to one person. This is your last chance to easily choose a different path. You have until sunset to make your choice.” 

Should I feel grateful to have a choice? Somehow, it made things harder. I’d come here so that I wouldn’t be a burden on my family. I hadn’t realized servanthood would be an option. A life as a servant here with plentiful food, a warm bed, and useful chores was everything I could have hoped for - before. Now, after meeting Raolcan - after watching that glorious display – I wasn’t sure that I could walk away from it. Could I just settle for something less? Quit without trying? It felt like quitting even if it was safer and made more sense. Imagine if I succeeded? Who needed to walk or run quickly when they could fly? 

“We all know what you should choose, peasant girl.” I heard the whisper, but I didn’t turn around. “And I think you do, too. All you do is hold up the line.”

I colored in shame. It wouldn’t hurt so much if it wasn’t true. I didn’t turn around because I didn’t want to confirm my suspicions. Only Savette had been held up on the ladder, and I was starting to think that we were friends. I couldn’t bear to look back and see her lovely face mocking me.

“Two things happen tonight. First, you will go through the bonding ritual.” Grandis Dantriet was addressing us again. Beside him, Grandis Leman looked bored, his eyes occasionally trailing the dragons still looping around us in a ragged ring. “And secondly, you will place a secret vote in this jar.” He held up a clay jar with a lid. “The first person of every wave to mount their dragon suffers a significant disadvantage. We have lost over half of those who have tried first. It is, however, a great honor to succeed. First Rider is a title we respect. Choose the First Rider of your wave carefully.”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. Lost? Did he mean... dead? By the looks on the faces around me, he did. 

“In the past, we have drawn names randomly for the dangerous task of First Rider. But, this time we have decided to let you vote. We start a new tradition with you.”

The dragons finished their circle and dove over our seats again, this time spinning so that their riders were upside down and then right side up again. I gasped at the thought of doing that myself. It made my head spin just thinking about it.

“You have until tonight to make both your decisions. I suggest you take that time to meditate, rest and eat well. You will need all your energy and mental acuity. Bonding will take a lot out of you and the choice you make will determine your future. May the sun shine on you. We will convene at the stables at eighth bell. If you are late, or do not arrive, then your decision has been made. You will continue on as a servant of Dragon School. Whatever your choice, we embrace your service.”

The two Grandis turned and left, leaving us silent in the stands. 

After a moment, we looked at one another and Starie stood, bumping me with her shoulder as she walked by and stating loudly, “I’ll be voting for you, cripple. Unless you choose the right thing tonight.”

Jael followed her, shrugging at me as he passed.

I bit back a retort. If I wanted to prove her wrong I’d have all the chance I needed soon enough. What hurt worse than Starie’s words were the other trainees. None of them would look at me as they walked by. Not even Savette or Tamas. If I chose to bond with Raolcan tonight, it was clear whose name they were going to write down on their papers. A choice to try to be a Dragon Rider would mean the task of First Rider, too, and with it a fifty percent chance of death. How badly did I really want to ride a dragon?
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Chapter Eleven
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By the time I’d descended the ladder to the stable levels there was no sign of anyone else. Likely, they were doing as they were told and resting, meditating and eating. The thought of going to those huge dorms with every eye on me made my stomach lurch. I didn’t need more people who doubted me to fill me with self-doubt. I made my way along the ledge – although not too close to the alcoves. I didn’t need a repeat of this morning. I still felt a bit shaky when I thought of that Green dragon. Imagine leaping onto the back of a creature like that! Would it shake you off? Would it try to? How quickly could you strap yourself into the saddle? 

I stopped beside one alcove where a saddle was hanging on a peg. The complicated straps culminated in a wide harness for the rider, including a waist strap and shoulder and thigh loops. It looked like it would take a long time to strap on, and when Leng had leapt off his dragon onto the ledge, he hadn’t been wearing it. Did most Dragon Riders wear them, or only trainees?

I walked away, letting my mind wander over the idea of leaping – on in my case more like dropping – over the edge of a cliff and onto a dragon. I could envision what it would take to decide to do it. I could envision landing hard on the scaly, slippery saddle. What then? Would I strap in? Would Raolcan try to buck me off?

Try? If I wanted you off you’d be off in a heartbeat.

I was at his alcove without realizing it and as I pulled back the curtain I saw that he wasn’t penned in on the side of the alcove like he was when we came to clean the stalls. 

I’m as free as they let me be between those cleanings. Free to sit here and be miserable and bored. Why have you come?

“I have until tonight to decide if I will be a Dragon Rider or a servant.” Speaking out loud seemed more respectful than in my head when we were side by side.

And is there any question in your mind?

“The others think I will die dropping over the side of the cliff to mount you.”

Always a possibility.

I swallowed down a surge of fear. Thinking it was one thing. Saying it out loud and having someone agree was something else entirely. I blinked back hot tears forming in my eyes. 

“They also think you’ll just buck me right off.”

Dragons are not kind. Especially those facing a lifetime of slavery.

So, I wasn’t wrong to envision that. “What worries me most is that slavery thing. If I agree to be your rider, won’t I be adding to your slavery?”

If it isn’t you, then it will be someone else.

“What if it is me and then I die? What happens to you then?”

He didn’t answer for a long time, so I sat down beside him and put a hand on his smooth cheek. His scales were hot, but not burning. Apparently magic kept him penned here, though there was no visible sign of it.

I can see the magical bonds. If you are bound to me, you will see them, too. You’ll see a lot of new things that you can’t see now.

“Why?”

Because the bond will tap you into my magic and with that, give you eyes to see the magic all around you.

That sounded exciting. I hated the thought that there were things to see that I was blind to.

You are blind to many things.

“What will it mean for you to be bound to me?” He still didn’t answer, so I tried a different question. “What do you want.”

I want to be free. The answer was lightning-fast.

“What can I do to give you that?” I couldn’t even see his magical bonds. I certainly couldn’t loosen them for him.

Nothing. I am a slave now, forever. Choose to bond with me and I will be your slave.

That sounded horrible. I’d never wanted anyone or anything to be enslaved to me. Perhaps, I should say no. Perhaps, it was better to work in the kitchens here than to force this magnificent creature to serve me.

You should choose to bond with me.

I was more confused than ever. He wanted me to choose him and yet that would mean slavery for him? That made no sense. I was more confused than ever.

Raolcan closed his eyes and set his head down on the ground. Was he asleep? I sat for a long time in silence, weighing my options. I really didn’t want to be a servant. I really did want to be a Dragon Rider. The more I thought about it, the more I was willing to try that terrifying First Flight – or at least, I thought I was – but what about Raolcan? What about his freedom? It wasn’t right for him to be a slave and if I chose to ride him that’s what he would be. He was being very closemouthed about the whole thing. Did he know something that I didn’t know? Was he keeping it from me? It seemed this decision was mine alone to make and he would not be helping me.

Whatever I chose, his life would change. It felt like too much responsibility for one crippled peasant girl. I’d have to be very wise in my choice. My heart squeezed in my chest at the look of his sleeping form. If only I knew for sure what was best for him. The responsibility made me feel sleepy. I leaned against Raolcan, closing my eyes. I’d just rest here for a moment. Only for a moment...
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Chapter Twelve
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I awoke to a rough hand on my shoulder and looked up into a shocked expression. Leng Shardson’s unshaven face was pale in the afternoon sun. His gaze flicked back and forth between Raolcan and I. Had I noticed before that he was an attractive man? His narrow lips were parted and his sharp, bird-of-prey gaze was a lot like Raolcan’s. Maybe proximity to dragons made you become more like them.

“What are you doing?” His words were breathless, his eyes full of awe.

I rubbed my eyes. “I think I fell asleep.”

“Against an ungentled dragon?” There was a burr in his voice. Was he worried for me? He needed to trust Raolcan like I did. It wasn’t fair that everyone mistrusted him just because of who he was. I understood what it was like to have everyone misjudge you. 

“He’s not going to hurt me.”

Raolcan’s sides swelled as he drew in a breath. The same breath snorted out with a slight sulfur smell as he slept.  

“I heard they were bonding your wave tonight,” he said.

“Where do you go on your dragon every day?” Maybe if I changed the subject I wouldn’t have to talk about my impending choice.

He smiled slightly. “Purples are messengers. We fly from one place to another bearing messages. I’ve been stationed with Dragon School for now, and that means daily missives to the twelve towers. It’s boring work, but someone has to do it.”

“You don’t like delivering messages?”

“I love my Color and I’m dedicated to our work but this is a tame posting. I’d rather be almost anywhere else – or at least that’s how I felt before.”

Before what? Had he met someone? A lover, a friend, a wife? That would change a person’s mind. Or maybe he’d been promoted. Perhaps someday, if I succeeded, I’d be complaining about the boredom of my post. It seemed almost too good to be true – as far away as a distant land or a desperate hope.

“You should eat. Bonding will take a lot out of you.” He’d been crouching beside me but now he stood, offering me a hand. 

I took his hand and let him help me up, but there was no way I was going to the dining hall. “I don’t want to eat with everyone right now. I’m happier here.”

“You’re happier in the stables?” He seemed pleased by that. “There’s food in Alhskibi’s alcove. Come on.”

I followed his lead, but he walked companionably beside me until we got to the Purple alcoves. The carving around the doors was in whorls and swooping designs, like wind. I ran my fingers over the swirls closest to me. They were gorgeous. 

“The marks of the Purple,” Leng said with a smile. “We are the swiftest of all the riders, so our symbol is the wind. Swift, lean and truthful. Our Color hosts races often. Let’s hope you can ride fast.”

I hoped I could ride at all. It was marvelous to think of being part of a Color – of having others like me in a common goal – but it wasn’t making my decision any easier. It would probably be kinder to Raolcan if I didn’t bond with him – if I let him be free. He claimed that he would never be free, that they’d just give him to someone else. So perhaps he would only be free if I was bonded to him and then walked away.”

“What happens to a bonded dragon if his rider leaves?” I asked, as Leng stopped in front of a silk-curtained alcove. 

“Dies, you mean? The dragon will die, too. Your lives are intertwined after the bonding.”

My eyes widened and my throat felt tight. If I died on that first flight, Raolcan would die, too? “What if the rider simply walked away.”

Leng’s eyes narrowed and his hand hovered over the name chalked beside the alcove – Ahlskibi. 

“I hope you aren’t thinking of doing that.”

Was I? “I’m only curious.”

“It’s not so simple. People don’t walk away. If you tried, your dragon would die from that, too.”

“So, once they arrive here they’re slaves forever?” I sighed.

He frowned and took my hand. “There’s something different about you and Raolcan. I can see that already. Believe me when I tell you, the best thing for him is you. You can’t free him by walking away. Do you understand?”

I nodded, but I didn’t understand. Wouldn’t it be better for him if there was no me? An able-bodied rider could offer him so much more.

“Let me tell you a secret.” He leaned in so close that I could feel his breath on my neck as he whispered to me. It gave me little chills and made it hard to concentrate. “Riding dragons might be physical work but a big spirit matters more than what you can do with your body.”

He drew back, and then gracefully opened the curtain to the alcove. Behind it, a magnificent purple dragon with a frill around its head stood, rearing back slightly at our presence. Leng smiled and something wordless passed between them. Could they speak to one another as Raolcan and I could?

Of course.

I gasped and stepped back. That was Ahlskibi in my head! He spoke to me! And now he seemed to be laughing at me. 

“Let me introduce you to Ahlskibi – my dragon partner,” Leng said, crossing to a leather bag and pulling out flatbread and dried meat. “Let’s eat. You must be hungry.”

We took a seat on the edge of the ledge so that our feet dangled over the side of the cliff and he broke off bread and meat and handed them to me. I was hungrier than I’d realized and a little giddy from the heights, the possibilities and eating lunch with a Real Dragon Rider. Too shy to speak, I concentrated on the food. All the Purple dragons spoke into their rider’s minds! That was amazing. Eventually, I took the last bite and found Leng’s warm gaze hovering on me. 

“Good luck tonight and tomorrow, Amel Leafbrought. Some of us were born to this life and I think you are one of us.”

Me? Born to this? The peasant girl with the useless leg? I bit my tongue in surprise and tasted blood. He couldn’t be serious.

“I have more messages to deliver. I hope that when I return I find you wearing gray.” He stood and offered me a hand again and I accepted. “If you stand by the chalkboard you can watch. Maybe you’ll pick up a tip or two.”

I hobbled over to the sign, eyes wide as he deftly pulled a saddle from the wall, cocked his head at Ahlskibi and then threw the saddle over his back. Ahlskibi stood, and Leng darted under him, cinching girth bands and closing buckles with practiced hands. It was less than a minute before he retreated out from under him. I moved to look closer, but Ahlskibi’s head darted out, teeth bared at me. I stepped back quickly. Apparently, even being on speaking terms wasn’t enough to mean you could go near a dragon.

“Stay well back,” Leng warned, his expression hard. I took another step back and then something I couldn’t discern changed and Ahlskibi leapt forward, launching himself off the cliffs and out towards the horizon. He wheeled in a slow arc.

“Once they’re gentled you can jump on after you put the saddle on, but I thought you should watch me mount the way you’ll have to,” Leng said. His expression was serious, but there was a look of hope – or something similar – in his eyes. “Watch closely. I’ll work slowly for you.”

Ahlskibi circled back towards us and Leng shot me a final grin before running towards the cliff and leaping off. I scrambled to the edge and watched him fly through the air, his limbs splayed in an exaggerated manner. He was going to miss Ahlskibi! And then the dragon was suddenly under him, dipping as Leng’s weight dropped on him. 

Leng pulled the belt from where it was tucked behind the saddle up to his waist and fastened it with two quick motions. He slid his arms in the harness and clipped the buckle over his chest in a single graceful motion. Ahlskibi’s wings rose, caught the wind and then with a powerful motion he launched forward, gripping the air and propelling up into the sky. I gasped at the glorious power of his movements. It was hard not to long to be a part of that beauty. 

When they were nothing but a dot on the horizon I finally turned away. I hoped Leng was right and that I’d see them again. There was something special about those two. They were kind to someone like me that everyone else only tolerated – or worse, despised. I wanted to eat dried meat and flatbread with Leng every day and talk about dragons. Maybe that was what being Inducted was like. Maybe that wasn’t as far off as I feared.
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Chapter Thirteen
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I went back to the dorms, grateful to find most of the other female trainees resting or meditating. It only took a moment to slip a fresh set of clothes out of my bag and slip into the back. Come what may, I planned to be clean and in fresh clothes. The shower was heavenly, and I felt so fresh and new that I braved the dining hall next. A wave of nerves passed over me as I sat and I barely managed to swallow down two bites of roast chicken and some water. At least the rest of my wave was just as consumed with what came next. They barely noticed that I was there at all.

Around us, Dragon School carried on. Chuckles and smiles from the other tables and loud conversation, occasionally broken up by the sober expression of one of the Grandis made everyone else seem indifferent to our plight. But no wonder. Hadn’t they all done the very same thing we were about to do and lived to tell about it?

I slipped out of the dining hall early, grateful for the cool breeze against my sweaty brow. I hadn’t expected to be so nervous, but it was eating at me. The bell rang and a new kind of fear stabbed through me. I needed to be up top as quickly as the others but I didn’t have the time to get there and now the bell was ringing!

I sped towards the stairs, painfully aware that trainees beside me were easily passing me at only an average walking speed. I bit my lip. If I was late, all was lost – for Raolcan and me, at least.

What was that down the path? Was that what I thought it was? A lift on cables and pulleys sat beside the kitchen, loaded with a pair of crates still to be unloaded. Over the edge of the crate, I saw eggs packed in straw. It would be a simple enough thing to move the light crates off and stand on the lift myself, but to sway on an unstable lift hundreds of yards above the ground and with no way to get down if things went wrong – could I even do it?

There was no time to lose. I hurried over, dragged the crates off, thankful that they were light enough for me to move and then crawled onto the wooden bench suspended between two cables. My stomach fluttered as the plank swayed under my weight, but I gripped the cable attached to the pulley, jammed my crutch between my good thigh and the bench and wrapped that leg tightly around the board while the other hung dead on the other side. It was now or never. I hauled hard on the cable, my shoulders screaming with the effort, but the board shot upwards, the pulleys easily magnifying my efforts. It was easy to draw the rope through so I was able to pull hand over hand all the way up from the dining hall level to topside.

A silver whistle greeted me as, huffing and exhausted, I pulled myself off the swaying board and onto the firm rock. It felt good to grip the rock and know it was firm under my hands and knees. I needed a cold drink of water and a chance to lie down, but then I would miss my opportunity. Gritting my teeth against nausea and nerves, I hauled up on my crutch and fell in behind Tamas who was last in line.

“Best wishes on your bonding,” I said to him. There was no need to hold a grudge for his distant behavior. We could still be friends. He didn’t reply, but maybe it was just nerves. We were all nervous, weren’t we?

“Welcome,” Grandis Dantriet’s words rang out over the cliffside. The sun hung low in the sky, painting his white braids and loose hair an orangey hue that suited him. “We gather for bonding between dragon and rider trainee. This is your last chance to bow out of your commitment to the dragon you chose. Do any of you chose to take that option now?”

My hands shook as everyone looked back at me. They just assumed that I would crack now that the pressure was on. Why did they think that I wasn’t up to the task? Was a ruined leg really enough to destroy your entire future? I didn’t think it should be. I stiffened my shoulders and held my head high. No flinching from Amel Leafbrought. If they thought I wasn’t worthy then I would just have to show them all that they were wrong about me.

Like a bag of grain falling open and spilling on the ground, Tamas fell to his knees in front of me, head in his hands. 

“I can’t do it. I thought I could but I can’t.” His tone sounded strange – like it didn’t even belong to him. 

“Don’t give up now,” I whispered. If he could just make it through these two tests he’d have gotten past the hardest part. He just needed a bit more encouragement.

He craned his head back to glare at me, his fingers gripping into the dust on the ground like claws. I gasped at his dark expression. “Shut up, cripple. We all know you aren’t going to make it out of this alive. Stop fooling yourself. I won’t be an idiot like you.” He turned his gaze back to the rest of them. “I know my place. I should never have tried to rise above it.”

Grandis Dantriet raised a hand, cutting off comments muttered throughout the group. “The purpose of this ritual warning is for those like Tamas who learn this is not the life for them. Go with our blessing, Tamas. Return to the servants’ quarters. Are there any others?”

All eyes were fixed on me as Tamas strode away to the ladders. I felt my face grow hot but as the seconds stretched to minutes, I refused to crumble under their gazes. I wasn’t going to give in. They’d all have to watch me fail or succeed on my own effort. I bit my lip and willed myself to be steadfast.

“Very well.” Grandis Dantriet scanned our ranks, as if counting us and then gestured to the stands behind him.  “Behind these stands, your dragons are arrayed. Our Binder, Grandis Echomeyer, is with them. You will each be bound by magic to your dragon. This gentles them to your touch. They may not listen to your commands, but your own dragon can no longer maim or kill you. Be careful of all other dragons in these stables. Only your bonded dragon is bound to keep from harming you. You will also be bound against harming him. It is the way of the Dragon Riders. Our bonds are sacred and revered. So let it be for the ages.”

“So let it be for the ages,” the trainees around me replied. Another thing borrowed from the nobles that I knew nothing about, I supposed. 

We followed him around the seating area in the ragged line we were in. With every step, my heart hammered louder. Was I making the right choice? I desperately wanted to be a Dragon Rider – it was all I could do to keep images of delivering messages on the back of a grand purple dragon from flooding my mind – but what if it was bad for Raolcan? It was bad enough that he was a slave here. Was I making things worse by choosing him? He’d been cagey when I asked him, unwilling to say one way or the other. Should I have pushed him harder, or was it best simply to take him at his word that this bond was best for him?

As we followed the line of dragons, the trainees peeled off to where their dragon stood. Savette seemed almost to skip towards her red dragon and off toward the end I saw someone leading a green dragon away – Tamas’ dragon. I felt a pang at the thought of him kneeling in the dust, giving up his whole future. He didn’t need to do that. He shouldn’t have done it just because the other students doubted us. I wished I had the chance to tell him that. Maybe I should have been out there helping people be brave this afternoon instead of sleeping in Raolcan’s stable and then watching Leng ride off to the horizon. I swallowed back worry and tried to focus on what was ahead. Raolcan? Where are you?

Wait, was that him? Why was he so silent? I didn’t hear him in my mind at all. Something wasn’t right.  It made me feel strange and lonely – like a butterfly on a snowy field. Was he angry? Was he silent in his anger? His golden gaze fixed on mine as if he was trying to communicate silently, but that was just silly. After all, if he wanted to speak to me mind to mind he easily could. I cleared my throat, suddenly uncertain.

I waited as Grandis Echomeyer and Grandis Dantriet worked their way slowly back down the line in the gathering dark. We were stretched too far apart to see what they were doing with each trainee before us. I was almost startled when they finally found me in the dark. Two servants held torches beside the Grandis, outlining everything in dancing orange hues.

“Amel Leafbrought?” Grandis Dantriet said as if he didn’t already know it was me.

“Yes.” My voice shook a little.

“This is the dragon you chose, Raolcan the Purple?”

“Yes.” My voice was clearer now.

“Do you choose to bind with this dragon and be his rider?” Grandis Echomeyer asked. He was slender like all Dragon Riders but stooped with age and his skin was yellowed and sagging.

“Yes.” 

“Hold out your hand.” His eyes went still, like he’d retreated to another world and then heat flared in my wrist.

I yelped and drew it back at the same moment that Raolcan snorted, flames gouting out of his nostrils. He missed us, but his continued silence cut deep. Was he angry at me? Was I making the right choice?

A bright white stylized feather appeared on my wrist, and I saw the same feather burning brightly in the twilight against Raolcan’s wing. We were marked with an identical sign. I stared at mine in wonder as it faded into a dull glow.

“Different every time.” Grandis Echomeyer seemed to beam with pride.

“We’re the only ones with this sign?” I liked that, though I still feared Raolcan’s silence.

“Yes. Each pair has its own. The magic determines it. You’re bound now, and he’s gentled to you. Treat him well.”

It seemed so informal – so basic – for such an important moment. My eyes went wide with surprise and I would have remained stunned if Grandis Dantriet’s voice hadn’t broken into my wonder. 

“You may write your vote for First Rider now and place it in the jar.”

“I don’t choose to vote.” I was proud of how clear my voice was.

His eyebrows rose. “You realize that it could be you.”

I barked a laugh so suddenly that I surprised myself. “Of course, it will be me. That’s who everyone else is voting for. I’ve decided not to make anyone else feel the way I do, with my name on the paper.”

“The duty of First Rider is a great honor.” His expression was unreadable. “So let it be.” 

I wasn’t surprised when all the rituals were complete and Grandis announced firmly that the vote was unanimous - I would be First Rider the next day. I wasn’t surprised when they all trooped away, leaving me to hobble back in their wake. What surprised me – worried me – was the silence from Raolcan. It was like a wind had been blowing for days and was still now. I felt completely abandoned, alone and bereft at his missing voice, and worst of all I feared what it meant for that first flight.
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Chapter Fourteen
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I woke to the sound of thunder. Rain beat down on the ledge outside the wide window filling the room with the sound. I sat up in the soft bed, trying to shake off sleep. The darkness around me was cloying, trying to pull me back into sweet unconsciousness but the wind thrashed against our dorm and in a flash of lightning I saw a half-dozen girls silhouetted against the light, trying to force the shutters closed.

A bobbing lantern came through the door with a whoosh of wind behind it just as they were finished. Soaked to the skin and irritated looking, Grandis Elfar lit our dorm chandelier with her lantern. Moans and complaints filled the room but she hushed them curtly.

“Enough complaining. Most of you will get to return to your warm beds in a minute, so hush.” She waited for quiet before she continued, peering into every cranny of the room to stare down whisperers. “I know that was you, Arielle. Watch it or it’s double stable cleaning tomorrow for you. You know that’s no idle threat. Now, I’m here for the newest wave of trainees. Front and center.”

I climbed awkwardly from my bunk and joined the handful of recruits from my wave. Grandis Elfar grimaced at me, or maybe it was at all of us. 

“We’ve received an urgent message from the Dominion Capitol. The part pertaining to you reads as follows.” She pulled out a thick sheaf of paper and began to read. “To that end, all training shall now be expedited. Upon the receiving of this message any trainees who have not completed First Flight by morning shall be removed from Dragon School. Inducted and above shall be trained at the most demanding pace possible for the fulfillment of obligations...”

We gasped.

“Does that mean we’re being reduced to servants without even a chance?” Starie protested. “I’m a High Castelan. You can’t do this to me!”

“Hush, child,” Grandis Elfar looked tired and frustrated rolled into one. “No one is against you in this. It is our hope that we can fulfill the Dominar’s decree while retaining all of you, but time is urgent.” She ran a hand over her face, as if wiping away the exhaustion. “Usually you have a solid week to prepare for your First Flight. We act as though your First Flight will come before you are ready but honestly, we make sure each of you has what they need to make success probable if you set your mind to the work and really want to do it.”

“You do?” Savette gasped. 

One of the Initiates behind her snickered, but Grandis Elfar waved a hand in irritation.  “Of course, we do. This is a school, not an abattoir. Do you really think we take the maiming and death of students lightly? Of course not. But we must test, test, test or you will never be ready to be real Dragon Riders. Only those of tough spirit and iron spine are ready for the rigors of this life. It is our job to ready you and that can’t be achieved gently. But tonight, we must force your First Flight before you are ready, and if all of you make an attempt, we will lose some.” Her jaw line stood out as she clenched her teeth, her mouth drawing a grim line before she spoke again. “We do not wish to throw you all in the servant ranks. Many of you are of noble blood. You have the potential to be more than dishwashers and launderers. Make no mistake, we do not push you into this trial. Better to be a boot polisher than a smear on the rocks below.” She moved her penetrating gaze from one person to the next, as if to impress on us the image of spattered rocks. “But the choice is yours. The First Flight must be completed before dawn or none of you will be allowed to stay on as recruits. You will all pack your things and move five levels below to the servants’ halls. Those who complete First Flight will be initiates. Just like that. No other tests.”

“It’s storming out there,” one of the girls from our wave said in a small voice. I couldn’t help but agree, fear welling up in my own heart at the thought of slippery saddles and driving rains to contend with on top of everything else.

Grandios Elfar sighed. “And it’s dark. Tonight is a grim night but it is your only chance. If you wish to take that chance, dress. We leave together in five minutes. If you choose to stay as servants, begin packing. Dame Adelle will arrive in ten minutes to shepherd you to the servants’ quarters.”

I swallowed hard. I could just go now and sleep with the servants, awaking to a good life of being warm and fed and safe here. And if I did that I’d never see Raolcan again. Or Leng. I’d never deliver messages on the back of a Purple dragon. Was this message delivered by a Purple? Only a fool would take their First Flight – as First Rider no less – in the dark, during a storm with death waiting for them. 

I turned to my bunk and started to pull my clothing on. I was a fool. I couldn’t just walk away. My belly swam with nerves, a sour taste flooding my mouth and my head feeling hot and light. I was going to hurl. I fought down the impulse. I should just pack my things. It would be so easy. I saw one girl already beginning that. She was cautious and wise. She’d probably live to old age with a parcel of grandchildren and worn happy hands. I would probably be a broken hulk on the rocks below by morning. Did birds fly down and tear the flesh from those who fell, or did they let the dragons swoop down and burn them up?

I clenched my jaw hard and fell in line.

“Amel Leafbrought?” Grandis Elfar said. 

“Yes?” My hands were shaking so hard that I hid one in the folds of my clothing.

“You understand that time is precious tonight.”

I nodded. 

“In light of that, you may try a First Flight but we can’t wait for you to ascend the ladder. The honor of First Flight will go to another. You will fly your dragon when you arrive topside. Catch up when you can. If you do not ride by dawn your chance is gone.”

Honor? I thought it was a punishment. After all, everyone voted for me because they didn’t want to be the one to go first. It was horribly humiliating to be singled out a second time over my slow ascent. As if I was somehow a drain on the energy of those around me. Bitterness intermingled with my fear. 

“How long until dawn?” I asked.

“Next bell,” she said and turned to face the doorway, lantern held high. “Follow me, trainees. Don’t fall out of line. If you lose this chance, it’s gone forever.”

I was already three steps behind when the trainee in front of me was through the door.
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Chapter Fifteen

[image: image]


It was slick outside and my crutch lost purchase and slipped along the rock more times than I could count as I hobbled to the first set of ladders. The bench and pulleys from earlier were gone, not that I thought swaying up on a bench in the middle of a storm was a good idea. Ladders were slippery enough. I gripped the ladder as hard as I could in cold, shaking hands. I was wet to the bone already and starting to feel chilled. Water poured over my face, blurring my vision and the endless drumming of rain against the cliff face and on the ledges blocked my ears from navigating by sound. It had been hard to maneuver up the ladders dragging one leg when it was dry. Doing it now in the pouring rain was even worse. The minutes dragged long and twice I slipped, barely catching myself, my breath ragged and laced with fear when I’d caught hold more tightly. 

At the top of the first ladder, I collapsed in a heap before craning my neck to look upward. Lightning lanced through the sky, lighting the edge of topside. Along the edge, silhouettes stood inky black. My wave was already at the top and I had three more ladders to go. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking with fatigue and my good leg ached from doing twice the work. If I slipped on a ladder it would be no different than falling off the dragon. I would fall to my death.

I scanned the cliffside for the bench and pulleys. If I kept relying on the ladder I would be too late. There. It was down along the ledge. I fought my way up to my feet, pushing back exhaustion and fear and scrambled towards the ladder, my crutch slipping and twisting over the wet ground. I stumbled, falling hard onto the ledge, my crutch sailing away. 

I lay on the ground for a moment, grateful to have stayed on the ledge and not careened over the side. My cheek was burning with pain and when I felt it with my hand it was tender to the touch. It felt wet, but everything did. I could taste blood in my mouth and my good knee and palms were throbbing. I couldn’t let injury stop me. There would be time to tend my wounds after. 

I scrambled to my hands and knee and scanned the ledge for my crutch. It was gone. The bottom fell out of my stomach and everything inside me wanted to let loose at once. I turned to the side and heaved, bringing up everything I had, and then wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. I shook my head, gasping in the pouring rain, my body shaking and spasming almost uncontrollably as I drew in the scraps of determination I still had. I needed to be courageous. Yes, this was bad. It could be worse. It could be me who fell over that cliff edge.

The bench wasn’t far, so I crawled to it. Slick as it was, venturing onto it felt foolhardy at best, but I swung my good leg over, wrapping that leg around the underside of the board to grip it. I grabbed the rope with both hands, hauling on it like I had before. Wet and heavy, it responded sluggishly, barely moving a few inches instead of the meters it had soared upwards at a single pull before. Despair washed over me. With my crutch gone, this was my last hope. I had to get there with the bench or lose any hope of becoming a Dragon Rider. Tears flowed from my eyes that I didn’t bother to hold back, but I heaved on the rope, again, and again, and again until I was sobbing and panting all at once, my palms raw and sore from the wet rope and my arms shaking and wobbly.

There was no way I could make it. 

There was no way I could let myself give up. 

All this time, in all of my life, I had never given up. If I started now, then I might as well give up on everything, and then what? Should I just die while I was at it? No. I gritted my teeth, closed my eyes and pulled. I was halfway up when I felt a whoosh of wind that was unfamiliar and I looked up. Our dragons were circling in the sky above, Dragon Riders positioned on either end of the train of dragons. Everyone else was about to take their First Flight. If I didn’t get up there and take mine, then what would happen to Raolcan?

I pulled, fear and desperation coursing through me, my nose and eyes running freely with a combination of frustration, anger, and despair. Why. Did. It. Always. Seem. To. Happen. To. Me? Why?

Where are you?

I gasped, almost dropping the rope and then clutching it tighter when I realized what I’d almost done. Raolcan! I could hear him again!

The magic of the bonding mutes our voices. We come to you completely vulnerable in that ceremony, without even a voice to speak.

That was horrible! Why would they do that to a sentient creature like Raolcan?

They fear our thoughts. We think differently than they do.

I’m so sorry, Raolcan. I didn’t know what to do but I just couldn’t walk away from you. I chose to bond with you but it’s not my intention to make you a slave. 

It’s okay, spider. Remember, I chose you.

He did, didn’t he? And why did he call me spider?

A private joke. Don’t ask.

I didn’t have time to ask, anyway. I needed to pull harder. It wasn’t just me relying on this, it was Raolcan, too.

What do you need to pull on? Why can’t I see you with the others? They’re lined up for us.

I’m on the bench trying to get up the side of the cliff. I lost my crutch. If I don’t get there in time to ride you then I miss my shot. I won’t be your Dragon Rider.

Something lashed out, rocking me mentally, so that I had to grip the rope tight and rest my forehead against it, flinching from the agony. Was that a dragon’s mental curse?

Hold tight. I’ll find a way to get to you.

A nice thought but he was a slave and if I didn’t hurry we’d never see each other again. I set back to work, but a scream pierced the sky and I stopped again, gripping the rope, my gaze darting around looking for the screamer. 

I caught sight of him for only a moment as he fell past me, arms and legs pinwheeling through the air. His mouth and eyes wide in terror. Good-looking Jael would never flirt with Starie or Savette again. If I hadn’t already lost my dinner, I would now. I bit my lip as my whole body shook, fighting down fear through clenched fists and teeth. The only thing that wouldn’t clench tightly was my eyes. Every time I closed them the image of Jael falling past resurfaced. 

I didn’t look up for the second scream. I didn’t want to know who it was. I didn’t want to have to remember their face forever.
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Chapter Sixteen
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My teeth chattered and my limbs shook. My muscles were past burning with pain and into a dead zone beyond that. Would they give me any warning before they let go altogether? I didn’t dare think about that. I needed to draw on any strength I could find. I took a deep breath, determining to be strong, insisting within myself that I push past my fear and refuse to quit. I must not give in. I would be strong. Above me, thunder crashed so loudly that it left my ears ringing. I risked a glance as lightning pierced the clouds.

White light flooded the sky and I could finally see a string of dragons soaring through the sky. Starie was on hers, hair wild and posture stiff. As I watched, Daedru leapt through the air, landing squarely on the back of his Golden dragon and deftly strapping in. I drew in a deep breath. Despite the storm, not all of my wave were perishing. There were other silhouettes on dragons, but I didn’t have time to identify any of them before the thunder boomed again and the light faded away.

A second spear of lightning appeared and in the glow, I saw Savette swinging, half-on and half-off her Red dragon. The dragon was tumbling slowly, like he was trying to keep her on with his movement, but her flailing legs found no purchase and her arms gripped the saddle awkwardly. Had she missed the mount? Had she caught the saddle on the way past? 

Why was no one diving towards her? Why was no one helping? If there was ever a time to rush, this was it! Savette couldn’t have more than a few minutes before her grip broke and she fell. Raolcan? Can you help? Please, please help her!

The wind intensified, battering at me so that I had to redouble my grip and shut my eyes against the intensity. 

Now.

I opened my eyes. What was he talking about?

Below you.

He was there, hovering below me. The pit of my stomach felt like it was dropping through my knees to complete First Flight without me. Here was my chance. 

I could do this. 

I couldn’t do this. 

I was frozen. My hands refused to relax and my leg was stiff from clamping so hard around the bench.

I won’t drop you.

But Eeamdor had dropped Savette, and those other dragons had dropped their people. A bond prevented direct harm but the magic didn’t extend to accidents.

Trust me.

How could I trust anyone? There was no one who took care of Amel Leafbrought except Amel Leafbrought.

I will have to trust you, too. After all, you are the one who will command my entire future. The least you can do is entrust your physical safety to me.

If I was going to trust him, then I needed to so it now. A sliver of gold lit the edge of the horizon. Dawn was coming.

Don’t make me sorry I chose you.

I couldn’t allow myself to listen to the voice in my mind listing all the reasons this was foolishness and demanding that I rethink it all. My only hope was to trust and take the chance. I swung my good leg around so that both legs were free to leap. I let go of the rope with one hand, wiping my sweaty palm on my soaked clothes. I took a deep breath.

Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t close your eyes.

I dropped.

Air rushed past, drying out my open eyes. Everything seemed to slow, as I turned into the fall, belly down, arms thrust before me to lessen the impact when I met him. He was below me, hovering somehow. He seemed too small to land on. What if I missed him? What if I was knocked loose like Savette? My heart was in my throat. Was that me screaming?

Suddenly, he was all I could see. I let myself fall into him, gripping anything I could grab the second my hands found purchase. My face pressed against his scales and my good leg found the stirrup. I needed to sit up and strap in, but he was moving so much: up and down, side to side. I thought I was going to be sick again. He didn’t feel firm beneath me. Instead, he bobbed like the ferry on the river, like he was supported by water.

I have to move to compensate for you. You aren’t’ balancing yourself. Strap in.

I swallowed hard, fear making me whimper a little as I felt with one hand for the strap, my cheek still pressed against his scales. Irrational as it may be, I felt safer pressed against him.

I grabbed the strap and wrapped it single-handed around my waist. The buckle would require two hands. I clenched my teeth hard, gripped the belt with one hand and brought the other around to grip the other side, buckling myself clumsily into the saddle. How did anyone get used to this? The harness slid on easily once the waist strap was bucked and I sat up.

Hold on tight if you want to help your friend.

He dove so suddenly that I cried out, my fingers splayed against his scaly back and my hair rushing behind me. I hadn’t bound it back tonight. I should have thought of something but I’d been too worried. 

There was the Red dragon, spiraling slowly towards the rocks. Savette still struggled, trying to pull herself into the saddle but her movements lacked the vigor of earlier. She was losing the fight. They were both going down. Raolcan’s dive was so fast it was almost magical, and then he changed the shape of his wings so they were cupping the air and we slowed to settle beside the Red dragon. He tipped to one side, bringing me close to Savette as he moved his wings in a complicated pattern that kept us hovering beside the other dragon. Something was wrong with Eeamdor’s reins. He was tangled in them. That explained some of the problem. 

I locked gazes with Savette and her eyes were so wide I thought she must not even see me. 

“Grab my hand!” I held it out to her, but she didn’t dare take it. If only Raolcan could get us closer. And then we were – as he read my thoughts. He dipped a little lower and I grabbed Savette around the waist, pushing her upward until she could scramble into the saddle. She belted in as I worked on Eeamdor’s knotted reins.

“I don’t know how they tangled. I was leaping and then he was hurt.” She sounded rattled, and no wonder. 

Get him free fast. We’re running out of time. 

The rocks below us were growing closer as we fell, Eeamdor still too enmeshed to right himself. There wasn’t time to sort out the tangled mess.

Knife. In my saddle. Standard equipment. 

I felt the edge of the saddle and found a stiff leather pouch, opening it hastily and losing a fabric parcel and a flint as I searched desperately for the knife. There it was. I heard a clatter below us as my abandoned items hit the rocks below. Desperately, I sawed at Eeamdor’s reigns. One cut through. The next cut. 

We swooped upward, the Red flying with us, free of his entanglement. 

We did it. I breathed a sigh of relief. They were safe. 

And I was flying. I hadn’t even had a chance to enjoy it yet. Every bump and swell still put my heart in my throat but exhilaration filled me. I could almost have flown all on my own. No one who did this should be a slave. Certainly not Raolcan.

I trust you, Raolcan.

I trust you, Spider.

Along the horizon, the sun slipped up like it was just a normal day. The clouds of the storm were interspersed with bright blue sky and everything was so wet that it glowed gold in the light of dawn. Something about a dawn made the horrors of the night feel distant. Maybe they were. Maybe I’d end my First Flight to discover that the things I’d seen weren’t what I thought they were. I hoped so, but in this moment, I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking about what it felt like to fly. Because it was for this that I’d been born and whatever came after could never take this away from me.

From us, Raolcan echoed and I knew that was true - knew it deep to my core. I wasn’t alone in this journey anymore.




Dragon School: Initiate

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter One
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I pressed my cheek against Raolcan’s searing scales. On a night as brisk as this, it was hard not to revel in his warmth. 

Meanwhile, you’re chilling me to the core.

I laughed sleepily and nuzzled in closer. In the week since we’d passed First Flight, I’d been sneaking up here to the stables every night to sleep curled against Raolcan. It felt safer here.

It is safer. I will keep you safe, spider. You can count on me.

“And you can count on me,” I whispered, wary of the stable guards making their rounds. If they saw me, I would likely be in a lot of trouble, although I hadn’t been caught yet. 

Never, not in my wildest dreams, had I imagined I’d be best friends with a dragon. I was trying to enjoy every moment of it that I could sneak because I’d hardly had a moment with Raolcan during school hours - beyond cleaning his stables.

“We need to rush your studies,” Grandis Elfar had said on the dawn of the day we passed First Flight. “There will be time enough to learn to ride on the journey ahead.”

“Journey?” Savette had asked, never afraid to speak up to an instructor. She tossed her perfect silvery hair and held her chin high.

“We won’t speak of that yet,” Grandis Elfar had said. “For now, we have exactly one week to cram four months worth of geography, history and social training into your heads and then test you on it and I swear to the moon and the wide-open skies, I will not have any of you fail to learn what you need. You’re Inducted now!”

It had come as a surprise to me after First Flight, that I was suddenly included in the ranks of the Inducted who had almost refused to acknowledge us only a week ago. I shifted against Raolcan, trying to ease the pain from my crippled hip that was a constant ache in the back of my head. I wasn’t even sure why I bothered shifting when it hardly seemed to help. This time, as I shifted, I felt the stiffness and creak of my brand-new uniform of grey leathers. It was a finer piece of clothing than anything I’d ever worn. I’d been given three full sets plus fresh underthings to go along with them and a leather bag with buckles to keep my things in. I still felt like a different person whenever I caught a glimpse of myself in a looking glass.

“It’s a pity to have to wear leather all the time,” Starie had said when we were given them. “I smell like a tannery.”

“I think I like them,” Savette protested. She looked perfect in hers, as if the form-fitting leathers had been cut to specification for her lithe figure. 

I hadn’t looked at the other girls for long. Comparisons get you nowhere. They only make you ashamed of what you should be grateful for. I didn’t need to be beautiful. I needed to be capable - and the leathers helped with that. With them, the bite of the wind would be lessened, the heat of Raolcan’s scalding scales easier on a long ride, and I could wear them many days without needing to wash or mend them. I let those feelings of gratitude fill me and replace any need to compare myself to others.

You need to get back to the dorms, Raolcan’s mental voice cut through my sleepy reminisces. Soon it will be sunrise and you don’t want to be caught out of your bed. 

I clambered to my feet, adjusting my crutch to bear the weight my bad leg should have carried and gently caressed Raolcan’s wing before hobbling away. He was right, of course. It was only that since the night of First Flight there had been something strange in the air, as if everyone but me was waiting for something. It made me want to stay close to Raolcan.

I eased my way onto the supply bench rigged to the pulleys and made my decent to the dorm level. I was getting better at riding that bench and it was saving me time. I just ignored the frowns and tried to remind myself that they didn’t matter. If the frowners found themselves with one working leg in a vertical structure like Dragon School, they’d be doing the exact same thing.

I was almost outside the door of the girl’s dorm when I heard the sound of whimpering. Our filmy curtains were flapping in the stiff wind so it took a moment to find the girl curled into a ball under one of the windows, a white letter clutched in one hand.

“Are you hurt?” I whispered, easing myself down to sit beside her. 

Savette pulled away from me but she didn’t stand up. She always did that, like she was allergic to other humans.

“I’m fine,” she said, voice stiff.

“I wouldn’t be outside in the cold crying if I was just fine.” I wouldn’t have said that a week ago. Saving someone’s life made you feel bolder around them.

“I can’t be a Dragon Rider anymore.”

“Why not?”

She bit her lip, glanced at me like she was going to say something and then changed her mind and stood up. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

She was gone before I’d finished exhaling. 
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Chapter Two
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The next morning, the girls’ dorm was alight with excitement.

“Magikas!” Starie said excitedly to an older girl as we cleaned our teeth around the stone basin. “I heard that Magikas are coming here!”

“Magikas came here last year,” the other girl said with a superior air. There were two hundred of us at Inducted level now that our wave had been initiated. The initiated who came before us treated us like children – or maybe unwanted stray pets. “Two clusters of them led by a three-stripe and a two-stripe. They’ll think you’re inferior if you act like they are special.”

“Inferior?” Starie sounded furious. “I’m a High Castelan!”

The older girl sneered. “You’re Inducted, and until you’re brought before the Dominar to swear, that’s all you’ll be. Your titles don’t make you better than anyone else.”

She stalked out and Starie whirled to face me. “What are you looking at?”

I swallowed. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but conflict made me nervous.

“Why are Magikas coming?” I asked, trying to diffuse the situation. Unlike the others, I was a commoner and I’d never seen a Magika – not even one riding by on the common road.

“They travel, hogweed.” Did Starie get away with talking like that in her High Castelan family? “That’s what Magikas do. They travel to find power wells and tap them, or to seek wisdom. And their apprentices travel with them. You’d better figure this stuff out or you’ll fail examinations and they’ll never let you swear.”

Her smirk was meant to get a reaction from me but a twinge of pain in my hip distracted me. She could talk all she wanted. These twinges were because I’d pushed myself on the night of First Flight. Climbing all those levels with just one leg on a tight timeline and then leaping over the edge onto the back of a dragon was a whole lot harder than sitting a few examinations. 

I followed her out of the washroom and joined the stream of girls flooding out of the dorms and to their morning tasks. I felt a little bad about the fact that I had a leg up – ha ha – on everyone when it came to geography. I’d found that as long as I studied near Raolcan, he dipped into my thoughts and added visual memories of the geography I was studying. It was easy to remember the way a river ran across the landscape when you’d seen it in your mind’s eye. His added commentary lent depth to the studies. 

The ruby islands on the eastern reaches of the Dominion are oft-disputed and of no wonder. Their caves contain rich minerals and the ancient carvings of our ancestors, I’d read only yesterday.

In the sea nearby sleeps the Crimson Kraken, Raolcan told me in my mind. One day she will awaken and pull the isles back beneath the depths. We dragons avoid the isles if we can.

Study time was full of his asides. I found myself enjoying the time I spent reading. I had no idea the world was so large or so complicated.

I followed the line of initiates heading up the ladders to the stables. Even at the back of the line, I caught more of their whispers. 

“Baojang,” one girl whispered. Without our studies, I wouldn’t even know the name of our massive neighbor to the east. “I have a letter from my parents saying that they’ve closed trade to our silver merchants.”

“And now there are Magikas coming. I heard that we’re going to throw them a banquet when they arrive,” someone else said. 

When we arrived at the stable level Grandis Elfar was already waiting for us. Her mouth was in a thin line and the shadows under her eyes were darker. 

“Inducted,” she said, “you must hurry through your stable and tack today. All those in the most recent wave will sit examinations for geography and nations. Those in wave two will sit examinations for etiquette and castelans. Those in wave three will sit examinations for resources and logistics. Despite our best efforts, things here at Dragon School are changing – rapidly. We will do all we can to prepare you for what is ahead.” She paused and wiped her forehead with her neck scarf. “But we remain people under orders and those orders will be followed.”

“What orders are those?” Starie demanded. 

Grandis Elfar’s expression grew dark. “That’s none of your affair, Inducted. Hop to work. All of you, get to work. Except you, High Castelan Savette Leedris. We need to have words.”

I followed the line of Inducted, a bit behind them with my stilted pace. As I turned the corner on the narrow path around the dragon cotes, I looked back over my shoulder at Savette. Her shoulders were hunched and her arms wrapped around her body. I was starting to worry about her. Something wasn’t right and she wasn’t telling me what it was. It was hard to help someone when they refused to even speak to you about their problem.

If it’s important, she’ll tell you at the right time, Raolcan said. 

I let out a long breath, letting myself relax into the feel of his mind against mine. I always felt safe with Raolcan.
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Chapter Three 
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I was rubbing the last of the oil into Raolcan’s scaly spine when a flutter of wings and a loud thump drew my attention. Here, at the very end of the stables, there were no full dragon cotes past Raolcan’s and yet someone had had just landed – rather clumsily – in the cote beside his. 

Ahlskibi, Raolcan told me. 

His ears were up and his wings taut. Was something wrong? 

Yes.

I pulled my crutch up from the ground, secured it under my arm and hobbled out onto the narrow path between the dragon cotes and the cliffside. The height hardly bothered me anymore but there would never be a time when I wouldn’t have to be careful walking here. I’d already lost one crutch over the side – that fateful night of First Flight – and I doubted that Dragon School had many more lying around. Dragon Riders were physical people. There were no other Dragon Riders like me. No one else with a broken body who still desperately wanted to ride.

There was no curtain covering the entryway to the next cote, but I was still careful as I turned the corner around the curve of the cliff and looked in. I’d almost had my face torn off the last time I stuck a head into a strange dragon’s cote. 

Raolcan had been right. Ahlskibi, Leng’s purple dragon, was hunched within the cote, her head low over something – prey? A kill?

I gasped when I saw it was Leng, limp on the floor, his black leather clothing slick with blood and a wooden cylinder gripped in one hand. What should I do? No one would hear me if I called out from so far down the stable line, but I didn’t dare leave him.

Bells. Above your head. Look for a red rope.

Raolcan had come to the rescue again. I found the red rope hanging above my head and stretched upward to pull on the knot at the end. I didn’t hear a bell, but hopefully, someone did further down. That done, I limped toward Leng, wary of Ahlskibi who had laid her massive head down beside him.

“Don’t be angry, Ahlskibi. I’m just checking on him. Easy, now. I just want to see if he is okay.”

Nervous fear made my hands tremble as I drew close. Her jaws were so large and so close that I could feel her hot breath gusting over Leng. I put a palm above his mouth, sighing with relief at the feel of his exhale. It was light, but it was still there. I felt his forehead – hot. Where was his injury? There were no obvious marks on him despite the blood. I sank into a one-legged crouch, but my balance gave way, dumping me onto the ground. Not a problem. I could work better from here, anyway. Leaning up on one knee, I gripped his side and rolled him over, gasping at the dark quarrel sticking out of his lower back. Blood oozed out from the wound. I bit my lip. What did you do for a wound like that? The oilcloth! I jammed it against the wound, trying not to move the quarrel, but he still gasped at my touch.

“Elfar?” he asked.

“It’s me,” I said, realizing too late that he couldn’t see my face and that I couldn’t lean him back down so that he could. I needed to keep his weight off the quarrel. “Amel Leafbrought. Ahlskibi landed in the stall next to Raolcan’s.”

“Hurt,” He gasped.

“You were shot in the back. I rang a bell for help.”

“Ahlskibi.” He coughed. “Is she hurt?”

I looked at her, but how could you tell? She wasn’t bleeding. She looked like she wanted to flame something. How could I tell if she was hurt?

You could ask. As always, Raolcan was to the point.

“Are you hurt?” I asked her.

No answer. Perhaps Raolcan could ask. 

She’s unhurt.

It was pretty irritating that she wouldn’t speak to me directly. I knew she could. She’d done it before.

It’s purple dragon tradition, Raolcan said. 

I rolled my eyes but Leng needed to know. “She’s fine.”

“Baojang. Scroll.” His hand reached around and handed me the cylinder. 

“I think you should rest,” I said, uncertainly, stuffing the scroll into my waistband. “I’ll hold onto you.”

He slumped like he had passed out and I held him there, wobbling on my one knee, until finally there was the sound of feet running and then Grandis Elfar burst into the cote with four Dragon Riders - guard bands around their arms. They must have been the ones on watch. 

“What happened?” she asked me, as she motioned to the other men to position the stretcher they’d brought.

“I was with Raolcan and we heard them land. There’s a quarrel in his back.”

“Leng?” Grandis Elfar leaned in close to Leng at the same moment that one of the Dragon Riders gently took over bracing him up on his side. The other helped me to my feet, business-like in his desire to clear me out of the way and help Leng. I hobbled to the side of the cote, my eyes riveted on Leng. How bad was his injury? Would he recover?

Grandis Elfar was whispering to him. I strained my ears to hear, but only heard the word “Baojang.” I played nervously with the cylinder he’d given me before I realized what I was doing and then froze, guiltily. Leng muttered something and I felt a pang in my chest. I needed him to be okay. Apparently, Ahlskibi felt the same way. She bared her teeth as the Dragon Riders gently lifted him onto the stretcher and then carried him away. 

I chewed on my thumb, then realized what I was doing and stopped just as Grandis Elfar’s eyes fell on me. “Will he recover?”

“It’s not mortal. They’ll take him to the infirmary.” She had a strange expression on her face, like she was considering something. “I’m glad you chose Purple, Amel. Days are coming when we will need more of your kind.”

Why did that sound so ominous?

“He gave me this,” I said, offering her the scroll.

She held out a hand, but then drew it back before she could take the scroll. “It’s marked with the purple seal.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that it may only be given to a Dominion Envoy. Or carried by a Purple Dragon Rider.”

“I’m not either of those,” I said, nervously.

Her expression was grim. “By law, I can’t take it from you. You must keep it for him either until he can take it back, or until you are in contact with a Dominion Envoy or a Purple Dragon Rider. You must not break the seal or read the message.”

I licked my lips nervously. “There must be other Purples here...”

“There are not.” She clapped a hand on my shoulder with a strong smile. “Consider it your first job as a Purple Dragon Rider. Someday, this will be your life.”

She strode out of the cote and I followed, not wanting to be alone with Ahlskibi. I wanted more than anything, for Leng to be whole again, but I couldn’t avoid the nagging feeling that I should open the cylinder and read the missive inside. There were too many secrets at Dragon School and I wanted to know what they were.
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Chapter Four
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All I could think about while I sat the geography and nations exam were Leng and the cylinder that was still tucked in my waistband.

Concentrate. You know the name of the High Castelan who governs the Ruby Islands. 

Without prompting from Raolcan I’d be failing this examination, but who wouldn’t be curious when they held a Dominion Dispatch on their person? I fought to answer the questions on my slate instead of envisioning what must have happened that left Leng with a quarrel in the back and an important missive in his hand. If he’d risked his life to deliver this message, it should be read by a Dominion Envoy, not held by a Dragon School Initiate who had only just achieved the grey uniform.

Even Grandis Leman seemed nervous as he supervised our examination. His gaze drifted constantly to the wide-open windows and his fingers tapped a rhythm on the desk. Something about his expression reminded me of a bird about to leap from a branch.

At the end of the examination, he appeared relieved, ringing a tiny silver bell to signal the end of our time and then carefully collecting our slates for examination.

“Good luck to all of you,” he said, as he worked. “Those who pass will continue on with Dragon School. Those who do not will be given to the servant halls. Remember, each step of your training is equally important. None of this is optional to learn. It will mean life or death for you as Dragon Riders.”

Really, it was a wonder that there were any Dragon Riders at all. I chewed my lip, hoping my distraction hadn’t hurt my chance of passing the exam and followed the others out of the examination room. Squeals of delight broke out from somewhere at the front of the line but Savette leaned in from beside me, her forehead lined with worry. 

“How did you do?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I was distracted. How did you do?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. They won’t let me be a Dragon Rider anyway.”

“Why not?” Maybe now, with more time to have thought about it, she would tell me.

Her expression was cynical – a wry twist of the lips. “I’m a High Castelan. They have other plans for me.”

“Once you get in Dragon School, there’s no leaving,” I reminded her, happy in the comfort of that. “You’re either a Dragon Rider or a servant after that.”

Savette barked a harsh laugh. “I used to think that was true, too. Enjoy the celebrations. They’re putting on a huge banquet for the Magikas there will be food you’ve never tasted before.”

She slipped away through the moving crowd of students leaving my belly rumbling at the thought of a banquet. Ahead of us the servants were stringing bunting and hanging colored lanterns along the side of each of the tiered levels of Dragon School – the only school I’d ever heard of that was built into the side of a cliff. The examinations had been long and now dusk covered the landscape below. Snaking through the dusk was a snake-like trail of bright lights. What was that?

Magikas with their magic lights, Raolcan informed me. 

I stopped, letting myself enjoy my first sight of Magikas – even if they were so far away that I couldn’t make out the actual people. I couldn’t wait to eat with them tonight, but first I needed to do something more important.
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Chapter Five
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I snuck up to the healing ward, grateful for the excitement all around me. No one was looking at what one crippled girl was doing with decorations to hang, looks to primp and last-minute cleaning and preparation to help with. I squeezed between Tamas and an elderly woman who were lighting the colored lanterns. I smiled at Tamas, but he turned his face away, just like he had every time I tried to talk to him since the night of First Flight. 

It made me feel both sorry for him and incredibly angry at myself. Could I have been a better friend? Could I have guessed what he was going through and helped him? Who else was I letting down by not noticing their problems? Savette needed help, but she wasn’t willing to get it from me yet.

My thoughts kept me occupied until I reached the healing halls on the second level – all levels of Dragon School were named from the top down, level one being where the Dragon Cotes were at the top of the cliffside. A pair of guards were stationed at the entrance, but they didn’t so much as blink as I walked between them and into the ward. Likely, they thought I was here for help, not to find Leng. 

There was no Healer at their counter in the entrance, although cut herbs beside a pestle and a small sickle nearby suggested that someone was around. I limped past the counter and into the airy rooms beyond. Warm fires crackled in the wide hearths, but even here the windows were kept open so that the fresh air from outside could refresh the spirits of those recovering in the healing ward. I peeked behind curtains, one at a time, looking for Leng. All the beds were empty – probably a good thing – until I saw a lump lying in a bed. 

I was about to step behind the curtain when I realized who it was – Dannil, his arm missing where his dragon had bit it clean off. His gaze was looking out the window, but his expression was sad. No wonder. I, of all people, knew what it was like to live without the use of a limb. 

I snuck back, letting the curtain fall back in place. I should know what to say to him to help him, but I didn’t. I could say that he would find ways to deal with the pain, that he would find ways to do the things he needed to, but would that be of any comfort to him? We both knew that mockery – while very real – was the least of his worries. He’d be a servant here with just one arm. His prospects had gone from soaring to plummeting and there was nothing I could do for him to fix the hole that had torn in who he was. 

With a heavy heart, I continued my search. There. One curtain was tied open and within was a white bed with white sheets. Leng laid there on the bed, on his belly with his bare back exposed. The wound was packed with a poultice and dressed, and the quarrel was set on a silver platter beside him. A Healer worked over him, daubing his forehead with a cloth and wiping dried blood from his skin. My belly flipped with worry. Would the injury cause a fever that could take his life? Had something vital been hit by the quarrel? Would he be crippled like me – or worse, die from the shot? I swallowed hard, blinking back tears at the thought. I knew so little about Leng, but everything that I knew I liked. It felt wrong for someone so wild and free and full of vitality to be crumpled on a white bed.

The Healer looked up from her work, sympathy in her aged face.

“Are you lost, initiate? Do you need care for an injury?”

I shook my head, trying to compose myself before I spoke so that my emotion wouldn’t show in my words. “Will he live?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps. It is a deadly injury, and he flew many hours after being shot. He lost blood and with it energy for healing.”

“Can I help him?”

“Are you a Class One Healer?” she asked, with a wry expression.

I shook my head.

“Then it’s best you leave it to the experts, initiate. We will do our best with him. Are you his friend?”

I nodded. “Can I visit?”

She paused, considering me before she spoke. Eventually, her gaze found my crutch and seemed to soften. “Don’t come too often. He needs his rest and he won’t know you’re here. Not yet, at any rate.”

I nodded.

“Run off and join the festivities. We’ll take good care of your friend.”

I nodded and left, feeling the cylinder in my waistband to confirm it was still there. Leng wasn’t going to be able to tell me what to do with it, but he’d left it in my charge. He wasn’t the only one who knew about it or where it came from, though, was he? I needed to ask the other person who might know what to do.
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Chapter Six
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“Ahlskibi?” I asked, peering into the dark cote. I really hoped she didn’t bite my head off ... literally.

Just be polite, Raolcan advised.

From below, the sound of seventh bell rang out – supper. I should be there, but I should also be here. It was hard to choose between good and best.

“If you’re there, can we talk?”

Her head emerged from the dark, golden eyes glittering in the lantern light. She bared her teeth and I stepped back, trying not to stumble over my crutch.

“Leng gave me this message.” I pulled the cylinder from my waistband. It was as long as my hand and as wide around as my finger. Not large, by any means, but it felt heavy. Maybe that was just a trick of the mind. After all, it was weighted with responsibility. “I’m not sure what to do with it. Maybe I should wait for him to recover and give it back to him. Or, maybe I need to give it to someone right away. Can you help me?”

She says that it needs to go to a Dominion Envoy. 

She could speak for herself. She didn’t need to talk through Raolcan.

Don’t be rude. She’s not your dragon. She doesn’t want to touch your mind.

I couldn’t help but feel frustrated, but I held it in check. “There isn’t a Dominion Envoy here or any other Purple Dragon Riders. What would Leng want me to do with it?”

She wants you to hold onto it until you can get it to a Dominion Envoy. She says it’s important.

Maybe I should read it. Maybe Grandis Elfar was wrong about that part. If it were urgent, then someone should read it and act on it. The fact that Leng was shot should be proof enough. Maybe Ahlskibi could tell me who shot him and why.

She doesn’t want to talk about that.

Maybe she should anyway. She wasn’t doing Leng any favors staying closed-mouthed about this.

How do you know?

Either way, I wasn’t getting answers here. 

“Thank you for the help.” It was hard to get that out without letting irritation drip into my voice. I tucked the cylinder back into my waistband, adjusted my crutch and limped away.

Learn patience. Raolcan’s advice followed me. Learn patience? I had to be patient all the time. Patient when I couldn’t do things quickly, patient when no one believed in me, patient when it took me five times the effort to do something that was easy for other people. If I was anything, it was patient. But this was different. It felt important, somehow.

I scooted onto the bench and lowered myself to the banquet hall. At least I could rest there and enjoy some good food without having to worry about important messages or problems.
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Chapter Seven
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Mouthwatering scents, the clatter of dishes, the murmur of voice upon voice, and the warmth of many bodies packed into one space greeted me as I entered the dining hall. Steam puffed up from serving dishes as the covers were removed and they were placed on the broad tables. Big, scrumptious dinners were typical at Dragon School but tonight the food had doubled. Fresh fruit cut and heaped on platters and large pitchers of mulled wine were on every table along with freshly baked rolls and juicy meats. My mouth was watering before I’d hobbled a single step into the hall. 

Someone had strung brightly colored cloths across the ceiling and hung thickly embroidered banners on every space of wall. The colored lanterns had multiplied here. Not only were they hung at intervals over every table, but they were piled on benches at the side of the room and on the edges of serving tables and over arched doorways. Crimson, emerald, golden and cyan light gave the room a magical feel – appropriate, considering our guests. 

The Magikas were not hard to pick out among our Dragon Rider ranks. Where dragon riders were sun-baked and dark, they were pale. Where we were dressed in closely fitted leathers, they wore insulating, fur-trimmed robes large enough to smuggle a baby dragon under. Where we wore braids and scarves as trim, they had golden ornaments and impractical staves, with no clear purpose. 

I felt shy in their presence, though none were looking at me, and tried to slip around the edge of the room to the table where most of my wave of initiates sat. I couldn’t avoid them completely, as they were spread out between the tables, but there didn’t seem to be many Magikas at the initiate tables.

“It’s strange to be here and not see droves of trainees,” one Magika commented to Grandis Leman as I slipped by. “I mean, you have some, but there are no wet-behind-the-ears recruits here.”

“We’ve been ordered to halt recruitment for the time being,” Grandis Leman replied. “All commoners that can be spared are being funneled to the army. It takes years to train a Dragon Rider to usefulness. But mere weeks to train a hand to hold a spear.”

The Magika grunted in reply and I moved on. The conversation seemed jovial enough, despite a serious air that pervaded everything. Not for the first time, I itched to read the missive I carried. Would it have news that would make sense of all this?

I found my usual table and slid onto a seat beside Savette, grabbing a roll and tossing it on my plate. At Dragon School, everyone had a healthy appetite and if you wanted to eat, you needed to be quick about it.

“I didn’t know you allowed the Blighted in your ranks,” an arrogant voice cut over the conversation around me. I found the speaker across the table from me, talking to Daedru, but there was no mistaking that she meant me. I hadn’t heard that derogatory term in a long time. Blighted – as if I were a plant taken by a pestilence and not a girl

Daedru blushed at the girl’s words. She was incredibly beautiful – a rival to Savette, though with black, cropped hair to Savette’s long silver hair and a very buxom display in the keyhole neckline of her robes, compared to Savette’s willowy slenderness.

“It’s not up to me what the Grandis allow. This is not my Castel.” He looked embarrassed, as if my presence was a shame to him. 

I sighed inwardly. This, again? I thought I’d dispelled doubt and prejudice the night I’d ridden Raolcan. My own classmates had eased their disdain, but now it seemed I had to prove myself all over again.

“Why are you here, girl?” the female Magika asked, raising her voice like I was deaf or particularly dense. 

“The crutch isn’t for her ears. She can hear you just fine,” Savette answered for me. Her eyes were far away – clearly still fretting on whatever problem she had, but that didn’t keep her from noticing what was happening.

“I don’t think I asked you, High Castelan,” the Magika said. I didn’t like the way her lip curled.

“Respectfully, I’m here to train as a Dragon Rider, Magika,” I said.

She scoffed. “I’m not a Magika. I’m a Magika Apprentice. I should have guessed you wouldn’t know enough to see that. Still, ignorance is no excuse. Neither is being Blighted. In Magika training we refine that out of you – beat it out or delve you so deep that the Blight leaves. Being around the Blighted fogs our magical reckoning. They leave a stain.”

How did you beat your leg into working again? I’d always been in awe of Magikas. I was starting to revise my opinion.

“Then it’s a good thing you won’t be around us for long,” Savette said, almost absently.

“Think again,” the Magika girl said with a smirk, and while she was still gloating over us, Grandis Dantriet stood and clinked his knife on his glass, waiting for the roar of voices to die down before he spoke in a loud, clear tenor.

“Attention Dragon Riders and Students. We are pleased to welcome our fellow servants of the Dominion here tonight. To the Magikas and their apprentices, we give our sincerest welcome. They have brought with them an Envoy of the Dominion to speak to us. Please, give him your full attention. His missive is from the Dominar himself.”

Grandis Dantriet sat down and a tall, drawn man with a dark face and eyes took his place. The man wore Dominion silver, his clothing thickly embroidered and his collar high in the Dominion style. He pulled out a cylinder from his waistband – one that looked almost identical to the one in mine. I felt for mine, wanting to be sure I had not lost it, that he wasn’t holding my treasure. From within it, he drew a white paper, unrolled it an read it out in a clear, bell-like voice.

“From the towers to the seas, all ravens fly and with them, the stars of the sky, to their appointed places.”

Around me, the full Dragon Riders gasped a stillness filling the room like a fog. I exchanged confused glances with Savette and the other initiates. What in the world did that mean?

Grandis Dantriet stood again, his face pale. He tried to speak but had to clear his throat twice before he could. 

“At the decree of our Dominar,” he said, his voice trembling. “We fly.”
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Chapter Eight
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“Wait!” I called, trying to push through the excited crowd. Everyone was on their feet talking, shouting, and questioning those around them. I watched the Dominion Envoy disappear out the door while I was still trying to pick my way through the throng without stabbing someone in the foot with my crutch. Here he was – an envoy of the Dominar – the only person to give the message to and he was gone like a breath in the wind. I clenched my teeth, putting my head down to try to push between four Greens engaged in an intense debate.

From the back of the room, a voice rose over the others – Grandis Elfar. “Initiates of all levels are to present themselves in the dorms immediately or risk expulsion.”

I deflated. My chance to catch the envoy was gone. Savette pushed in beside me, no one ever stood in her way when she wanted to be somewhere.

“Come on, Amel,” she said. “Let’s get to the dorm.”

I followed in her wake, grateful for the added help in pushing through the crowd. The Magikas and full Dragon Riders were caught up in their own discussions, oblivious to the initiates trying to push through to obey orders. Savette kept her pace slow in deference to my speed limitations and we arrived with the last wave of girls flooding into the dorm. Grandis Elfar was standing on a crate at the back of the room, her hands making suppressing motions to calm the worried chatter before her. Starie was pressed in close, trying to get the Grandis’ attention.

“Attention, Dragon School Initiates: Inducted, Sworn and Colors,” Grandis Elfar said, her strong out-doors voice booming across the open room. “You can stop trying to get my special attention, Castelans and High Castelans. You are included in this. There are no special situations. Yes, Starie, this means you.” She frowned, her hands pushing down again to suppress the murmurs. “We have been called up by the Dominar and we will do our duty and obey our vows. That means we are leaving Dragon School.”

A gasp rushed through us and questions poured from every direction.

“What will happen to us?”

“Where are you going?”

“How can that message have possibly meant that?”

“We’ll be servants! That’s not fair!”

“Calm yourselves,” Grandis Elfar’s voice boomed out. “All of you, calm yourselves. I’m not going to explore every detail of every message with you. That’s full Dragon Rider business and you are not yet Dragon Riders or you would know what it meant. That being said, this will mean changes that you need to know about.”

“But how can we become Dragon Riders if you all leave?” Starie asked.

Grandis Elfar raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms over her chest. “You saw the Magikas and their apprentices?”

“Yes.” Starie matched the Grandis’ posture. She really was impudent!

“That is how they train their apprentices – in the field, learning from a master. That’s how we will have to train you because believe me, we will need every one of you for what lies ahead. Those of you who look excited – don’t be. There is no option anymore for you to opt out and become a servant. From now on, you pass or die.”

A chill passed over us and I shivered. I’d never considered any other option, but that didn’t make this feel any less serious.

Grandis Elfar continued, now that she had caught our attention. “You will be divided up among the full Dragon Riders present. Some of you might be with teachers, some might be with those who never wanted to teach. As of this moment, our curriculum and written tests are over. You will learn what you can as quickly as you can from whoever you are assigned to. They will be the final judge of when you are ready to move up in our initiate ranks. They will determine what you may do, what you will learn, and where you will go. Before you ask, no you may not choose who you are assigned to – not even you who came from Castelan families. Yes, your dragon will go with you. We are Dragon Riders.

“Hopefully, you have learned enough in my tack and stables course to care for your Dragon and her tack. Your life will depend on your ability to apply what you have learned. Yes, some of you will have to stay here.  A skeleton crew will be left to run Dragon School in our absence. It is an important fortress as well as a school. Hands down. I already told you that I wouldn’t hear requests for assignments.” She frowned at the luckless students who had raised their hands. “I am sorry not to be able to watch all of you journey to the completion of your studies, but I am loyal to the Dominar and I obey his decrees. You will, too, or you will have me to answer to. Now, pack your bags and prepare yourselves. You will be given your assignments tomorrow at breakfast. Get a good night’s sleep. Some of you may be dispatched to cities, towers, and Castels, but others will be roughing it in the outdoors. You’ll look back on these days of warm soft beds and full meals with longing. Best to enjoy them now.”

She stepped down from the crate into the murmuring crowd. The murmurs grew louder as she strode through our ranks. I waved to her, trying to get her attention.

“If she won’t listen to our requests, she isn’t going to listen to yours, Blight!” Starie called out.

“Who said that?” Grandis Elfar spun around. She scanned the crowd before she sighed. “You are all Dragon Rider initiates. Remember that. Everything else is unimportant.”

“Grandis Elfar?” I called.

“Yes?” She looked tired.

“Can I have a word with you.”

She nodded and came to where I was, letting the crowd of initiates close behind her as their voices rose with a babble of speculation.

I leaned in close when she reached me, wondering if Savette was listening in. Her eyes were elsewhere, but she was still at my elbow, brushing against me.

“Grandis Elfar,” I said. “Can I bring the message to the Envoy? I couldn’t catch him in time in the banquet hall, but I really want to discharge this duty.”

She frowned but nodded. “I understand that, Amel. Let me discover where he has gone and we will arrange it. For now, stay here so I know where you are. I don’t want to have to find you in a Dragon cote in the middle of the night.”

So, they did know that I slept there.

“Yes, Grandis.”

She left and I slumped a little. With the future so uncertain I longed to be rid of the missive tucked in my waistband. How could I find another chance to give it to the right person? And what would Leng think if he knew that the message he risked his life for was in the hands of an initiate instead of being delivered properly?

“I think it’s time we talked,” Savette whispered.
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Savette pulled me through the crowds of girls and into the washroom in the back. It was as empty as I’d ever seen it, not a soul in sight. She looked around every corner before pulling me to the basins where water splashed continually and whispered so quietly that I could hardly hear her above the babbling of the flowing water. 

“I need to read that message you’re carrying. Leng Shardson brought it, didn’t he?”

I swallowed. Why would she ask this of me? “I’ve been charged to give it to no one but another Purple or a Dominion Envoy.”

Savette rolled her eyes. “You think I don’t know the protocols? They’re stupid traditions. Think, Amel. What if the message is dire and you’re just holding it here, doing nothing with it.”

“That’s what I told Grandis Elfar!”

“Exactly. If you let me read it, I’ll be able to interpret it and we can decide if we need to rush away to deliver it.”

I felt sweaty, suddenly. Her words made sense, but if we tried to do that we’d be caught and that would end our careers as Dragon Riders.

“Grandis Elfar is looking for the Dominion Envoy. I’ll give it to him.”

“What if he isn’t here anymore?” Her tone was wheedling. “Shouldn’t you let me read it?”

“I don’t think so,” I said, wrapping my hand around the cylinder. There was something strange about the way Savette was acting.

“Listen,” she said, running a hand over her face like she was upset. “I need to see that, Amel. My life depends on seeing that message.”

“Your life? That doesn’t make sense, Savette. It can’t have anything to do with you.”

“It does, Amel. It does! You don’t understand.”

“Then tell me.”

She looked torn, her hands running over her clothing, like she was trying to wipe the sweat from her palms.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Then I certainly can’t break my duty.” If only Grandis Elfar would return with the Envoy.

Savette bit her lip and said, “They’re selling me for peace, Amel. Like a horse. A tribute to a foreign nation.”

That didn’t make any sense. “No one would do that.”

She scoffed. “How do you think we get the dragons we ride? They do the same thing to them.”

Hadn’t Raolcan said the same thing? “Then you should run away.”

She looked pained. “I can’t. Not until I know...Listen. If your message is about that, then I have to read it. I have to know...”

“Know what?”

“I’ve told you too much already. Please, Amel. You saved my life the night of First Flight. Please tell me you didn’t save it just to throw it away.”

Her words stung. I, of all people, knew what it was like to be considered disposable. A twinge of pain shot through my leg and hip as it did every time I let my mind remember my injury. Why was it me who had to decide whether to help Savette? This shouldn’t be my burden, too.

“What’s the Dominion ever done for you that you should be more loyal to its rules and traditions than to me?”

If I agreed, then my honor was nothing. I might not have much – no title, no lands, no possessions, a broken body – but I had my honor. I couldn’t abandon it so easily.

“I’m sorry-” I began, but her lunge cut off my words. She launched her whole body at me, striking me with her shoulder in my belly and knocking me off my feet. I threw my hands back to catch myself, the cylinder flying loose and spinning across the washroom to glance off a stone wall.

“I am, too,” Savette said, pushing herself up and kicking my crutch away so I was forced to stay on my hands and knee. She spun, striding towards the cylinder on the floor, but her path was cut off by Grandis Elfar who had entered the washroom without either of us noticing.

“You two need to be more careful,” she said, scooping up the cylinder and giving us both piercing looks. “It can be slippery in here.”

How much had she seen? Did she see Savette attack me? She handed me the cylinder and helped me retrieve my crutch.

“The Dominion Envoy will receive your message, Amel. Come with me.”
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I followed Grandis Elfar, refusing to look behind me at Savette. Was she angry? Disappointed? Should I have helped her like she asked? Maybe if I had, I really could have prevented whatever bad thing she feared was coming, but what would that say about my loyalty and honor?

I tried to keep my chin high as I hobbled behind Grandis Elfar. The girls in the dorm were busy packing. It wouldn’t take me long. I had nothing but the clothing, tack, and gear I’d been given by Dragon School. Packing it in a waxed cloth and tying it up into a bundle would be quick enough.

Outside, it was dark, although the colored lights still burned like a painful reminder of our hope and joy only hours before. It felt like I was saying goodbye to home, even though I’d only been here a short time. When my parents thought of me, this is where they would imagine that I was. I had no way to send them word of what was happening now. No way to let them know that things had changed. So much of life was out of my control.

We made our way to the Healing Ward – a strange place for a Dominion Envoy, but what did I know? Perhaps they always stayed with the Healers. Grandis Elfar’s steps were sure and she was careful not to get too far ahead of me. Any worry she felt over the drastic changes we all faced wasn’t present in her demeanor.

We found the Dominion Envoy beside Leng’s bed, speaking quietly with the Healer I’d met before.

“...recovering,” she said. “We are very hopeful. He woke once, but we gave him a draught to put him back to sleep. He needs his rest to heal.”

I let my eyes linger on Leng. He was so alive and powerful usually, but he seemed small and vulnerable laid out on a bed with everyone talking as if he weren’t there. I felt a pang of worry rush through me and a protective instinct that longed to watch over him and nurse him back to health. It wasn’t my place, I reminded myself.

Grandis Elfar cleared her throat respectfully and the Healer looked up. “Ah. They’ve arrived. I will leave you to it. Please try not to disturb his rest. If I am to comply with your request, he will need all the strength he has.”

What did she mean? Should I be worried about what they were going to do with Leng? Truth be told, I knew little about him, not if he had family or friends or where he came from. I didn’t have much time to dwell on that. The Envoy turned to me, his long, drawn face looking ghostly in the flickering candlelight.

“Inducted.” It was not a question. “You bear the message brought here by this Leng Shardson?”

I nodded, shyly, and produced the cylinder handing it to him.

“Have you read it?”

I shook my head.

“Or shown it to anyone?”

I shook my head again. He nodded, gravely and cracked the seal, scanning the message before telling me: “Thank you for your service to the Dominion.” He turned to Grandis Elfar. “I’ll see High Castelan Savette Leedris now.”

Cold filled me. Savette had been right. The message really was about her. I bit my lip, took one last look at Leng and as I followed the Grandis back into the night I couldn’t help the tear that trickled down my face. I had three friends here: Leng, Savette, and Raolcan. One lay injured in a bed, the other injured by my refusal to help and the last one would once again go out into the unknown without the certainty of return. What could I do to make things safe for all of them and would I be able to figure out how to do that in time for it to matter?
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Savette still wasn’t back from her meeting with the Envoy when my eyes could stay open no longer and I drifted into sleep. She was missing, still, the next morning as I rose, washed, and rolled my few clothes and bedding into a roll of waxed cloth and leather bindings. My roll looked the same as every other roll on every other bed as we filed out to breakfast.

Breakfast, lavish as always, was laid out on the tables, but we ate with funeral-like moroseness and some did not eat at all. Whatever our next few years were to be like, we would find out here. I caught sight of Tamas in a long line of servants at the side of the hall. He had an air of satisfaction in the way he stood. It must feel very secure to be one of the servants right now. Perhaps he had made the right decision for his family after all. 

There was no sign of Savette at breakfast, though I scanned the crowds for her. The Magika Apprentice, from dinner the night before, sat beside me and made a show of being careful not to rub elbows with me or touch anything I had touched. She needed to forget herself. I had more important things to worry about than her.

I ate as much as I could, despite my worry, glad for a chance to fill my belly and mindful of the words from the night before. This might be my last chance to eat like this. As we finished our meal, Grandis Dantriet stood and addressed us.

“I wish prosperity and safety on all of you,” he said. “To our guests – we salute you. To our Dragon Riders, I fling you out into the world in hope for a return. To our students – I wish for fruitfulness and maturity. Don’t disappoint me. Following the orders from the Dominar, all required food, supplies and provisions have been brought to your dragon cotes. You will travel in knots of five – one rider and the assigned students. Each rider has been assigned students of his or her color to the extent that we could do that. Some of you will help to transport our honored guests and their apprentices. Grandis Elfar will read out the roll.” He paused like he wasn’t sure what to say to wish us well, but eventually he added. “May you all return here to us by this time next year. Peace be with you.”

There was a cheer and I joined it. What could possibly keep us away for a whole year?

Grandis Elfar stood and read off the roll. Savette’s name was not on the roll. I fought a knot of worry in my belly. Perhaps her fears had not been unfounded after all. Eventually, my own name was called. 

“Under Grandis Leman: Amel Leafbrought, Rais Tenpenny, Starie Atrelan. Bearing the injured rider Leng Shardson.”

My heart leapt. He wouldn’t be left behind. He was coming with us and I would be able to keep an eye on him. I could hardly wait to get to Raolcan and share the good news. I didn’t even acknowledge the poisonous glance that Starie cast my way. That, I would deal with later.
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“Pack your dragons’ panniers carefully,” Grandis Leman chanted as he paced back and forth before us. “Include your own bedrolls and packs, but also the gear you have been assigned. You will all have extra passengers for the first journey, so pack accordingly. You will need room for their gear as well.” 

He seemed happier out under an open sky than he usually did in a classroom. His golden scarves and the long, woven metal strands that hung in his tied-back hair like feathers, made him look like a golden hawk about to take off. We were laid out on the top of the cliffs, preparing the dragons for our knot under his careful gaze. Five other knots were doing the same. All morning, they had been bringing groups of dragons and initiates up in waves to prepare and then launch on the journey. 

“Where are we going, Grandis Leman?” Starie asked, as she fitted the halter and saddle around her dragon. He snapped half-heartedly at her and she dodged the aggression. As trainees, our dragons were still too fresh to be anything close to civilized. Once again. I was grateful for Raolcan.

I’d snap at her, too. She cinched that saddle belt too tight. You can see how it’s going to chafe him. He’ll be sore and irritated by tonight.

Should I warn her somehow? Would she even listen if I tried?

Let Asteven fight his own battles. He’s a golden dragon. You’ll reduce his honor if you fight for him.

That just seemed crazy. But was it any crazier than keeping a message I knew nothing about from my friend when she needed it? I chewed on my lip as I hooked the panniers into the sides of Raolcan’s saddle and clipped them into place. I could see other initiates across the field readying their dragons. They were too busy to notice me.

“We head north east,” Grandis Leman said. “Ten days flight from here to the purple hills of Bandador. We carry Magika Rawlins and his apprentices Tred and Corrigan. Rais, as a Color – and the most experienced of the initiates in this knot, you will carry Magika Rawlins and apprentice Tred. Starie, you will carry Apprentice Corrigan.”

“What about her?” Starie pointed at me. It seemed like terrible luck that we’d been put in the same knot.

“Amel will carry Leng Shardson.” Grandis Leman took a few steps closer to me, so that he could speak more quietly. “Carrying an injured man – especially one as injured as Leng – is not a job for an initiate, Amel Leafbrought, but unfortunately, our options are limited. I will be shepherding his dragon, as well as my own, and the others will all have additional riders. You and Starie are not actually ready for this but we have no other option here. You must take care not to jostle him, monitor how he is doing and offer him the draughts prepared by the Healers. They tell me he is conscious now, but he will need all the rest he can get. I’m charging you with his care on the journey. Don’t let me down.”

“Yes, Grandis,” I said, trying to convey that I took the responsibility seriously. Inwardly I felt a tingle of excitement at the prospect of being able to care for my friend in person. I wouldn’t have to worry if he were healing or not. I could see with my own eyes. On the other hand, if the best help he had was me, maybe I should worry.

I’ll help you, Raolcan assured me.

Did Raolcan know much about healing?

I know enough.

“The long pannier you’ve been issued has a sheepskin padding and several straps. We’ll strap Leng into the pannier until he recovers enough to sit during the day. Be sure to use your whistle to alert us if there is a problem.” 

Grandis Leman was about to stride away, so I spoke quickly. “Whistle?”

He tapped a small silver whistle that hung around his neck, the length and shape of my smallest finger.

“You’ll find it in your assigned gear. Now, hurry up. Our charges will be here any minute.”

“Grandis Leman?”

He adopted a patient look, like he’d spent too much time with me already.

“Is our knot traveling alone?” I asked.

“We are accompanied by Dragon Rider Kazatan and his Reds.” He pointed at the knot preparing beside us. “And Grandis Elfar and her Greens.”

“Why does every other knot get to be with their own color and we have to be a big mix?” Starie asked.

“You’re Gold?” Grandis Leman asked, as if we couldn’t all tell what color her dragon was. She nodded. “Might I suggest that if your calling is diplomacy, perhaps your teachers think you could benefit from practicing it.”

I had to cover my mouth with my hand to keep my grin from showing.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“You don’t need to check me so often.” Leng’s voice was hard to hear amidst the rush of air as we flew. He was propped up in the pannier in a semi-sitting position, so he could watch where we were flying but also lean against Raolcan’s hot back for support. Raolcan seemed unconcerned by the additional load.

It takes concentration to remember not to move in a way that might dislodge you but you aren’t heavy, he reminded me again.

I couldn’t help but check Leng often. I was worried about him. The Healers had given me a tincture for his pain and another to give him at night to help him sleep. So far, he’d refused to take either one. He’d also refused the dried meat and bread I’d offered but he was willing to share the hot tea that was packed in the flask I’d been given.

“I don’t think you should be traveling in your condition,” I said. “You had a crossbow quarrel in your back only yesterday.”

We were flying our dragons in formation. It had taken me the first few hours of flying to get used to watching my position and to watching Leng. With so much on my mind, I hadn’t really talked with him until now.

“I was worried about you,” I added. It didn’t feel like enough – or maybe it was too much. Would Leng feel like I was a silly girl worrying over a man I hardly knew? “I delivered your message to the Envoy and I visited you.”

He rubbed his nearly-bald head awkwardly, like he wasn’t sure what to say. “Thank you.”

I felt my cheeks go hot and diverted my attention to flying – not that Raolcan needed any guidance. We were flying in formation and off to my right I saw Starie fighting to keep Asteven in place. Not every novice dragon was so willing to work with his rider. Raolcan, however, could fly just fine on his own, even heavily laden with packages and two people. 

As we headed north-east along the coast I was seeing more of the country than I’d ever seen before. The grey, rocky beaches along the ocean rolled into ancient pine forests. Fog wreathed everything and the sky was grey with clouds. 

Why couldn’t you have received a position to the south? Raolcan complained. It’s getting colder, and I don’t like the cold.

It wasn’t that cold but anything warmer than a furnace was cold to Raolcan. I noticed Leng was staring at me.

“Do you need a drink, Leng?” I asked. “Some of your medicine?”

“I’m glad that we’re traveling together, Amel. If I tell you something, will you keep it to yourself?”

I shivered slightly at the thought of being trusted with a secret. I hadn’t been much help to Savette when she finally tried to share her secret with me.

“Of course,” I agreed, swallowing as his dark eyes seemed to grow deeper and he leaned close enough to my saddle to be heard without raising his voice.

“Something is happening with the Magikas. Watch yourself with them.” I bit my lip and he leaned against my leg, his face pale. “I think I might need to rest after all.”

He fell asleep, leaning against my leg and Raolcan. At least I didn’t need to worry about staying warm with Raolcan under me. He kept us all warm with his furnace-like body heat. I watched the other dragons, trying to pick out the Magikas riding on their backs. What was I supposed to watch them for?  Rais’ dragon behaved better than Starie’s despite being loaded down with three people, and Asteven was still giving Starie a hard ride. Beyond that, it was hard to see anything from this distance.

Leng leaned heavily against my leg and it tingled as it fell asleep – just like he was. I didn’t mind even one bit. There was something endearing about a muscle-bound, intense man sleeping sweetly that tugged at my heart. I tried to think about anything else except Leng, but until we landed for a break two hours later, I couldn’t think of anything else.
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Chapter Fourteen
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We landed, a little after noon, on a rocky river bank where the river met the sea. The dragons descended quickly, lining up along the river bank. I was nervous as we landed, checking and re-checking that Leng was safe and not being jostled. He was still asleep as Raolcan settled gently on the ground. I had expected a much more jarring landing – like the one Starie treated Apprentice Corrigan to - and I breathed with relief as I tried to slide my leg out from beside Leng without waking him.

You didn’t need to be worried. I can be as gentle as I need to be. Besides, Ahlskibi would be very displeased if I made her rider uncomfortable. 

I glanced up the river bank to where Ahlskibi stood with Grandis Leman’s mount, Leepsain.  She bared her yellowed teeth at me and I looked away quickly. She certainly was an unfriendly dragon, although, if I was being honest, no other dragons other than Raolcan were particularly friendly to me. Maybe it was just a dragon thing.

Yes, and no. Notice how Leepsain tolerates humans? Apparently, we grow used to your presence – or at least non-Purple dragons do. Purples never seem to really adjust to being around humans all the time. Ahlskibi wishes that Leng was on her back. It irritates her that you have him with us.

It wasn’t my choice, but I didn’t like the idea of him being with anyone else when he needed protection. I dismounted from Raolcan, pulled my crutch from where it was strapped behind my saddle, and did a quick lap around him checking for any straps that might be rubbing or coming loose. 

They’re fine. I would have told you if they weren’t.

He was busy draining the river of water, but I had no food for him. I should have asked about that. 

I can go a long time without food. Leepsain or Ahlskibi may hunt for us. The rest of us will be required to stay here. They don’t trust us yet. We must prove ourselves as much as you must.

It hadn’t occurred to me that he was being tested, too. He snorted, great gouts of steam streaming across the river. I thought that might have been a laugh. I ignored him and crouched beside Leng’s pannier, keeping my crutch firmly planted in the soft soil for balance.

“Leng? Are you awake?”

He groaned sleepily, wiping his eyes as he woke. I hadn’t noticed before that his eyelashes were so thick. It seemed a strange feature for him to have – completely at odds with his otherwise rough and energetic look.

“We’ve landed for a short break,” I said. “I’m going to refill our water skin and see to necessities. Would you like help out of the pannier?”

“Please,” he agreed.

I loosened his straps and then stood, squatting slightly on my good leg and sliding my arm under his and across his back to help him up. He gasped as we stood, wobbling against my crutch.

“The lame leading the lame,” Starie called out, elbowing Apprentice Corrigan. It turned out that she was the girl with the short dark hair who called me “Blighted” at the banquet the other night. I ignored her. 

“Can you help me to the edge of the forest?” he asked, his mouth tight with what could only be pain.

“Of course,” I agreed. It wasn’t easy to move together with only my crutch to lean on, but the rock was flat and easy to navigate and the forest was close by. I left him beside a large clump of trees before scanning the area for a place to take care of my own necessities. A few moments later, I emerged. He was back where I’d left him, leaning against the largest tree of the clump. Maybe he needed help back again.

“Are you ready to return?” He nodded with a tired smile, his body was hunched over and he flinched when he put an arm around my shoulders to be helped back. I eased him into his seat and then pulled the draught out of the saddlebag. “They said you’re supposed to drink this.”

He started to shake his head but I frowned and took his hand with mine.

“What?” he asked. He wasn’t unkind, but he seemed confused by my touch. I just wanted him to pay attention. That was all.

“I need you to take your draught. If you catch a fever, it will be my fault for not taking care of you.”

“I’m a grown man, Amel, and a full dragon rider.”

“And maybe a bit afraid to admit you need help.”

He looked away. 

“Just take it,” I said, pushing the skin into his lap. “I’ll go refill our waterskin.”

I left and made my way down to the rushing river. It was too steep for me to reach the water where Raolcan was drinking. His long neck gave him a lit more reach. I could see that the bank grew shallower a little way toward the sea, so I picked my way across the rock toward the spot I’d chosen. I was going to have to practice maneuvering in the outdoors with my crutch. Then, maybe I’d be faster. I was moving so slowly, that my movements were almost silent, so Starie and Corrigan didn’t hear me as I crept up on them.

“Your father sent us a message only last week,” Corrigan was saying. “It’s one of the reasons that we came. Our loyalty to Atrelan Castel is of utmost importance.”

“I would have thought that was obvious since you’re Dominion servants.” The cynicism in Starie’s voice made it sound harsher than usual.

“You have a problem with Dominion servants?” Corrigan sounded almost as if that was funny to her.

“I have a problem being one. I was meant to be more than a lowly Dragon Rider – a servant of the Dominar for the rest of my life! Tested and pushed and demanded from! This is not the life I was born to. I should have had power and influence as my siblings will.”

“Perhaps that dream is not yet over,” Corrigan said. She leaned forward, glancing around as if she were about to impart a secret, but then she noticed me and she straightened suddenly, her face going blank.

I held up my water skin as evidence of why I was there. Starie shook her head as if to say that I couldn’t even get a simple task like drawing water right. Corrigan spun on her heel and strode back up the river bank, giving me a wide berth. With a frown, Starie followed her. 

I dipped my waterskin in the river, letting it fill as my mind processed what they’d been saying. Leng had told me to watch out for the Magikas but they certainly didn’t bear any ill will toward Starie. In fact, Corrigan seemed anxious to befriend her. Could it really be true that the entire contingent of Magikas had come to Dragon School partly to see Starie? It hadn’t seemed like it when they were there. Perhaps Corrigan was lying to Starie because she wanted something from her. What could she want from a Dragon Rider trainee besides transport to another city? She was already receiving that.

When I returned, Leng had fallen back asleep, his waterskin in his hand. I lifted it gently away, pleased that it was lighter and strapped him in. It was too bad he was so injured. I could have used a bit more information from him, and maybe some protection as well. I was getting a creeping feeling up my spine that usually accompanied disaster. 

You have all the protection you need from me.

I stroked the scales on Raolcan’s neck in thanks as I finished buckling Leng’s straps and then settling myself into the saddle with my own safety straps. A moment later, his muscles bunched, and we were soaring into the sky. Elation overtook worry and I held on tight, delighted to be able to soar when I couldn’t even run on my own.
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Chapter Fifteen
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The rest of the day was spent at the rear of the formation of dragons. The Red and Green groups were both ahead of us and our hodge podge group was in the rear. I wanted to keep an eye on Starie and Corrigan on Asteven, but they were on the far side of our V-shaped formation, and I couldn’t make out more than a speck in the sky. 

Grandis Leman had told us at the beginning to just fly in a V behind the person in front of us and not to get creative. He said it was a pity we hadn’t had - at the very least - flying and formation training, and I had to agree as the sun sank low and it became harder and harder to make out the dragon ahead of me.

Eventually, there was a long whistle and the dragon ahead of us seemed to be descending. Raolcan followed, without any need for me to suggest he follow. As we drew closer to the ground, a string of fires appeared, dotting the ground below. They were arranged across a hilly clearing and white tents were already grouped around the fires as the Reds and Greens settled in. 

When Raolcan landed, I dismounted immediately, my leg and rear aching from the long ride. I tried to shake out the soreness, but it wouldn’t budge. With a sigh, I moved around Raolcan to remove his baggage and saddle. 

“Inducted!” Grandis Leman called through the dark. “It’s late and we are all tired. The dragon picket is behind us to the south. Bring your dragons there. The Reds have already established a watering area and pickets.”

Pickets? How did you picket a dragon? The idea was laughable.

They’ll bind me with magic. It’s crude but effective.

Would he be alright out in the cold and dark, bound in place by magic? His answering snort was all the reassurance I needed. 

“In your packs, there should be a tent and bedding. You will need to share your tent with the passenger you have brought. Get them settled, then come to the fires to cook your food. This will become habit. It is our standard routine when traveling in the countryside. Learn to do it quickly and efficiently. For tonight I will be happy with simple completion. Here after, there will be penalties to the one who finishes last.”

Great. That was almost certain to be me. I would need to learn to be quick at this. Too bad I couldn’t just sleep against Raolcan like I had at Dragon School.

Why can’t you?

Leng would need a tent so he could rest properly. It seemed indecent to share one with him. I tried not to think of it as I hobbled beside Raolcan to the pickets. When we arrived, a Red Dragon Rider strode over, lifted his hands for a moment and then moved on.

It’s the binding. I’m trapped here, now.

“What do you need, Raolcan?”

Just get the bags off me and let me sleep for a while. 

I unloaded the bags, slipping them off and piling them beside him. Leng was still asleep, so I left his pannier to the last.

“Leng?” I whispered in the dark. “Wake up, Leng. We need to unload Raolcan.”

He grunted, but he sat up, easing himself out of the pannier before I could leap to his aid. He stood, breathing raggedly, both hands pressed to Raolcan’s side for support. Raolcan’s head swung back and forth. He’d better not be thinking about snapping a bite out of Leng or he’d pay for it!

Empty threats, spider. You’d never go through with them.

Well, he’d make me very sad.

And that is all the motivation I need to control myself.

I eased off the pannier, saddle, and harness, setting them in a careful pile with our baggage. I located the tent, bedrolls, and the draughts and waterskin, slinging them over one shoulder in a very awkward bundle. I could carry them all to the fires if I was careful, but it would be a difficult journey. I certainly couldn’t help Leng, too.

“I’ll come back for you, Leng,” I said, worry in my voice. “Raolcan will take care of you while I’m gone.”

“He’ll snap my head off as soon as you’re out of reach, Amel.” Leng snorted a laugh. “You give this dragon too much credit.”

“I promise you, he will be honorable.” He would be, wouldn’t he?

“I think I can make it. Just lead the way and I’ll follow.”

I hesitated. This was a bad idea. He wasn’t in any shape to walk across unfamiliar ground in the dark. I wasn’t even in the right shape for that. He stood, straightening his shoulders with the stiffness of pain and I sighed. I could see a losing battle when it was before me. I gripped my crutch tightly, hitched my assorted bundles with the other hand, and began the rocky journey through the dark.

It took three times as long as it should have. I navigated tree roots and stones with difficulty, but without slipping. I looked back at Leng every few steps. His footsteps were short and tight, a man in deep pain. I knew what that was like, but I couldn’t go any slower. I was at the point where if I stopped, I wouldn’t have the willpower to get up and go again. I needed to keep on my feet until we got to the fire. 

When I arrived, my arm carrying all the supplies was burning and numb. I let them slip to the ground and turned to see Leng stumbling into the ring of light around the fire, his eyes shut in a wince. He shouldn’t be here. He should be recovering in a healing ward, not camping out in the woods. With a sigh, I realized I needed poles for a tent, just before Grandis Leman emerged from the dark, carrying the very poles I needed, stripped of bark and ready to go. He seemed so much more alive out here.

Without a word, he helped me set up the tent. We were just finishing, when Leng joined us. Quickly, I pulled out his bedroll and set it up within the tent, arranging his water and medicine beside it. He leaned down to enter, almost falling on all fours and then half crawling, half dragging himself onto the bedroll. Grandis Leman poked his head in the tent, his mouth a grim line.

“I’ll get you both a bowl of stew. Take care of him, Amel. I’d send someone else, but I don’t have anyone.” He looked uncomfortable and a little shameful, like he thought he wasn’t doing enough. He was right, though. There were no Healers with us, and my disability didn’t prevent me from watching an injured man.

“I will. Thank you,” I said. When he left, I turned to Leng. “What do you need.”

“A new body.”

I laughed, helping to tug off his boots and pulling the blankets of his bedroll around him.  “Do you want another draught?”

“I want the stew the Grandis is bringing. Who ever thought I’d be waited on by a Grandis?”

I laughed again, but a moment later, Grandis Leman had arrived with the food. I set Leng up to eat it, propping him against the bags we had as the Grandis made an awkward exit. Leng ate a bite, but then his hand fell to the side.

“Too tired to eat?” I asked, taking the bowl and spoon from his exhausted hands.

“Too tired to feed myself.” His grin had a rueful twist to it. 

I settled myself so that my weight was off my bad leg, and then took a spoonful of the stew and brought it to his mouth. If he wasn’t able to feed himself, he’d just have to let me feed him.

“Wondering why I didn’t choose white?” I asked, playfully, to take away the awkwardness.

“I already know why you didn’t,” he said between bites.

“You do?” It was nice to be useful. To be able to take care of someone who couldn’t care for themselves.

“You have kind eyes,” he said, his hand lifting up for a moment, almost unconsciously, before falling back in his lap. What had he meant to do with that?

“I think a Healer would have kind eyes,” I suggested, scraping the bowl to get the last bite for him.

“Oh, that’s not why. You’re noble. You believe your word is your bond, that you will uphold values outside yourself.”

I cocked my head to the side, questioning as I took his bowl and placed it to the side. I reached to help him lay down again, but he put a hand up.

“Eat. You can give me a drink after that and then I’ll sleep again.”

I smiled and ate my stew, surprised by how hungry I was.

“Purples are on the noble side of the feud. You’re not supposed to know that until later, but we are. And I think that’s one reason you chose Purple. You have a noble spirit.”

“I like that,” I said, feeling the blood rush to my cheeks. He thought I was noble. He thought of me as Purple, like him. I felt a warm flood in my chest and I blinked back a wetness that came to my eyes. 

I didn’t want to say anything else that might break the spell, so I ate my stew quickly, only looking up when I was full. I was surprised to see his gaze on me, a tender look in his expression. Shyly, I reached for the draught, offering it to him, and then the waterskin to wash away the taste of whatever they put in it. 

“You’d better rest now,” I said, taking the drinks away and helping him slide to a more restful position. “I’ll give you your privacy and go rest with Raolcan. Will you need me in the night?”

“Preserve your reputation, sweet Amel.” His words were slurred with sleep. “I will be fine.”

I left, bedroll in hand, feeling torn as I stopped for one glance back. It felt wrong to just leave him there, but there were others nearby and he should be fine. It felt like it would be taking advantage of him if I stayed. People would talk, and they might think we had acted inappropriately. He didn’t deserve that. 

I stumbled through the dark, towards where Raolcan was tethered, wishing life wasn’t so complicated.
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Chapter Sixteen
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I woke with a start, the ground hard beneath me and my head throbbing. I’d fallen asleep against Raolcan. Had he moved suddenly?

I’m waking you so you can check on Ahlskibi’s rider. 

“Mmmmf.” There was nothing like sleeping against a hot dragon to make you feel chilled to the bone the second he moved away. I rolled my bedroll up sleepily and stacked it against our gear, gave Raolcan a thankful pat on the back and headed toward the camp. If I walked this way many more times I was going to wear a path into it. Which would make it easier to walk. Not a bad plan.

When I got to the tent, I squatted beside it. I shouldn’t just go in. He might need privacy.

“Leng?” I whispered. The sun wasn’t up yet, but the cold and dark had the feeling of the time just before dawn.

There was no answer. I tried again. 

“Leng?”

When there was no answer, I pulled the tent door open. Had he passed out? Was he in worse shape? His bedroll was empty. I spun around, anxious now, and hobbled toward the fires. They were banked low, but still burning. Maybe someone had seen something. There was just one dark figure near the closest of the campfires. I hobbled toward the figure, my hip protesting with a jab of pain for the cold morning air. When I drew near, the figure turned. Leng’s face was orange on one side, highlighted by the light of the fire.

“Oh, Leng! I was worried about you. Why aren’t you in your bed?”

He smiled. “I’m a dragon rider, Amel.”

“You’re injured!”

“I can’t lay around all the time. I need a drink and to check on Ahlskibi.”

Was that sweat on his forehead? In this cool weather? A tiny sliver of light along the horizon started to tinge his face with the grey of dawn but was that the only grey I was seeing? He looked pale.

“I think you need to lie down,” I said, glancing around me to see if there was anyone to help me. 

“When I was a boy we had horses and I rode all the time,” he said dreamily. “There was one named Flasha. She was so, so fast.”

“Come on,” I said, humoring him. “Tell me all about it while I get you back to bed.”

“She had eyes like yours. Kind. Free.”

I took his arm gently, trying to guide him to the tent.

“Beautiful.”

He was clearly hallucinating. 

“Is that why you wanted to ride dragons?” I asked him, slipping an arm under his to help him as he stumbled towards the tent. We were a bit like a wheelbarrow with a crooked wheel, unstable and awkward.

“My parents died. They brought me to Dragon School to learn to fly.” His words were slurring.

“Who is they?”

He didn’t answer, and his weight was getting heavier on me.

“Leng?”

I felt him begin to fall and wrapped my arms around him, abandoning my crutch and letting him fall on top of me so that I broke his fall. I pulled myself out from under him. Rolling him over onto his back and feeling his forehead. It was hotter than Raolcan. No one warned me he could take fever from this! He should never have left Dragon School.

“Help!” I called. “Can someone help?”

There was no way I’d be able to carry him on my own. I bit my lip, concern filling me. I shouldn’t have left him to sleep on his own, appearances or not. I could have kept him from getting up and wandering to the fire. I felt my eyes growing wet and I blinked hard to keep tears back. It wasn’t too late for Leng, was it? It shouldn’t be too late for the man who remembered his childhood horse with such fondness.
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Chapter Seventeen
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“The Reds and Greens will be going on without us. Our orders are too urgent for them to stay,” Grandis Leman said, looking more worried than I’d ever seen him with a deep dent in his forehead from anxiety. His hands kept fidgeting with the scarf around his neck. “To be honest, our own orders don’t allow more than a day or two of delay. We need to get Leng over this fever – and fast.”

We were gathered around Leng’s tent. Grandis Leman and Rais had carried him back in and helped me fetch cool cloths to ease the fever, but that was hours ago. It wasn’t helping. He was thrashing and talking in his sleep, agitated and burning up. I chewed my bottom lip. I didn’t like this at all. If I had my way, I’d be flying him home to Dragon School right now, but Grandis Leman had vetoed that. I wasn’t even sure I could find my way back.

I could. It’s not hard.

I hadn’t been this close to the Magika or his apprentices before. He seemed a somber type and his robes were more embroidered and ornamented than any clothing I’d want to wear. He and the apprentices smelled of strange spices. Something they ate or something used in their magical arts? I shivered at the thought of magic so close.

“We’ll lend our aid in helping him heal,” the Magika said.

“Thank you, Hectorus.” Grandis Leman said with a sober nod.

In the distance, the last of the Red dragons leapt into the sky. The Greens had already left, leaving the wide area they’d camped in tamped down and abandoned looking. It felt lonely with just the eight of us and our four dragons. Rais and Starie had been sent to give the dragons the last of the drinking water.

“We’ll need clean drinking water. There is none here and we only had a day’s worth in our packs,” the Magika added.

“And the dragons need to be fed.” Grandis Leman nodded as he spoke. “I’ll hunt for them at the same time. I’ll take Leepsain and Ahlskibi and leave the initiate’s mounts here. Can you maintain their tethers?”

“Of course,” Magika Hectorus said with a smile. The smile didn’t look right on his face – like it wasn’t something he used very often. “Go and get the supplies we need. Trust us to do what we need to here.”

Grandis Leman turned toward the pickets, but I grabbed his sleeve. “What do I do for Leng?”

“Trust the Magikas. They’ll do what’s needed.”

I let go of his sleeve, but I felt a lump developing in my throat. My head hurt. I didn’t like being thrust into this position where I had to trust the very people Leng told me not to trust – and with his health and life. What else could I do? I couldn’t protest. I had no evidence that they were anything but what they said they were. They’d been accommodating and helpful – how could anyone object to that? And yet, the feeling ate at me and I couldn’t shake it. I wanted out of this situation. I wanted to be smart enough or wise enough that I always knew what was the right thing to do.

I ignored a sudden flare of pain in my hip and hobbled towards Leng’s tent. An arm was raised in my path. 

“It’s best if you give us room to work,” Magika Hectorus said as Corrigan and Tred moved to flank him. The smile he had worn before was nowhere to be seen.
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Chapter Eighteen

[image: image]


I watched warily as they entered the tent. Corrigan looked back to mouth the word “blighted” to me. I felt at a loss. What should I do? There was no water to draw, no food to feed Raolcan. I felt exhausted from little sleep, an early morning, and more physical exertion than I was used to. I stretched lightly, adjusting my crutch under my arm. My behind was sore and my good leg felt like a cramp was coming on. I should probably make my way to where Raolcan was and oil the tack but I just needed to rest for a moment.

There was the murmur of voices inside the tent. Were they performing magic? I strained my ears.

“Wait until the girl is out of earshot.”

Ha. Well, that might take longer than they thought. I rolled my neck, trying to get the kinks out of it. Across the field, I watched as Grandis Leman launched into the sky with Ahlskibi tailing him. If he could ride looking for food, why couldn’t we ride to carry Leng back to safety? 

“Is that for the fever?” That was Corrigan’s voice. I crept a little closer to the back of the tent so I could hear, crouching low and grimacing at the spike of pain in my bad leg.

“It’s to keep him fogged. Those purple riders can signal to their dragons somehow. We can’t afford to have him come back here too quickly.”

“Why not just kill him right away?”

I gasped, falling backward onto my bottom in the long grass. Kill him? What were they talking about?

“For a High Castelan you seem remarkably thick-headed, Corrigan,” Magika Hectorus said. “You don’t think the others will notice that? We need time to work our binding on the dragons. They need to be freed from their current bonds and bonded to us.”

“We could do that just as easily if they were dead.”

“Dragons are uncommonly clever. They would notice if we harmed their riders. Some may even have affection for their captors. Until they are magically bonded to us, we can’t risk them turning on us.”

“If one turns on us we can easily destroy him.” I was right about Corrigan. She was a terrible person.

“My, but we’re bloodthirsty today. Keep that in check until I release you, or it will be Tred and I alone who leave this camp.”

I felt a chill run through me. They spoke so casually of death, as if it hardly mattered. No wonder they thought of me as disposable. They thought of everyone like that. Imagine being part of a people who thought life was worth less than the convenience of a moment. My hands were shaking as I pulled myself up on my crutch. I needed to find Rais and Raolcan to warn them. 

We were all in danger now, with no way to signal Grandis Leman, our dragons tethered in place and two of the four humans left either sick or crippled. When your body failed what did you have left to resist evil people?

Your spirit. 

I gripped my crutch with one hand and balled my other fist. Raolcan was right. We’d fight with what we had.
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What did I do now? Where were Rais and Starie? Were they with the dragons?

Rais is here. I haven’t seen Starie since last night.

I pulled myself to my feet and swung my crutch quickly, fleeing the tent where the Magikas held Leng captive and rushing to Raolcan. Perhaps I could free him from whatever tether they’d tied him with.

You really can’t.

Or perhaps, Rais would have an idea.

I can’t find Ahlskibi’s mind. She is already too far away. But if you light a fire on the cliffs to the east, she will see it. It will have to be a large fire to tell them that something is wrong.

I’d need Rais’ help for that. I flew along the path, crutch whooshing through the tiny plants that lined the lightly-worn trail. At least the dragons were in a heavily forested area, so it wouldn’t be easy for the Magikas to see us once I got there. We could follow the forest all the way up to the cliffside. But what about Leng? It felt wrong to leave him where they could work their magic on him.

What other choice is there? When Ahlskibi returns, she will destroy any who harm him.

Revenge wasn’t what I had in mind. Protection was. 

We can only do what is in our power to achieve.

In that case, we were going to have to find more power. I felt his laughter through our mental link.

Once this tether is released, I will have all the power I need.

If only my own limitations were so easy to discard. I bit my lip. It always came back to this, didn’t it? How could I help my friends when I was always slower, always weaker, always dealing with challenges no one else faced?

There are different kinds of strength. Yours is rarer.

It’s too bad that you couldn’t send a mental hug to a dragon. If you could, I’d be hugging Raolcan right now. I burst into the area where our dragons hunkered low under the massive trees. Raolcan lay on the ground, as if he couldn’t stretch higher.

I can’t. Their tether keeps me in a physically small space.

Yet another cruelty to dragons. I scanned the area. Starie wasn’t there, though her dragon – Asteven – looked like he was asleep. Rais was rubbing oils into his dragons scales in an attentive manner. Nenebeph preened in response. 

I rushed past Raolcan, running a hand affectionately over his wing as I passed and calling out, “Rais! We’re in trouble.” I paused before him, catching my breath. “We need to run up to the edge of the cliff east of here and build a huge fire. The biggest we can.”

Rais looked puzzled. “Does Leng need a pyre?”

I sucked in a breath. He’d better not. He’d better hang in there and survive this. 

“The Magikas are going to turn the dragons’ bonds to be attuned to them instead of us, and then they‘re going to steal them and fly away.” 

“I think you need a rest, Amel. It’s a big deal to have so many changes at once.” His dark face was sympathetic and his hand rose and hovered close to my shoulder, like he wanted to pat it reassuringly but wasn’t sure if he should. “Why don’t you curl up in your bedroll for a while? I’ll take care of your tack.”

“You have to take me seriously, Rais. I overheard them talking and they aren’t our friends.”

“Why would they do any of that, Amel?” He looked irritated now, like I was causing drama where it wasn’t needed.

“They didn’t say.”

He sighed. “Look, aren’t you supposed to be watching over Leng? Go do that.”

“So, you won’t help me?” I felt worry tighten my belly. I wasn’t sure I could do this alone.

“Look, I’m not saying you’re crazy ... just get some rest.”

I turned and started to hobble away when his panicked cry startled me. I spun around and saw Rais pinned to the ground, his dragon’s teeth pinning him in place. He didn’t look hurt, only startled. 

Nenebeph agrees with us. 

My eyebrows rose. Sometimes Dragon Riders seemed to forget that dragons were sentient creatures with reasoning of their own. I wondered if dragons ever did something like this once they were bonded and trained. 

She understands this is important.

“Come on, Rais,” I said. “We have a fire to light.”

His eyes went large with disbelief but Nenebeph relaxed her jaws enough for him to squirm out of her grip. 

“She’s never done that before.” He dusted himself off, looking warily at his dragon. “Nenebeph? Are you sick?”

“I think she wants you to come with me.”

“No, that’s not it.”

Nenebeph hissed, sulfurous fumes filling the air. Rais took a step back, hands held up.

“Okay, sure. We’ll build a fire.”

He still looked both shaken and irritated as we left the picket line and headed up the forested hill. It didn’t take long for him to leave me well behind him, but he hardly seemed to notice. He must have been very preoccupied with Nenebeph’s behavior. If things hadn’t been so serious, I would have found it embarrassing to be so easily forgotten.
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Chapter Twenty
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I stumbled through the woods up the rocky hill. I was still able to climb, but it was getting trickier as I had to weave between great redwood trees and boulders larger than a man. It was the perfect country for dragons and not at all perfect for girls dragging a dead leg. 

I’d lost sight of Rais ten minutes ago. All I could do now is hope that he was still working his way east towards the cliff face where he could light a warning fire for Grandis Leman. Would the Grandis see it? Would he understand that we were in trouble? He had to.

I was getting close to the top of the hill, at least by my reckoning, when I saw a plume of smoke in the sky ahead. Rais had started the fire. I stopped beside a large boulder, leaning on it as I tried to catch my breath. I was going to get a lot fitter now that I was a Dragon Rider initiate, that was for sure! I rubbed the sore point in my hip, rolled my shoulder to ease the ache from the crutch and tried to steady my breathing. It was maybe another ten minutes before I managed to ease the pain enough to continue on.

It was in that moment, as I sat so quietly regathering my strength, that I heard the voices from a distance and coming closer. They were both female. I recognized Starie’s immediately and after a moment, Corrigan’s as well.

“We’ll take you to your family’s Castel. You were right when you said you were meant for better things. You were meant for this. The revolution.”

“I’m not sure what good I’ll be to you. It’s Savette Leedris they chose to marry the Lord of Baojang, not me.”

Marriage! And to our terrifying neighbors. No wonder Savette had seemed so desperate. 

“It was supposed to be you. You’re who we all thought they would choose for a tribute bride! If it was you, then the Dominion could be taken over by Baojang and there would be an end to this constant restriction of magic. Do you know what it’s like to have access to complete power – to be above those around you – and to be forced to act like you are smaller than they are?”

“Of course, I do! Why do you think I hate this life my parents chose for me?”

Their voices were so close now. I could almost swear that they were on the other side of the boulder. I could hear the crunch of dry grass and the rustle of leaves as they carried on up the hill. 

“It’s not too late for that Starie Atrelan. The only thing standing between you and that future is this Savette girl. And girls are easy enough to dispose of. We just need to get there – and fast, before any vows are taken.”

“Then why are we climbing a hill?”

“I swear, I saw Rais climbing this way...” She sounded distracted as she faded off, but then she shouted, “Look!”

“A fire!”

“Quick, we need to stop him. He’ll alert Grandis Leman to what we’re doing.”

There was the sound of scrambling and I grabbed my crutch, fitted it under my arm and scrambled after them. It was rough going. I tripped in my haste, fell, and skinned my forearm. It took me precious moments to find my crutch and start out again, only to fall a second time. This time the crutch snapped in half. Half-sobbing, I scrambled up the hill on my hands and knee, dragging my bad leg behind me.

“Rais!” I called as I climbed. “Run!”

There were two of them and only one of him. Starie couldn’t really hurt him, but what could a Magika apprentice like Corrigan do? We Dragon School Initiates learned to fly almost immediately. Was it the same for students of magic?

I crested the hill to see Rais standing on the edge of the cliff, the fire between him and me, burning with bright intensity. Starie stood on one side of him and Corrigan on the other, slowly walking forward as he backed up. Soon, there would be nowhere for him to go but over the edge of the cliff. Maybe, If I could get behind Corrigan, I could push her to the ground or do something else to keep her from using magic on Rais. I crept forward towards her. She was right on the edge of the cliff as she stalked toward him.

Rais lifted his hands. “I’m not sure why you are both upset. It’s only a fire.”

“Douse it,” Starie said.

“With what? Do you see water here? Maybe if Grandis Leman returns he’ll have water with him.”

“What would lead you to build a fire like this, Dragon Boy?” Corrigan asked, hands held outwards. I saw Rais’ gaze catch on me, but I put a finger to my lips and he quickly focused on Corrigan instead. 

Just a little further and I’d be right behind her. Then – together - Rais and I could stop this madness.

“I-” he began, but before the words were uttered, a fire ball – as long as a man’s arm, round, and blazing – appeared between Corrigan’s raised hands. She flung it at Rais and he screamed, stumbling backward and then bursting into flame as the fireball hit him in the chest. He flew backward through the air and over the edge of the cliff. I couldn’t even see his face in the cloud of fire.
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I gasped, my hand covering my mouth as the horror of his fall filled me. Rais! I’d sent him here. This was my fault. Raolcan! Raolcan!

I’m here. What happened?

The Magika apprentice shot fire at Rais and he fell off the cliff! Could Raolcan think of a solution to this problem?  

Hold on!

I scurried backward but Corrigan took two long strides and grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, hauling me to my feet. My belly swam with fear, but I kept my eyes on hers. I didn’t want to betray my feelings. I had the feeling that Corrigan liked watching people squirm.  She flung me to the ground and put her foot on my neck. I grabbed her foot with both hands, fighting it as I choked and gasped. How was she so strong?

She ripped the whistle from the chain around my neck and put it to her lips - producing a single note that pierced the air - before turning to me with a wicked smile. “And now we wait for the Master and see what he says. Come and help me watch her, Starie.”

Starie’s face swam into my blurring vision. She was chewing her lip nervously. Revolution felt different when it meant abusing people you knew, didn’t it Starie?

I clenched my jaw and twisted as Corrigan increased the pressure on my neck. How long would it take for Magika Hectorus to arrive? At least twenty minutes, right? Could I keep from passing out that long? My head swam but Corrigan eased up on the pressure a bit. She spat beside my face and I was just glad it wasn’t on my face. 

“Don’t pass out on me, Blighted. We’re going to dig out what you know. Douse that fire, Starie.”

“With what?” Starie sounded both whiny and obstinate. 

Corrigan rolled her eyes. “With dirt, Starie. Find some dirt and throw it over the fire.”

Starie disappeared and as the minutes ticked by into what felt like hours, I found my mind racing. Were these my last minutes? Would I have done something different? What would my life be like if I had stayed home? Was Leng safe? And Raolcan? I felt more worried about them than about myself. They were both under the power of the Magikas. Was there any way to get out?

I was mid-thought when the Magika arrived. “What do you have cornered here, girls? You are delaying our work with the dragons.”

“We dealt with Rais and his fire, but then this one crept up. I thought you might want to question her.”

“Pull her up.”

Corrigan took her foot off my neck, reached for the front of my tunic and yanked me up. 

“Bring her here.” He walked to the edge of the cliff. “And now, Blighted, you tell us what you know and who you told it to.”

“Nothing,” I croaked.

“Wrong answer,” he said, pushing me suddenly, while still holding the front of my tunic so that I didn’t fall over. He dragged me to the cliff edge and held me over it, leg’s dangling. How was he so powerful?

Raolcan! Please, if you can hear my thoughts right now, please think of something!

Hold on!

There was nothing to hold on to – except for maybe hope. I hoped as hard as I could.

“Did you know about our plans before we left Dragon School?”

“No,” I gasped.

“True,” Corrigan said, her voice far away as if she were focused on something a long distance away.

“Did you tell anyone what you heard us talk about?”

“No,” I said.

“False,” Corrigan again.

“Who did you tell?” The Magika’s face was hard. “Don’t think I won’t drop you.”

“Raolcan,” I gasped, not sure if I was answering or calling for help.

“True,” Corrigan said. Did she have a way to discern truth from falsehood? She seemed uncannily accurate at this. They didn’t teach us about anything like that at Dragon School.

“Who?”

His confusion was genuine. He was going to kidnap the dragons and he didn’t even know their names?

“Her dragon,” Starie said from beside Corrigan. Her voice was tight like she was finding this stressful.

“Dragons do not count,” the Magika said. And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Because Dragons did count and anyone who thought otherwise was deeply flawed and completely untrustworthy. That was the problem with the whole Dominion, thinking that some people didn’t count as much as others – especially when those people were dragons.

“Does anyone else know?” Magika Hectorus’ eyes studied my face like I might betray an important truth in a flicker of an expression. 

Perhaps, this was simply the way Magikas were. Maybe we were naïve for thinking that they held to codes of honor and loyalty like we did.

“Did you harm Leng?” It was clear he was going to kill me no matter what I said. After all, they hadn’t given Rais a chance out of this. I wanted to die knowing Leng was going to live. 

“What’s that to you, cripple? Answer my question. Or is that the answer? Does Leng know the threat we pose to you and your people?”

“No,” I said, hoping it was true. 

“False.” Corrigan said.

“We could just leave her here,” Starie said. “We don’t need to kill her. She won’t get very far. I think her crutch is even broken.”

Was it compassion or cruelty that motivated that speech?

“We are above that,” Magika Hectorus said. “We are people of compassion.”

Starie looked relieved, but ice filled my veins. What did compassion look like to a man like Hectorus? His hand shoved me at the same time that he let go of my tunic and I fell backward over the cliff, a scream breaking from my lips.
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I screamed as I fell, shutting my eyes tightly. No, no, no, no, no-

Open your eyes.

I forced them open at the same time that my back hit resistance. I flung my arms outward. It took me a heartbeat to realize where I was. Beside me, Leng hunched feverishly in Raolcan’s saddle. His eyes were narrow slits, his hands limp on the reins. Apparently, he’d had the forethought to tighten all his straps. Even if he passed out, he’d remain in the saddle. I had fallen into the pannier he’d ridden in on the way here.

Raolcan! Leng was riding Raolcan.

I told you to hold on. There was relief in the tone of Raolcan’s mind.

You saved me - again - thank you!

You’re mine, spider. 

“Leng?” I asked.

He grunted. How was he riding Raolcan? I thought dragons didn’t let other riders direct them except for their own.

They don’t. I decided that to save your life, it was worth the compromise.

Why wasn’t he on Ahlskibi?

She isn’t here yet. As soon as her mind was in range I told her what was happening, and she told Leng. He stumbled over to the tethering area and released my tether and saddled me. Just in time, too.

I pulled myself up to a sitting position. We were swooping down toward the field where Leng’s tent was. 

We need to get his medicine. He was insistent about that.

“Leng?” I shook his leg. He had collapsed over Raolcan’s back so slowly that I thought he was simply falling asleep, but his mouth hung open like he was unconscious. “Hang in there.”

I missed my freedom! This feels right!

As soon as we got to camp I’d have to grab his stuff and we’d need to leave again. We couldn’t afford to be caught by the Magikas.

We won’t be.

We sailed in toward the field and Raolcan held his feet forward, cupping his wings as he prepared to land. Tred stepped out from the tent, his teeth gritted and his arms stretched above his head just like Corrigan’s had been before she threw the fire at Rais. Watch out, Raolcan!

The ball of fire flew through the air as Raolcan tried to dodge and abort his landing all at once. We corkscrewed through the air. I held on to the pannier with all my might. A powerful hit almost dislodged me, and then the tumbling slowed and I was able to get my bearings. Raolcan was lying belly-down on the ground, holding one wing a little awkwardly. Leng had woken up, but his blinking eyes and slow movements were either from being stunned at the rough landing or fever-induced. 

Tred strode towards us, hands above his head again and I scrambled into the saddle behind Leng’s seat. I couldn’t walk. I had no weapons, but I could at least block Leng from the brunt of the blow.

I braced myself for the fire that was sure to come. 

Golden flames flared out, but not from Tred.  They streaked past us, hitting him full in the chest and lifting him up from the ground at the same time that he flared up in flames like a freshly-lit torch. I gaped as he went from man to ash in the work of a moment and spun to see Ahlskibi and Grandis Leman on Leepsain. It was their flames that had incinerated Tred.

Was Raolcan hurt?

A little. I can still fly.

Leepsain pulled up beside us and Grandis Leman shouted. “What’s going on?”

“We need to grab Leng’s draughts and run before the Magikas come back!”

“What?” He looked as confused as Rais had when I told him. A terrible feeling of déjà vu crept over me. “Tred didn’t do this on his own?”

There were saplings lying on the ground nearby – the ones that had been used as tent poles by the Reds and Greens the night before. I dismounted and hopped over to one using it as a makeshift crutch so that I could hobble to Leng’s tent, talking as I went.

“They killed Rais. Tried to kill me and Leng. They want to take the dragons and go to Starie’s Castel.”

“Why would they do that?” Grandis Leman’s eyes scanned the landscape as if there would be clues there.

“We learned that they plan to start a revolt against the Dominion.” I ducked into Leng’s tent, grabbed his medicine, water and rolled up his bedroll, tying it hastily before emerging with my arm full of his things. “Rais lit the fire to warn you.”

“Starie?” he asked. “Where is she?”

“With the Magikas.” I hobbled back to Raolcan, stuffing Leng’s things into the wide leather pocket beside the saddle. Some of my things were there – anything that been attached to the saddle - some were not. I’d just have to abandon whatever was missing. I hoped there was at least a change of clothes. The ones I was in were filthy.

“None of this makes any sense. Perhaps you have fallen ill, as well?”

“Can you untether the other dragons?” I asked. “Leng untethered Raolcan.”

“Any full Dragon Rider can do that,” Grandis Leman said, “But are you suggesting that we take Starie and Rais’ dragons and flee?”

I looked him in the eye. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. We need to go. Now.”

I mounted Raolcan, harnessing myself into the saddle, and tried to adjust Leng into a more comfortable position. The pannier he’d ridden in hung too loose on the straps and I realized that one was broken and the other loose. I’d have to unbuckle it and leave it here. When it broke my fall, it must have done too much damage. I set to work as Grandis Leman protested in the background. A moment later, the pannier was free.

“Come on,” I said.

Leepsain moved closer to me and Grandis Leman spoke kindly. “This has been a lot for anyone to deal with, Amel. But what you say can’t possibly be true. Tred must have acted on his own – for who knows what reason. Perhaps you – and maybe even he! - have the same fever as Leng. Let’s go and find Rais and Starie and the Magikas and sort this out.”

His smile was kind but I felt my heart sink. He didn’t believe me. How could I convince him? A gout of earth sprang up behind him, sending Leepsain into a frenzy. The dragon leapt up and Grandis Leman’s eyes went wide as a second gout of earth erupted underneath him.

“Fly, Raolcan! Fly!” I yelled.

He leapt into the air, climbing as fast as he could. I held Leng tightly in my arms, hoping his harnesses held. All I saw was clouds above us and then Raolcan began to level off, curving slightly as he did so. I risked a look below in time to see two fireballs hit Grandis Leman at once. He and Leepsain crumpled, fire dancing up and down their fallen forms. It was too late to convince the Grandis of anything. Too late to save his life. Across the field, Corrigan and Magika Hectorus stood with arms outflung. 

I’d never seen magic used before today and I never wanted to see it again.

I heard beating wings gaining on us and my heart leapt into my throat. Was it Starie in pursuit? Ahlskibi pulled in level with us and I breathed out a long sigh of relief. How far could that Magika fling his fireballs? I didn’t want to find out. We needed to be out of sight as fast as possible.

Raolcan reacted to my thought, swooping low to dive over the side of the cliff and out of view from the humans. Ahlskibi mirrored him and together we swept low so that the trees seemed to almost touch their bellies.

“We follow the coast,” I said, unnecessarily. I felt shaken and afraid. I’d lost our leader and everyone but Leng all at once. And we’d had to abandon Nenebeph. None of this was right! “We’ll get as far as we can and then see what we can do for Leng. We can’t afford to stop. They have dragons of their own.”

I didn’t have a map, and I’d never been anywhere but my tiny town and Dragon School. How would I find my way to the Ruby Isles?

Trust me. I will get you to wherever you need to go.

Tears pricked my eyes as I clung to Raolcan and Leng, hoping for nothing more than that we would all survive until nightfall.




Dragon School: The Dark Prince
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I cracked a crusted eyelid open and looked up at the golden dawn. The breeze whipped my hair around my face but I was warm and safe cuddled up beside Raolcan.

Good. You’re awake. 

I stretched and tried to sit up but something heavy was on my lap. Leng sprawled against me, asleep or passed out – I didn’t know which. I’d managed to get some of the medicine down him when we landed which wasn’t actually all that long ago. Maybe a few hours at most. I’d washed his sweat-soaked face with water from my flask and bundled him up in our blankets. He was sleeping beside me and we were both tucked in between Raolcan and Ahlskibi. I would have set up something for him on his own, but I was so tired and desperate when we’d landed that I’d just settled him as best as I could and then laid my head on Raolcan for “only a moment” that turned into hours.

We would have woken you, but we weren’t sure if you could do anything about it.

About what? I ran my hands through my hair and tried to collect myself. Where were we? We’d flown from the campsite with fireballs flying through the air behind us and soared off into the sky. I could remember hours of flying, stiff and afraid and clinging to Leng: worried he was dying as we flew, worried that we were being followed, worried that we were lost.

We weren’t lost.

But we had been followed. We’d caught glimpses of someone behind us and that’s when Raolcan had veered further east. 

We didn’t know who was following. It was easy to assume that whoever it was thought we’d follow the coastline.

And then a storm had whipped up over the sea. We’d been driven by rain and gales of wind and it had been all I could do to hold on. I had no idea where we were when the dragons cupped their wings and settled in a wooded dip on...

...an island.

Far from where we’re heading?

Actually, those gales pushed us a long way. We’re considerably closer to the Ruby Isles than we were before.

Maybe we could catch up to Grandis Elfar and the other knots!

We have more pressing concerns right now. 

Oh yes, Leng. I needed to check him and get some water into him.

But more urgently, you’ll need to deal with our visitors. 

Visitors? What was he talking about? I strained my ears and heard the crunch of boots on rock.

We aren’t the only ones who found the island in the storm. Ahlskibi and I have taken turns listening for them while the other slept.

They had? That was so unfair! They must be exhausted, and they hadn’t even had the few hours of sleep that I’d had!

You slept for four hours. We slept for two. We’re tired, but it is enough for now.

Do you know who these people are?

Sailors. Their ship is tucked into the cove below. It has square saffron-colored sails.

I’d read about that. Square sails. Saffron. It had been in my lessons about nations.

Baojang has ships like that. We dragons avoid them.

The ships?

The people of Baojang.

Why?

We have our reasons.

I squirmed up, finding the tent pole I’d been using as a crutch the night before and pulling myself to my feet. I was right about the leather clothing of Dragon Riders. It wore well. Despite a fire fight with Magikas, a night in the rain, and then sleeping against a dragon, it looked just about the same as when I’d first put it on. I dusted myself off and pulled the leaves and twigs out of my hair. Okay, I didn’t look like a barbarian. How about Leng? I pulled out a cloth, wet it, and wiped his face hurriedly. What else could I do? He was still breathing but he was also mumbling lightly and hot as a furnace.

The crack of a twig caught my attention and I stood, wobbling against my crutch and biting my lip. I’d never met anyone from another country before. How would I speak to them?

They speak the common language.

Had Raolcan traveled before we met? He seemed to know everything!

I’ve been to every border of the Dominion and to the icy reaches of the great north and the volcanos of the Underland.

I wasn’t even sure where the Underland was. Good thing I had him. 

A man stepped out from the tall redwood trees with two others behind him, older and bulkier, their faces crisscrossed with scars. The first man was young although older than me - Leng’s age, perhaps - with chin-length black hair, olive skin, golden-brown eyes, and an easy smile. He wore a complicated armor made of narrow horizontal plates that hinged together like he was an insect. A strange, curving metal band crowned his head, swirls and spirals reaching down from it along his cheeks, like an inverted crown. He smiled at me, but there was something hidden behind his eyes, like he was lying before he even spoke a word.
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“Dominion Sky People.” His words were thickly accented, but the accent was attractive and exotic. I thought I could smell a strange spice on the breeze now that he was here.

I licked my lips nervously. The two other men had taken up a stance on either side of him. Were there any more in the trees? Raolcan was unsaddled. So was Ahlskibi. If we had to run, how would I get Leng on his back?

We won’t need to run.

They looked dangerous.

We are dragons. We run from nothing.

Except Magikas. But maybe that was for Leng and my sake. 

“My diviners thought there were dragons on the top of the hill.” The young man cocked his head to the side, his smile was all charm, like he wanted me to believe I was beautiful. It probably worked on most girls, but most girls didn’t have a bad leg. I knew better than to think any man saw me as more than broken.

“We sheltered here in the storm.” I felt like I had to say something and it was the most innocuous thing I could think of.

“So far from the coast of the Dominion. You must have been blown off course.” There was an edge to his words, as if he expected more from me. What did he think I was hiding?

“Yes,” I said. 

He took a step toward Ahlskibi, hand raised, and I hobbled forward, stumbling slightly in my haste and catching myself with the crutch. “Don’t touch him! He’ll take your hand off.”

His eyes were fixed on my crutch. Yeah. I figured he’d be done with charming me when he saw that. 

He put his hand down and stepped back. “We don’t see many dragons in Baojang.”

“Do you need help with something?” I just wanted him to go so I could check Leng.

“None that you can give,” he said, his eyes fixed on my crutch. “But perhaps I can offer you something. Your friend there looks ill.” I glanced to where Leng was mumbling, his head turning from side to side. “I’d like to offer you something that can heal him, but you’ll need to leave him here and follow me. You can walk, can’t you?”

Raolcan shifted uncomfortably.

I don’t like the idea of you leaving my sight with strangers.

“I think we have all we need, thank you.” Leng would be fine. I just needed time to heal him. Besides, I didn’t have the money to pay for any sort of medicines.

“He has a fever from an angry wound. Am I right?” There was that look again as if he wasn’t telling me something. “I’ve seen it before. He was wet last night in the storm, and look at him now, tossing and turning with visions and pain. I’d give him one, maybe two more days.”

“Until what?”

“Until you have twice as many dragons as you did before.”

I clenched my jaw. I didn’t want Leng to die. But was this strange man lying to me? Was he luring me away to do something terrible to me? I looked at Leng – who looked ghastly – and then back to the man from Baojang.

I chewed my lip nervously. “Before I leave here with you, I think I would like to know your name.”

He laughed, glancing at the two men on either side. They did not laugh. Their expressions made a knot form in my belly. 

“I am Raktaran, the Prince of Baojang. I sail for the Dominion to meet my bride.”
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Was I supposed to bow or something? It was probably too late for that. I gave a wobbling dip, leaning on my crutch so I wouldn’t fall.

He laughed. “Look, boys. A glorious Dragon Rider bows to me.”

I flushed. “I’m only an initiate.”

He had a speculative look in his eye. “Do you know the Atrelan family?”

I shook my head. After all, I didn’t know Starie’s family, did I?

“In that case, I’m not sure you’re much use to me.”

“Do you have a cure for my friend?” I asked. I didn’t like how he was looking at me like he could see the inside of my brain.

“Come on.” He spun around and began to stride back the way he came. 

I shot Raolcan and Leng a worried look. 

We’ll be fine here. Yell if you need me.

Are you upset about having a Dragon Rider who isn’t yours lying against you?

I’m not as fussy as Ahlskibi is.

Ahlskibi hissed, almost as if he could hear our mental conversation.

Of course, he can.

Great. I hurried to try to catch up to the prince, hobbling over the rocky terrain with difficulty. I missed my crutch. A stick just wasn’t the same.

After a few minutes, they were so far ahead that I’d lost track of them around a bend. I pushed harder, trying to catch up, and as I turned down a hill and around a large rock, Raktaran stepped out and surprised me. 

“You take too long. You need a proper crutch, or do you Dragon Riders think you are above such things?”

Why did he expect me to be arrogant? Had I given him the wrong impression?

“I lost my crutch. What do you have that can cure Leng?”

“That’s your friend? Leng?” 

Ahead of us, his men sat down on a fallen log in a wide clearing. One of them set to sharpening his knife, while the other whittled at a stick. The clearing – full of wild flowers - was wide and led to a sharp drop-off. Below, I could see the azure ripples of the sea and a magnificent ship bobbing in the water, her sails square and saffron in color. She was spectacular. What would it be like to travel in a vessel like that on the sea?

“Yes,” I agreed. “You are further south than I expected. I thought that Baojang was north and east of the Dominion.”

His eyes grew dark, like he was upset with what I’d said. Had I made a mistake in remembering the location of his nation?

“My diviners led me south. I have reason to be here,” he said, shortly.

“Of course,” I said. I didn’t understand. What were diviners and why would they send him south in a ship? My studies suggested that the Dominion frowned on any ships other than merchant vessels sailing in our waters. But, then again, what did I know about what powerful people did?

He plucked a white flower from the field, twirling it between his fingers. “So, you claim to know nothing of Castelan Atrelan?”

“I really don’t.”

“The daughter of that noble house is a Dragon Rider. A Starie Atrelan, I believe.”

I nodded mutely as he plucked two more flowers.

“You aren’t her?”

“Starie? No! Of course not. I’m Amel Leafbrought.”

He smiled, pleased by my words. “And Castelan Leedris? You are not from that place?”

“No.” 

He thrust the flowers into my hand and bent to gather more. “These flowers have fever reducing qualities. You simply put the petals in boiling water and let them steep, then dose the patient every hour until the fever breaks.”

“Thank you.” I felt humbled that a prince was collecting flowers for my friend.

“So,” he said, handing me another bunch of white flowers. “Do Dragon Riders know magic?”

I laughed. “If they do, then they haven’t taught me yet.”

“If they knew it, you’d know.” He straightened and looked me over carefully. “Once you meet a Magika you don’t forget their power.”

I shivered. 

“I thought you might have met them.” He leaned in close, like he was going to share a secret. “They have a special power. I find I resonate with it.”

I swallowed. I wanted nothing more of magic or Magikas. He couldn’t possibly know that they were hunting me. But they had mentioned Baojang. Did they know Prince Raktaran? Was he one of the ones they were conspiring with?”

“I thought when I first met you that you might be my promised bride. She is a Dominion Dragon Rider like you.” He cocked his head to the side and his smile became cruel. “I should have known better.”

The insult stung, but at the same time, I certainly didn’t want to marry Prince Raktaran, no matter how good looking he was. I could sense a cruel streak in him, and the way he was looking at me like I was defective was no help at all.

“I hope you heal from your injury quickly.”

So, he didn’t know I was crippled. He thought I was merely injured. After all, I was scuffed and rumpled and traveling with an injured man.  

“Thank you.” I couldn’t admit to this man that I would never be whole again.

“And what Castelan family do you belong to? I want to be sure to remember when I meet them on the Ruby Isles.”

“I’m not of a noble family,” I said.

He took a step backward, the flowers falling from his hands. He stared at me for two long minutes and then put his fingers to his mouth and whistled. His guards were by his side so quickly that I barely managed to catch my breath before they all rushed away, disappearing out of sight and leaving me standing alone in a field with my hands full of white flowers.
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I gathered as many of the white flowers as I could and traced my steps back to the path up the hill. 

Hurry, or I might have to flame someone.

What was wrong? Was it Leng? Was he worse?

Not Leng. Your prince.

He wasn’t my prince. Certainly not. If he didn’t look down on me for being crippled or common, he’d look down on me for not being Starie Atrelan who he was clearly – wait. He’d mentioned Starie, but he’d also mentioned a bride. Hadn’t Starie been angry that they’d chosen Savette instead of her? Was Prince Raktaran the Lord of Baojang that Savette was being sent to as a tribute bride?

I hurried along the path. I was going to need a better crutch. This was ridiculous. I knew enough to be of some use and meanwhile, I could hardly get where I was needed because of my stupid leg. It flared with pain, as if objecting to the part where I thought it was stupid.

I crested the hill to see the Prince standing there in front of Raolcan and Ahlskibi, hands raised. Raolcan was standing, wings unfurled, and head drawn back like he meant to flame the prince while Ahlskibi stood protectively over Leng’s prostrate form.

Is this who Raolcan was threatening to flame?

Yes.

“Prince Raktaran?” My voice didn’t carry the power I had hoped it would.

It was like he didn’t hear me. He just kept talking to the dragons. “Easy, boys. Easy, now. The diviner will be here in a moment and he’ll break those bonds they put on you. We’ll set you free from these dying riders and you can become the mounts of Baojang. Wouldn’t you like to get a bit of your own back, eh? Help us show those who enslaved you what true freedom is?”

What was he talking about?

He offers us revenge on the Dominion.

Would they take it? They owed the Dominion nothing.

But I love you. And Ahlskibi loves Leng. We do not serve you as other dragons serve their riders. We chose you for friendship and with that comes love and loyalty.

I felt a lump in my throat. I’d never stop being amazed at his kindness to me. And I’d never deserve it.

It’s not about deserving. It’s never been about that.

I needed to be brave for him and Ahlskibi and Leng. I cleared my throat.

“Prince Raktaran. Leave the dragons in peace.”

He didn’t even turn around. “They don’t belong to you.”

“I’m not saying that they do. I’m asking you to stop harassing them.” It felt like too bold a thing to say. Especially to royalty. But what other option was there?

I could flame him.

It would be best to avoid that. It could start a war. 

“Magnificent beasts like this shouldn’t be kept by mangled riders. They should be the mounts of a Prince. Together, we shall spread the rule of Baojang and I will show the Council that I am their promised ruler.”

I shivered. I needed to distract him from this kind of thinking.

Or I really will flame him.

“I thought you were getting married to a High Castelan of the Dominion to cement peace between us.”

He barked a laugh and finally looked at me. “You know more than you pretend.”

I held up a hand. I didn’t want him to say too much or there would be no peaceful way out. 

“I know your intended, Savette Leedris.”

His eyes lit up and he crossed his arms over his chest, intrigued and defensive at the same time. “I’d like to know more about her.”

“The dragons won’t go with you, diviner or no diviner.”

He waved a hand like he didn’t care anymore. He was surprisingly easy to divert from his intention if he was shown something more interesting. That was useful to know.

“So, you are of some use. Tell me about this Savette.”

“She’s very beautiful.”

He smiled. Good, I was on the right track.

“Very smart.”

He didn’t seem as excited about that.

“Brave and strong.”

He shrugged.

“Of a powerful High Castelan family, respected throughout the Dominion.”

His smile returned. He clearly saw her as a prize or a pawn. Oh, Savette! What had they done to her? I needed to get to wherever she was before he did. Either the Magikas would get there first and get rid of her to replace her with Starie, or this arrogant prince would take her for a wife. I wouldn’t wish either outcome on my friend.

“And she rides a dragon like these?” He looked like he was thinking hard. “Perhaps, as a dowry, they will give me a dozen of these with riders. No, twenty.” He looked me over. “With able-bodied, strong riders.”

I tried to keep my face smooth of the irritation I felt. Even my enemies disregarded me. He rubbed his chin with a finger and thumb and then finally smiled. “You may tend to your friend and leave. I think I have better plans to dwell on.” He turned to leave, but then turned back to me. “Oh, and don’t tell anyone about this meeting or I’ll have my men slay this lovely dragon of yours. I hear purple ones are rare. You might have a hard time replacing him.”

He walked into the forest as carefree as if he didn’t have two angry dragons right behind his back. My mouth was still hanging open long after he was gone. It wasn’t like that. Raolcan could never be replaced at all.

In retrospect, I probably should have flamed him.
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I scrambled across the ground to where Leng lay. 

I’ll watch for them. If they come back, they’ll see why they can’t just take a dragon. We have no pact with them.

He left, creeping down the path. Ahlskibi hissed at me as I drew near, but he backed up so that I could reach Leng and I ignored his bad temper. He was probably just worried like I was.

He is. Dragons don’t get sick the way Leng is.

He was slumped over the rock in an uncomfortable way. I sat down next to him and flipped him onto his back, tucking blankets from our bedrolls under his head. Our things were scattered across the ground – whether from Leng’s thrashing or the dragons’ reaction to Raktaran, I didn’t know.

Leng mumbled something, his eyes fluttering open. I grabbed the flask of water, wet a rag and wiped his forehead and face hurriedly. He was burning up. I offered him a drink, and when he opened his mouth I gently poured a tiny stream of water for him, trying not to give him too much too quickly.

“Amel.”

“Don’t give up on me, Leng. I’m making some medicine for you.”

He closed his eyes and I waited a moment to see if he would ask anything else. When he was silent I hobbled to the packs, pulled out a pot, and filled it with the last of the drinking water. I tore the velvety white petals from their stems, surprised by their sweet smell. Just the scent of them made me feel less tired. I threw them in the pot, mercilessly, and set to work building a fire. As soon as I had the tincture made I’d need to find fresh water.

Let me.

I looked up to see Raolcan had returned from wherever he had gone. I kindled a tiny flame, blowing on it to light the kindling pile I’d made.

The men have returned to their ship. I will keep an eye on them until they are gone. There is a fresh stream to the south. Give me your waterskins and I will fill them.

How would he do that? He didn’t have hands and the task would be nearly impossible using your mouth.

Let me worry about that. 

I hesitated, playing with sticks as I set them over the flame, but after a moment I stood, gathered the waterskins and handed them to him. The draught the healers had made for Leng was used up. I gave Raolcan the draught flasks as well. We’d need a lot of water to get Leng well. Raolcan gripped them all between his teeth and I could almost have sworn he was smiling.

I spent the rest of the morning brewing the tincture and trying to keep Leng warm enough or cool enough as he moved from sweating to shaking and back again. Ahlskibi paced around us, never once settling down. He made me feel jumpy, but I didn’t blame him. I just wished that he could join Raolcan in flying over us and watching for enemies.

I have that covered. You should also know that the Baojang ship has set sail. She moves north-west. Strange, don’t you think, that a powerful human would be so far from his territorial waters and with only one ship? 

It was strange, but I had no time to dwell on it. The forest floor, dappled with green shadows and golden sunbeams, though beautiful, was a terrible place for a sick man. I dragged fallen trees and branches to make a lean-to, dragging Leng into it when I was finished and wrapping him up with the blankets. Since the tincture was finished I’d been feeding it to him every hour by my best guess. His shaking and sweating seemed to be less, but I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or if he was getting too ill for even that.

In early evening, Raolcan dropped down to the clearing to present a pair of birds to me and another handful of them to Ahlskibi. He ate them immediately, flaming them first. I set to the work of dressing the birds and cooking them with water in the pot. A broth would be good for Leng if I could get it into him. I was worried that his breath seemed fainter than it had earlier. Was he better or worse? 

“Amel,” he said for the thousandth time as the night grew colder. I was keeping the fire hot, afraid to sleep in case I missed giving him the tincture. “Amel, I see them flying.”

“Do you, Leng?” I asked gently, tucking the blankets back around him. He’d knocked them off again as he slept.

“Flying so far above. Flying.”

I checked his breath with the back of my hand, worried when his words faded off. He was still breathing. Ahlskibi shuffled in beside the lean-to, creeping on all fours. He was also refusing to sleep, though Raolcan had eventually stopped his circling and settled down nearby. He was the only one getting any rest tonight. 

The hours were long and slow and I fought exhaustion as I moved woodenly from one task to the next. Feed the fire. Give Leng his tincture. Bathe his forehead with water. Feed the fire.

Dawn came eventually, hours after I thought it should have. Fog wreathed our clearing and obscured anything more than a dragon-length away. In the white stillness, Leng’s eyes flickered open and he smiled.

“Amel. Where are the others?”

“The others?”

“Grandis Leman. Rais. Starie. The others in your knot.”

I watched him hopefully. He seemed like he was with us again, not floating on fever dreams. “Rais and Grandis Leman are dead and Starie joined the Magikas in killing them. We escaped at the last minute. Can you remember that?”

“I thought it was a dream.” He sat up, weakly. 

“You should rest,” I said, anxiously offering him a waterskin and a flask of the broth I’d made the night before.

“I can rest just fine sitting up. You look tired, maybe you should sleep.”

He seems better. Maybe you should listen.

I glanced towards Raolcan and saw two sets of glowing eyes staring at us through the fog – him and Ahlskibi keeping watch.

Leng finished his tincture and broth and then lay down again and promptly fell asleep. There was some color in his cheeks again and no sweat on his brow. 

Relieved, I lay on the ground beside him. I’d just rest my eyes for a moment. Only for a moment.
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I awoke to whistling and sat up to see Leng oiling our tack. He’d changed his clothing and washed his face – he looked like a new man entirely.

“You slept most of the day away,” he said with a smile. His easy nature was back. He was well again. I smiled, gently, wondering what he would think of everything that had happened when I explained it all. “Ahlskibi has been filling me in on everything I missed. Apparently, he’s taken a strong dislike to a prince of Baojang.”

“With good reason,” I said. “He wanted to take him.”

He finished polishing the saddle he was working on and handed me a crutch, his fingers brushing gently against mine as he passed it to me. He blushed and pulled his hand away quickly.  I took it in awe, surprised to see one here. After a moment’s inspection, I realized he’d carved the top and fitted it with leather. It was a different shape than I was used to, fitting along my forearm instead of under my arm.

“For me?” I asked. I knew it was, and yet it was a lavish gift. He must have been carving it while I slept.

“It’s the only way I can thank you for taking care of me. I know that it wasn’t easy for you and that it put you in a lot of danger. I’m so grateful for your care.”

I felt myself blushing as I inspected the portion that fitted around my arm. He’d carved his initials into it. L.S. 

“We need to leave soon, so we need you to be mobile again,” he said, looking like he felt awkward. He kicked idly at a clump of dirt at his feet before looking up at me wistfully. Why did he look so sad and longing all at once? “I need to get you back to the teachers of Dragon School and back to your studies.”

That felt so far away. I had Savette to warn and a Magika plot to foil. “So much has happened since I left Dragon School. I feel like there are more important things going on right now than studies.”

“When we meet back up with the teachers you can tell them all about those things.” His mouth was firm. “I appreciate everything you’ve done, Amel, but you’re a student. It’s not right to put you in danger or to have you out here in the wild with me. You need to be back in the care of your teachers and learning what you’ll need to be a full dragon rider. From what Ahlskibi tells me, we aren’t too far away. We’ll leave first thing tomorrow and make full haste to the Ruby Isles.”

Why did I feel so disappointed? Somehow, I’d thought that maybe after going through all of this I could carry on with the adventure and keep on making decisions for myself. Maybe I’d also expected a bit more respect from him. After all, I’d been keeping him alive these past few days. He felt- what was the word? Distant. Like he was keeping himself apart from me. I guess maybe it was silly to think it would be any other way. It had only been his illness that had thrown us together. He was a full dragon rider and I was a student. We couldn’t be close friends like that, could we? It was probably inappropriate. We certainly couldn’t be anything more than close friends.

“I’d better test out this crutch,” I said, hobbling away down the path. I was glad that I didn’t cry until he was out of sight. After all, my tears were silly. What had I expected?

It was hours before I trusted myself to return to the camp. I didn’t sleep in the lean-to, but instead, I curled up against Raolcan to sleep.

Don’t worry, spider. I remember what you did for him. I admire your courage. I won’t forget and I won’t treat you like you are less than me.

I fell asleep clinging to the faith in his thoughts.
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We’d left at first light. Even with my disappointment that the intimacy between Leng and I had evaporated, I still found flying exhilarating. Leng didn’t keep us flying in a steady, even line like Grandis Leman had. Ahlskibi swooped and darted, occasionally even barrel-rolling over the ocean as we made for the coast again. Raolcan followed him and I sensed his giddiness at being able to fly free again. He wore reins, but I didn’t bother with them, simply tying them to the saddle horn and setting my hands gently on his neck to help me keep my balance. He didn’t need me to tell him where or how to fly.

Leng looked so much better, his back straight and his face clear of pain for the first time in days. He moved a little gingerly when we were on foot, but his smile was easy, and he seemed over his illness. He kept himself a bit remote, though, standing up immediately any time I sat nearby and rushing off to tend to some urgent task. When I spoke to him, he answered politely, but he gave no more information than what was strictly necessary. My heart plummeted deeper into disappointment every time. I’d hoped we’d be close friends after everything, but he probably didn’t even remember it all.

Stop pouting over the man and look at how the sun sparkles on the sea! How many humans do you think have ever looked at the world from so high?

He had a great point. I’d never even expected it myself. I needed to enjoy this, not complain about what I didn’t have. As the hours passed, I found I was enjoying myself more, relaxing into Raolcan and his movements and just letting gratitude fill me instead of hurt feelings. 

I was so busy enjoying myself that the first I realized that we had a problem was when Raolcan tensed.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Weather is brewing on the shore. We should be hunkering down somewhere to wait it out. Over the sea, it could get really dangerous.

Leng and Ahlskibi didn’t seem to be changing course. They flew on, faster than ever. 

Hold on.

I hunkered low over Raolcan’s neck as he shot forward, wings propelling us forcefully ahead. He pulled us level with Leng and Leng gave a hand signal – two fingers spread apart, tapping on his forearm. What did that mean? No one had taught it to me yet. Leng tried the signal again, as if I simply wasn’t seeing it. He looked frustrated as he gave up signaling and swept his arm from in front of him to behind as if trying to wave us back in behind him.

Ahlskibi is also demanding that I fall back behind him.

Was he saying why? I didn’t understand why we weren’t landing in the forest to ride out the storm.

Leng wants us to harness the storm to make up a few days of traveling. If we are careful, we can catch the winds and ride them.

In theory, that made sense, but I could already feel the wind picking up and it was pushing me hard from the left, not from behind.

Exactly. We can’t just ride it. We’d have to tack back and forth across it. It will still get us there faster, but it will be a rough ride for you and Leng and it will be dangerous. He’s betting hard that Ahlskibi and I can fly winds like that. He must be desperate to get us to the Ruby Isles.

Was he just desperate to be away from me?

Don’t be so self-centered. This isn’t about you. Something else is going on in that man’s mind.

Ahlskibi turned his head to the side long enough to hiss and Raolcan fell in behind him. It looked like he was willing to go along with the plan.

It’s that or else let them fly on without us. Which do you prefer?

We’d better stick with them. I didn’t want to be alone out here.

You wouldn’t be alone, but I see your point.

Hours later, I was regretting my agreement to this. The clouds around us were black and thick. The winds so strong that the dragons had to dive and swoop, roll, and then fight to gain height again. I’d vomited up every scrap of food inside me and I was still so queasy that it was all I could do to hold on with the land and sea spinning beneath me and dark clouds swirling from every direction. Even Raolcan seemed worried. He was so focused that he hardly spoke to my mind at all as he fought the gales. I couldn’t go on. My hands were too tired. I was going to fall off.

Steady now!

My leg throbbed with pain. I hadn’t been able to move out of this position in hours and the weight of my dead leg just hanging there made my hip ache so strongly that it was almost all I could think of.

Stay steady. Focus on the horizon.

And where was that, exactly? I’d lost any sense of direction hours ago. I didn’t even know where Leng and Ahlskibi were. Ahead of us, I assumed, but I couldn’t tell. Lashes of rain obscured my vision and ran down through my eyes. I didn’t have a single bit of dry cloth to wipe them with. My hair hung wet and bedraggled in a thick knot. I gritted my teeth and hung on, fighting my roiling belly and swimming head.

It felt like days later when the flying grew more steady and after about an hour of flying in a straight line my head wasn’t swimming anymore. I still felt lightheaded and like I needed to move carefully, but I wasn’t just holding on, worried I might die. The rain had reduced to a light mist and if it wasn’t so dark I’d have thought we were through the clouds.

We are through the clouds. It’s just night now. 

He was right. This was the velvety black of night. Were Leng and Ahlskibi safe?

They’re ahead of us. Ahlskibi says the rain will clear.

On cue, I felt dry air wafting over me and my vision cleared enough to see a faint crescent moon glinting over the sea. Ahead of us, was a golden glow and between us and the glow I could faintly pick out Ahlskibi and Leng.

I drank from my waterskin, trying to settle my stomach, and stared at the horizon. A dark mass freckled with golden lights grew closer by the moment. It was very vertical, as if, like Dragon School, it was a structure built into a cliff. 

When we closed with it, Raolcan banked sharply and I found myself enraptured by the tiny world beneath us, lit in one bubble of gold after another. In those bubbles, tiny people spoke and ate and danced. We crested the peak of the bluffs banking the ocean, swept up over the landscape that formed a kind of horse shoe-shaped dish and then dove down into the center of it where the light was brightest. 

The buildings and carved rock grew closer and Ahlskibi seemed to hesitate a moment before banking sharply, extending his feet and then grasping the ground in a muscular landing. Raolcan hit the ground beside him with equal intensity and I was still catching my breath and looking around in bewilderment at the carved rock poles rising high into the air all around us, when Leng spoke.

“Welcome to the Ruby Isles, Amel Leafbrought.”

I gaped at the poles - carved with the faces of beasts and man, some so strange I could not identify them. I let my eyes pass over them and the endless pools lit with floating candles. Bridges crossed and re-crossed them and a party of people were headed our way. 

My eyes eventually found Leng’s. His were shining with joy while a small smile played on his lips, like he’d just given me a gift. His fond expression was more intimate than I had expected after his cold behavior earlier. He opened his mouth to speak, but he was cut off by the arrival of our welcoming party. What had he been about to say?

“Leng Shardson! Amel Leafbrought! What are you doing here alone?” Grandis Elfar looked exactly as I’d last seen her, except for her worried expression.
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Chapter Eight
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“I will give you a full brief, Grandis, after I deliver my missive,” Leng said, pulling a long cylinder out of his shirt. He’d had a message all this time? How could I not have known that?

“Of course, Dragon Rider,” Grandis Elfar said.

“Until then, I beg that you keep the circumstances of our arrival secret.”

There were four men with her in official looking black and gold uniforms. I doubted this would be a secret. 

Grandis Elfar frowned. “It’s hardly appropriate for you to be traveling alone with one of our students, Leng. Do I need to put you on report?”

“We have very important news,” I said. We needed to tell Savette what was happening immediately. 

Leng frowned and laid a hand on my shoulder repressively. “Which we won’t be sharing out here in the open.”

“But-”

This time Grandis Elfar gave me a disapproving look as Leng reached past me and unhooked my crutch from Raolcan’s saddle. 

“Your student must be warned from speaking to anyone of what she saw, Grandis. I will alert those who need to know about it myself. I’m pleased to give her back into your capable hands. When you hear my report, you will understand how this situation came about.”

“Of course,” Grandis Elfar agreed. “We will speak when your message has been delivered.”

“And after I tend to these dragons.” He grabbed my bedroll and bag from Raolcan’s saddle and handed them to me with my crutch. 

“I can take care of Raolcan,” I said as I adjusted my crutch and the bags.

“Not tonight,” he said firmly. I felt like a child being sent to bed for the night.

“Come, child,” Grandis Elfar said, only adding to the feeling. 

I stalled, fiddling with my bags before giving Leng one last look. Only we knew that Grandis Leman and Rais were dead or knew how they died. Only we knew about Prince Raktaran and where we’d seen him. Someone needed to know. “Leng, I really think that I need to tell Grandis Elfar-”

This time his finger pressed against my lips to cut off what I was about to say. His words were harsh but his eyes gentle and full of an emotion I couldn’t identify. “I’ve already told you I would deal with it Initiate. This is Dragon Rider business and none of yours. Now, go with your instructor and do not fear for your dragon. I will tend to his needs.”

My mouth dropped open at the distant way he’d treated me and then Grandis Elfar was at my elbow gesturing to me to follow the uniformed guards who were already marching down the path.

“Dragon Rider Shardson will take care of everything, child. I’m glad to see you safe and well. Come to your lodgings and we will add you to a new knot tomorrow.”

I followed her through the dark, so stunned that I couldn’t give my new surroundings a proper inspection. She took me to a grand building, led me through a narrow door and up a flight of stairs to a wide room with open windows and beds mounded with sleeping forms. Silently, she showed me an empty bed and left me in the moonlight. With nothing else to do, I stripped out of my wet leathers and went to bed.
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Chapter Nine
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“Do you think she’s competition?” 

The voice sounded uncertain and I hoped it wasn’t talking about me. I just needed a few moments more of sleep.

“Her? She’s a cripple!” 

So, it was definitely me. Hopefully, they would stick to speculation and just let me sleep.

“Well, she won’t be competition if she sleeps right through the first day, and it looks like she’s going to.”

First day? My eyes popped open to see a ring of girls in grey and brown leathers looking at me speculatively. This must be Grandis Elfar’s knot. There weren’t any from my original wave of initiates and I didn’t know any of their names. Two of them were blonde and identical in appearance, right down to their crowns of braided hair – very practical for riding dragons. One more had curling red hair that looked far too much like Starie’s for my preference. A fourth wore her black hair in a thick braid down her back. They were all fit and muscled as most Dragon Riders and initiates were.

The redhead smiled at me. “Awake, sleepy head? Aren’t you from the newest wave? The ones they rushed through?”

I nodded sleepily. “I’m Amel Leafbrought.”

“I’m Artis Sandblown.” Another commoner. That was nice in a world that seemed to be full of High Castelans and princes these days. She smiled kindly at me. In her brown leathers, she was Sworn and the green scarf she wore suggested she probably rode a green dragon.

“Stop wasting time with her, Artis. If we don’t find some breakfast soon, I doubt we’ll get a chance to eat all morning.” That was the one with the black braid. She was also wearing brown and I recognized her haughty voice as the girl who had thought I’d be no competition because I was a cripple. I gave her a steady level look and she raised her chin. She was not impressed by me.

“I won’t waste anyone’s time if you’ll just give me a chance to get dressed.” I reached for my bag and dug out a fresh set of leathers, grateful to have something that wasn’t soaked in rain. 

“Don’t take too long,” Artis said. “Lenora is right. We need to find breakfast and then tack up our dragons. Grandis Elfar wants us in the sky first thing, practicing. When the Dark Prince arrives, we will escort his ship in and we need to be ready to fly in formation and hold up the reputation of the Dominion.”

It sounded like quite the role to fill. The blonde girls backed up, serious expressions on their identical faces and I got dressed. I was buckling my belt when Grandis Elfar strode into the room. 

“Come on, Initiates! We have dragons to gear up and practice to get to. You’ll have more than enough time to sit and gossip later. When the Prince of Baojang comes there will be dinners and dancing and long soaks in the hot springs. Is that what you want, Sky People of the Dominion?”

The other girls answered in unison with a guttural. “Ho!”

I agreed with the sentiment, but dinner sounded good. My stomach growled loudly and I gripped my crutch as my face grew hot.

“I hope the rest of you are more focused than Amel is. Now, march! Let’s get to the alcoves and get our dragons oiled and tacked.”

The other initiates streamed out the door and I hobbled after them. I was almost through the arch when Grandis Elfar drew me aside by the elbow. 

“I spoke with Dragon Rider Shardson about what transpired when your knot was on its own. We are devastated by the loss of Grandis Leman and Rais Tenpenny.” Her leathery face took on a grim look. “We don’t really know all the circumstances yet, so until we have finished investigating, we request that you remain quiet and speak of this to no one. You are part of my knot now and I will see to your care and education.”

We didn’t know? What did she mean? I knew. I’d seen it all. 

“Grandis Elfar, I saw-”

She frowned and made a suppressing motion with her hands. “Obey me, Amel. Obey or leave the Dragon Riders forever. Our orders are not optional.”

I nodded my head and she smiled. “Good. Now, it sounds like you had no time at all for learning. I’m going to assign Artis to teach you what you need to know of decorum and manners and you can learn flight formation and maneuvering flying with the other girls. That should be enough new training for now. After the Prince of Baojang’s diplomatic mission, we’ll test what you’ve learned and reassess. Be dedicated in your studies. Just because we are currently away from Dragon School doesn’t mean that we’ll tolerate slackers or hangers-on. Come now, let’s find the others.”

I followed her out into the sunlight, gaping as I finally saw where we were. We stepped out onto a cobblestone road, every cobble carefully cut with six sides. In clusters or alone, the massive poles I saw last night stood high, towering over buildings or clustered along roads. Every one was carved with a dozen faces of animals and man. They felt important and ominous all at once. In the distance I saw one so large that a dragon was perched on it, looking out over the city, his rider balanced precisely on his back. Spires rose all along the shore of the rocky island and roads curved along the edge of them. The harbor was filled with ships of every size and shape. Most of their sails were furled, but here and there I saw a white sail being tied up or raised as a ship left. I didn’t see the saffron sails of Baojang anywhere. Had Leng told Grandis Elfar about that part of our journey?

I followed her as we climbed up behind the rows of grand houses, warehouses and small palaces towards the cliffs behind them. Bridges crossed and re-crossed the canals and rivers that crisscrossed the port city.

“What is this city called? I’ve only heard the place called the ‘Ruby Isles.’” I asked.

“They call it Ruby Isle City. They’re not known for their creativity beyond these Ashavan Poles.” Grandis Elfar replied, but her focus was on something ahead and I followed her gaze to where servants were hanging garlands along the streets.

Bunting and colorful banners were also being set up along the steep roof peaks of inns and taverns and across the front of markets as we passed. The buildings here were low and squat with roofs far taller than the walls of the buildings, soaring in steep peaks and thatched heavily. The walls were all white mud smeared to silky smoothness. I’d never seen buildings like this before, but I’d never been so far north, either.

The cliff faces were not far, and soon I was pulling myself up a ladder behind Grandis Elfar and feeling very grateful for all the practice I’d had at Dragon School. Above us were the dragon alcoves and a chance to see Raolcan again. It felt like days since I’d seen him last since this place was so different than the wilderness we’d left behind. I needed his wisdom. Should I really hold my tongue like Grandis Elfar had asked, or should I be searching for Savette? Shouldn’t she know what kind of man she was being asked to marry and who might be threatening her life?
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Chapter Ten
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“Here we are. Hurry, now!” Grandis Elfar pointed to the end of the line of alcoves as we arrived on the third level and I hurried down the line. Green dragons were in every almost every alcove, snapping and hissing as I passed. Grandis Elfar’s dragon was in the first alcove I passed, his name chalked on the wall – Telvsut. The rest of our knot were along the rest of the row and I read their names on the chalkboards as I passed. Artis Sandblown and her dragon, Cenieso. Castelan Lenora Deneris and her dragon, Lypukrm. The twins were Olla Tencorran and her dragon, Nniojue, and Orra Tencorran and her dragon, Eyemmay.

Raolcan, as usual, was on the end and the only purple dragon in the long line. I scrambled into the alcove with his name chalked on the board and stopped dead at the sight of Leng standing beside him. I thought he told me not to spend time near dragons that weren’t mine and now here he was breaking that rule. I felt glad to see him there. Perhaps, he was sorry for treating me so distantly.

“Did Grandis Elfar talk to you about keeping your mouth shut?” he asked.

I felt my cheeks grow hot. So, he was here to make sure I could keep quiet. Didn’t any of them trust me?

“I’m glad that you look well. How do you feel?” We could try for some courtesy, at least.

“Don’t worry about me,” he said. He seemed agitated. “Just be sure not to tell anyone what you saw, Amel.” He moved in close so that we were only inches apart and whispered his next words. I kept my eyes firmly fixed on the ground. I didn’t want him to see my hot cheeks and embarrassment. “If anyone knows what you saw, you could be in danger. I don’t want you hurt over a fight that isn’t yours.”

“Leng, both Starie, and the Magikas know what I saw.”

“And by the time they get here, I hope to have the High Castelan here ready to arrest them. Seriously, Amel, your safety is important to me.” 

I looked up, finally, catching an expression on his face that I hadn’t expected – tender protectiveness. He really did care about my safety. He was a dedicated defender of others. 

Or perhaps, he actually is your friend and your hurt feelings were for no reason.

If only I was a dragon with the ability to read another person’s thoughts. 

You can wish all you want, but it’s the one thing humans will never have.

Except, I could read Raolcan’s thoughts.

Leng cleared his throat, before pulling me into a sudden hug. “Just take care. Be safe.”

He rubbed his scalp awkwardly, smiled and then left so quickly that my arms were still open from the hug. What in the world should I make of that? He blew hot and cold from moment to moment, friendly and kind one moment and then barking orders. 

Never mind him. I need some oil on my spine and by the smell of it, they have oil infused with basil. I love it when they infuse the oil.

I moved to get the oil and tend to Raolcan and his needs. Leng’s sweet concern meant something to me, but I’d have to think about it later.

Twenty minutes later I had my tack cleaned, oiled, and inspected and Raolcan oiled and watered. He seemed pleased at the prospect of flying formations.

I don’t like having to sit around in an alcove and I’ve been spoiled the last few days. I like flying. When you’re a full Dragon Rider be sure to be an ambitious one so we can fly all the time.

I made a mental note to do that. I liked flying, too.

“Ready?” Artis poked her head into the alcove. “The rest of us are about to launch. Do you know how to take off from an alcove?”

“Sure.” I didn’t, but Raolcan did, and I wouldn’t bother to tell him how to do his job.

Good girl.

“Okay, then here’s how we’ll fly. I’m lead, Olla and Orra are seconds in the V. You and Lenora will anchor. Have you flown formations?”

“Once,” I said nervously. Even with Raolcan doing the flying, I should know about this.

She sighed. “Okay, it’s simple. As anchor, your job is to stay tight on the second’s tail but not to crowd her. Watch for danger from behind and anticipate your move by watching us closely. It’s easy to foul things up as an anchor if you aren’t prompt in the maneuver, but at least you don’t need to know every move, you just need to know how to follow. Got it?”

I nodded. 

“Make me proud! We’re practicing to be an escort for the Baojang diplomatic ship, you know! Okay, I’m off to mount up. Wait for Orra to launch and then you kick off and follow her tail, alright?”

I nodded again.

“I need to hear it. You say, ‘Yes, squadron leader.’”

“Yes, squadron leader,” I said as enthusiastically as I could. She smiled, pulled her red curls back and tucked them into a headscarf and hurried away at an almost-run.

I mounted Raolcan, tucked my crutch in the saddle and waited for my turn. This should be fun.
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Chapter Eleven
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Artis was first to leap from the ledge on Cenieso. He leapt like he was going to dive into the ground below, then he somersaulted and kicked against the rock face, rocketing horizontally towards the horizon. I gasped, wondering how long it had taken Artis to master such a bold move. Orra and Olla were both still in grey leathers, which meant they were initiates like me, though they’d been in training a lot longer. Surely, they wouldn’t try anything as showy or dangerous. I cinched my straps nervously, checking that all the safety leathers were tight. 

With sudden speed, the twins’ dragons shot out of their alcoves, diving head-first towards the ground and the somersaulting and pushing off from the rock face in the same way Cenieso had, their great muscles bunching with the force. They were like divers leaping into water and then swimming, all forward thrust and force. I was mesmerized by their flight skyward, their speed was beyond belief. 

Raolcan surprised me when he stepped forward, his toes right on the edge of the ledge. I glanced to the side and saw that Lenora and her dragon Lypukrm were lined up with us. She nodded haughtily to me. Oh no! It was our turn. I didn’t think I could do it. I was going to throw up or faint or-

Raolcan launched while I was still panicking, diving like the others had toward the rocks below. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming and then we were somersaulting through the air with nothing but the straps holding me in place, my head whirling as we flipped and then shot forward on the force of his kick-off.

We were like a shooting star, darting toward the horizon, the island below us becoming nothing but a blur beneath our feet. I gasped, clinging to the saddle horn and just grateful that I didn’t need to direct Raolcan like most dragon riders did. He was capable of flying this course without direction.

Woooeee! Now, this is the life! Get them to take you out like this every day!

Our launch had thrown us right into line behind Orra and now Raolcan spun in a quick barrel roll like she did, exactly in time. As soon as my head cleared I saw that we were right where we should be in formation, not crowding Orra, but only a heartbeat behind her, just as she was only a heartbeat behind Artis. Beside me, Lenora gave a dragon rider signal, a single thumb held up. I needed someone to teach me these signs as soon as possible, although judging from her huge grin she was pleased with my performance. 

We swooped in our “V” formation around the island, throwing in the occasional trick move and then Artis gave a hand signal and suddenly instead of a “V,” Olla and then Orra and then Lenora formed a long line. Raolcan moved to his place at the tail of the line without any need for me to prompt him.

It’s easy enough to see what she wants, and we dragons can talk without hand signals.

That would be nice. It would make it less confusing trying to guess what people were feeling and thinking. We trailed in the long line and then Artis dove and the line followed her until we were formed in a vertical ring, snout to tail to snout again. It was exhilarating and dizzying to spin like that, but another hand signal and the ring shifted to turn horizontal. A third signal and we were back in the “V” racing toward the island. 

We spent the entire morning drilling formations until my thighs were weak as jelly and my head was light and swimming from the constant shifts of direction and altitude. When it – at last – became clear that we were headed back to the alcoves, I breathed a sigh of relief. I needed solid ground under my feet for long enough to recover. Not that I didn’t love flying, but it was hard work.

Not for me. I hope they drill us every day.

Don’t worry, Raolcan. Grandis Elfar said it was one of only two things she wanted me taught – although I’d also like to add those hand signals.

Good. Hold them to that. I like stretching my wings.

Our landing was violent, like a hawk catching a rabbit. We flew full speed toward the alcove and at the last second Raolcan grabbed it with his feet, arresting our movement and flinging us into the alcove. My heart was like a hurricane and it was several short breaths before I managed to slow it down enough to steady my shaking hands. Was I cut out for this life?

You’re doing great. Even little dragons aren’t put through their paces this quickly. Just keep trusting me and you’ll pass with flying colors.

I leaned down and pressed my cheek to his warm back, comforted by his supportive thoughts. My leg twinged badly, and my back was sore from traveling so much with the leg dangling to one side. I needed to make a proper sling or something to hold the dead weight.

Reluctantly, I slid off his back with a last caress and set to work removing his saddle and tack and rubbing him down with the basil oil he loved so much. Did he need food?

They’ll feed me again soon. They fed us this morning. It’s different here than at the school. There are stable masters who tend to those things.

At least he was being taken care of. He’d tell me if he needed something more, wouldn’t he?

Of course, I would.

I smiled to myself and finished the work. I was getting hungry enough to eat whatever they were going to feed Raolcan.

Day old sheep. Mmmm.

Or maybe not.

“Amel? Are you there?” The silvery voice made me freeze in the act of adjusting my crutch. It couldn’t be ... could it?
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Chapter Twelve

[image: image]


“Savette? Is that you?” The sun was right behind her and I couldn’t make out her face. She was wearing a filmy dress. I hadn’t seen Savette in a dress since our first day at Dragon School.

She stepped into the alcove so that I could see her and then threw her arms around me. I gasped, so stunned that it took me a moment to remember to hug her back. 

“I thought you were angry with me.”

“I was.” She sounded like she’d been crying.

“I don’t think you’ve hugged me before.”

“I don’t hug people, as a rule.” She pulled back and I studied her expression. What had happened over the last few days? Her expression was hard but underneath it was a trembling softness like she was fighting off fear. She grabbed my upper arm and began tugging me. “Come on.”

“I’m supposed to go and eat.” I couldn’t just leave my knot and follow her, could I? What would Artis say?

“There’s food where I’m bringing you.”

I licked my lips nervously. I wanted to make peace with Savette. It troubled me that we had left each other on bad terms. But, what kind of trouble would I get into if I abandoned my studies to chase after her?

“Amel, I’m about to be married to a man I’ve never met. I think you can spare me your lunch hour to talk.”

It seemed reasonable enough. I gripped my crutch more firmly and followed her. She led me out of the stables and down the long ladders to the bridge-woven city. Savette seemed familiar with it already, ducking under a bridge here and pulling me through an alley there. I was grateful that Leng’s crutch made movement easier, but even with that new burst of energy, I found following her difficult. She stopped every few minutes and waited for me, but she was impatient. I felt like it was all she could do not to roll her eyes.

Isle City was packed with people – even in the back alleys and under the bridges. Some people slept, huddled in crannies and nooks along our path. Others pushed wheelbarrows of fish, clearly delivering them to customers, while still others pushed wheelbarrows of waste to who-knew-where. Smells of spicy food and bread wafted from the back doors of what must have been restaurants and even in the alleys, sellers hawked their wares – mostly things of a practical nature such as cut cloth and baskets.

I thought I was probably seeing a side to the city that I wouldn’t have seen with Grandis Elfar. 

“Have you been here before, Savette?” I asked. “You seem very familiar with the place.”

“One city is much like another,” she said with a shrug. It was hard to reconcile this hard, indifferent Savette with the passionate, high-minded Savette from Dragon School. Eventually, she led me through a white iron-wrought gate in a white iron-wrought fence. It looked like it was woven of rose vines and roses, interwoven and connected to such a degree that I couldn’t tell which were the real roses from behind the gate and which were the false ones of the gate.  

“Stop staring at the gate, come on!” Savette threw the gate open and pulled me into an enclosed courtyard with plants growing in glorious sprays and carefully tended blossoming. 

“Where is this place?” I breathed.

“It’s my private garden behind the High Castelan’s North Court – or at least it is for now. There are hot springs. Have you ever soaked in a hot spring?”

I shook my head. I never had.

“I have an extra bathing dress. Follow me. It will feel amazing after sitting on the back of a dragon all morning.”

I followed her, still stunned by this new, slightly raw Savette. She was so different from the frosty, controlled Savette of Dragon School. I noticed as I hobbled after her that the ground was smooth, but rippled, like it was raw stone, not flagstones laid down. I couldn’t help but follow the patterns of it with my eyes as we moved into her rooms – it was still the flooring there, too, even when she deposited me behind a silk screen and handed me a black linen bathing dress. 

“Dress quickly. We have so much to talk about.”

I shed my leathers, put on the small bathing dress and stepped out to see Savette in a matching one. 

“It’s through here,” she said and we went back out to the garden to where a rock face seemed to merge with the side of the white palace. 

The rock face bent inward, the rippled rock looking natural and very shallow water flooding over the rocks here and there. To one side, it flowed in a narrow channel out into the garden and as my eyes adjusted to what was definitely a natural cave in the rock, I saw a wide pool with blue lanterns lit and hung all around it. Food was laid out on a tray beside the spring. Savette was already stepping into the warm water, and I carefully set my crutch to the side and sat down so I could work my way toward the water as well. It smelled of salt and some other sort of mineral that I didn’t know the name of, but it felt invigorating as I slipped in and let the hot water ebb the pain in my muscles away.

“And now we talk,” Savette said, looking at me intently. I was pretty sure that she wouldn’t let me go until I told her everything – and I swallowed as I realized suddenly that to do that I would have to go against everything Grandis Elfar and Leng had told me to do.
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Chapter Thirteen
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She cleared her throat and looked around her nervously. “I have no allies here, Amel. But you saved my life, so I think you may be one. I’ve been thinking about you and your courageous heart. We can’t talk about this anywhere else, do you understand?”

I shook my head. What was she talking about? 

“You’d think sound would carry here, but the way the cave is shaped and the pouros stone of the walls and floor make it a dead zone. It’s impossible to eavesdrop on anyone in the pool.”

“So, that’s why you brought me here?”

She nodded her head. “I have to talk to someone! I got a letter from my father saying he had agreed to allow the Dominar to give me to Baojang as a peace offering. War is brewing, and it is their hope that a marriage between the prince of Baojang and a High Castelan family will prevent hostility.”

“Why you? Why not Starie?” If the Magikas were to be believed it was meant to be her.

Savette nodded. “I thought you knew nothing about Castelan politics, but you are correct that Castelan Atrelan would have been the more natural choice than Castelan Leedris, but the Dominar knows our loyalty.” She bit her lip. “I don’t want to cause a war. I know what war means. Innocent people will die. Little children. Families. And not just from the conflict. I was taught history well by my tutors. War causes shortages and accidental cruelty. People won’t be able to feed their families. There will be orphans and widows. There will be farms that fail and people who lose everything. I can’t let that happen if I can prevent it.” Her eyes teared up. “But I don’t want to marry a man I know nothing about.”

I cleared my throat. Now was the time to say something. I felt my face heating and my heart beating quickly. I hated drama and conflict, but I needed to be brave, didn’t I? Savette was being brave.

“I know something about him.” Her mouth formed an “o” of surprise. “I met him on my way here. He was on a ship – or rather he found me on an island when his ship sheltered there in the storm.”

“And what was he like?” She asked it like the answer meant life or death for her. I supposed that in a way it did. I gauged my answer carefully.

“He was young and fit. Attractive.”

“And? Did you speak? Did he say anything to you?”

“He wanted to know about the woman he was going to marry and he seemed unhappy when he heard it was you – like maybe he doesn’t like your family.” She was nodding like that made sense. “He wanted it to be Starie.”

“So, he knows about her.”

“And he wants them to give him twenty dragon riders and dragons as a dowry.”

Savette snorted, adjusting herself in the hot water. Already sweat was beading on her brow and I felt a little light-headed myself. My leg did feel better in the water, the ache in my hip easing a little with the warm heat and whatever salts were mixed in the springs.

“He won’t get dragon riders – except for me. The Dominar would never allow that. We, alone of the nations, ride the skies and the Dominar would never allow otherwise.”

I shifted, uncomfortably.

“What? You know something, Amel.”

“Some of our dragons have been taken already. The Magikas who were with me stole them.” I told her the story, sparing no details.

She sat in silence when I had finished, a line of worry in the middle of her forehead, her expression knotted like she was thinking through a problem.

“It’s unbelievable,” she said eventually, motioning for me to eat. 

I helped myself to fruit and bread. “It’s true.”

She looked for a long time at me as I ate, like she was trying to decide whether to believe me. “Maybe you misunderstood.”

“Maybe you have more enemies than you think.”

She laughed bitterly. “Even my friends are enemies now, Amel. I only came to you because I know you have no connections, no friends but me, and no allies. I know that sounds harsh, and I guess I’m sorry, but we both know it’s true. You’re the only person I can trust not to use this somehow.”

I twisted my hands together nervously under the water. “I was told not to tell anyone. Including you. Maybe you shouldn’t trust me, Savette.”

“Or maybe that is why I should trust you. I need your help, Amel. Not just for me – although, oh sweet skies I need it! – but to prevent war and save innocent lives. We need to figure out what is going on with the Magikas and the Prince of Baojang, and if it is what you say we need to figure out what to do about it.” She paused for long enough that her eyes had time to grow glassy with tears again. She seemed desperate. “Are you with me, Amel?”

I nodded, swallowing to try to wet my throat. It was dry as sand.

She grasped my hand under the water in a tight clasp. “I need you to say it.”

“I’m with you.”

Now that I’d said it, I knew there would be no going back.
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Savette snuck me back to my rooms a few hours later and I hobbled in to find the other girls in my knot sorting through a chest of fabric. 

“Amel! Where have you been!” Artis dropped the cloth she was holding and hurried over to me, hands on her hips. “We did so well in practice and then you just disappeared. I had to make up an excuse for Grandis Elfar.”

“The rest of us have been practicing etiquette,” Lenora said from where she was running her hands over an ivory cloth. “Not that we need the practice. If you fail that, you’ll wash out of Dragon School and then we won’t have to pick our own dresses for the welcome gala. You can pick them for us – and alter them and dress our hair while you’re at it.”

Artis tsked at Lenora before turning back to Amel. “I know that it’s hard for you, but that’s no excuse to think that the rules don’t apply. I won’t make excuses again. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Artis,” I said contritely.

“Were you upset about something? Did you struggle with something in the formation? You held your place just fine.”

Should I tell her about Savette? No. Savette hadn’t sworn me to secrecy, but I’d told her things I wasn’t supposed to tell. It felt right to keep our friendship or alliance or whatever it was a secret.

“I don’t understand the hand signals.” After all, I needed to know those and they were a convenient excuse.

Artis clapped her hand over her mouth and Orra began to laugh from her place beside the chest. She made a few hand signals to her twin who joined in the laughter. I felt my face growing hot. What were they saying about me?

“I didn’t think of that!” Artis said, her voice muffled by her hand.

“Stop covering your mouth,” Lenora said from where she was sitting. “It’s a bad habit. The rest of us manage to confess our failings with our hands at our sides like human beings. I’m taking the rose silk. I think it will suit my complexion. I’ll be back in a moment.”

She sauntered over to a painted silk screen – similar to the one in Savette’s room but simpler in design – and disappeared from sight. Artis’ hand fell from her mouth.

“I’m sorry. It’s something that they teach you as soon as you learn flying formations, but you haven’t learned that yet, have you? It’s amazing that we didn’t lose you out there, and the prince could arrive any day! We have to be perfect!” She paused like she was waiting for input so I nodded gravely, hoping it would mollify her. “We’ll start drilling you immediately.”

“Maybe she should at least choose a dress first,” Olla said with a smirk for her twin. 

“Oh. Yes. A dress. Grandis Elfar only left us the chest for one hour. Come on over and choose one, Amel. They’re on loan from the High Castelan and we have to give them back when we’re done, but we can’t go to the Prince’s Gala in Dragon Rider leathers!”

Why not? After all, we were dragon riders. Would the military men be in uniform, too?

“They aren’t bad,” Lenora said, stepping out from behind the screen in the rose silk. It suited her, which made sense since she was born noble. Her gait was graceful and the dress seemed to flow along like water over ground.

“You look pretty in pink,” Orra said, pulling a bright orange dress from the chest.

“Soft colors are fashionable right now,” Lenora said with a frown. Her rose dress had a soft, flowing skirt, but the bodice was completely made of rose lace. It suited her thick black braid.

“I like orange,” Orra said, stripping off her leathers in the middle of the room to try the dress on. Olla had a turquoise colored dress out and she was inspecting the length of the skirt. 

Artis spun a soft green silk this way and that under her critical eye. 

There were too many eyes on me to make a good decision. When it was my turn, I reached into the chest and pulled out the first one that I found, a filmy cream dress with a long flowing skirt and a high lace neck that went right up to my collarbone. It had no sleeves, which was fortunate because it should make using my crutch easier.

“That’s a good choice,” Olla said from where she was modeling her turquoise dress. It looked stunning with her long blonde hair. She’d unraveled it from her braid to check it against the dress. “Go try it on.”

For the second time that day, I found myself behind a silk screen putting on clothing that didn’t belong to me. When I hobbled out, Artis was twirling in her green dress. Her red hair looked richer against the dullness of the green.

“That looks perfect,” Olla said. “Cream is a good color for you, Amel.”

“Maybe we can find a matching ribbon for the crutch,” Lenora said and I felt my face color once again. I wasn’t made for pretty dresses or galas.

“Oh, hush. She’s one of us now,” Artis said, her tone distracted as she turned side to side in the mirror.

“She’s a cripple,” Lenora said, as if anyone hadn’t realized that by now.

“She sits a dragon just fine,” Orra said, stripping off her orange dress, clearly as anxious as I was to get back into her leathers. “And that’s all I want from a fellow dragon rider.”

“That and responsiveness in a formation,” Olla agreed, joining her sister. “Now we just need to work on the signals.”

Lenora rolled her eyes, but I noticed that after the dresses were all hung neatly by our beds that she was the first one to sit on the edge of my bed and start demonstrating signs. They drilled me all afternoon and most of the evening, refusing to answer my questions or even pass the food at dinner if I didn’t ask with hand signals. I was still struggling with them, but I’d learned the major ones. A loop motion - rolling one forearm around the other -  meant “again.” A circle made with one forefinger meant “follow.” Fingers tapped on the forearm called out the designated numbers of different group formations. The girls taught me the most popular ones but kept to just six to keep from confusing me. A tap to the forehead was a “yes.” A tap to the shoulder a “no.” And on and on and on until eventually, I was so tired that someone laughed and I blinked when I found someone else had pulled a blanket over me, but I didn’t sign a question – one finger to an ear. Instead, I simply fell into the sweet embrace of sleep.
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“Get up! Get up!” Artis’ voice sounded panicked as she raced from one of us to the other shaking us in the pre-dawn darkness. A candle guttered in the holder she carried as she rushed between us. I sat up, massaging my leg. Spears of pain shot through my hip. I hadn’t taken care to prop it up well when I fell asleep last night. I yawned and almost laughed as Orra fended Artis off with a fluffy pillow.

“Leave me alone!” she wailed. “It’s too early!”

“They spotted a light on the horizon. It’s a ship! The Prince of Baojang arrives with the dawn and we are to fly his escort just like we were promised! We have to be up to the stables and tacking up right away.”

Lenora was already standing, washing her face with a cloth by a wash basin. How was her braid so perfect when she’d just awoken? Hastily, I combed my own hair out with my fingers, quickly braiding it into a tight, practical rope to keep it out of the way. I needed to hurry. No matter how fast I was, I wouldn’t be as fast as the others. I tied the end of my braid tightly, grabbed my crutch, and thanked the heavens I’d fallen asleep fully clothed. Even hurrying and doing only what was strictly necessary to ready myself, I was three steps behind everyone else. 

Olla and Orra flew out of the room before I’d even had a turn in the washroom in the back. Lenora was only a few steps behind them looking fresh and clean as a summer daisy. Artis tucked a last strand of unruly hair into a headband as I was hobbling out. I was clean, respectable and ready to ride, but falling behind by the moment. She looked torn, glancing between me and the door.

“Just go,” I said. “I’ll catch up.”

She nodded briskly and ran. As always, I was left to bring up the rear. I hobbled through the darkness, hip twinging with the cold of the morning, leg dragging uselessly as I pulled myself along step by step. I knew the route – could see some of the others up ahead. If only I could run. If only I could speed away and show everyone how committed I was to this and that I was ambitious, too. It was just so hard to be ambitious when you knew that your all would never be as much as their average. Still, I pushed myself. 

Footsteps echoed behind me. The streets were mostly clear, and I wondered who was hurrying across the cobblestones. Maybe we weren’t the only ones wrested from our beds to prepare for the coming prince.

They drew closer, but I couldn’t spare the time to spin around and look. I needed to focus every effort on getting to the stables in time. What if they flew without me? Would that mean that I didn’t pass formations and was thrown out of school?

The footsteps were just behind me and then suddenly a figure pulled up beside me, his pace matching mine. I glanced over. Who could it be? Lantern light reflected off Leng’s shaven head. He smiled at me, his eyes warm in the half-light of dawn that was creeping over the horizon.

“Ready to ride?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, feeling desperate inside at the need to hurry and yet trying not to show it to Leng. What would he think if he knew it was all I could do to pull in at the back of the line?

“I hear your knot is flying the honor escort.”

I nodded, shy of him with so much uncertainty between us.

“I’m proud of you. That’s a great honor. You will do our color very proud, Amel Leafbrought.” He seemed shy and I glanced up to see a gentle smile on his lips. He leaned towards me and then seemed to catch himself, drawing in a quick breath and then saying, “I want you to know that I will deal with matters when the prince arrives. You don’t need to say anything to him or about him – or his companions. Understand? You need to remain silent.”

Oh. He was only here to remind me not to talk. I couldn’t help the sinking feeling inside. I had hoped ... well, maybe I was reading things into the situation. I had almost thought that he was growing fond of me. I needed to stop getting my hopes up where he was concerned.

“I understand,” I said, bravely, fighting the searing disappointment inside.

“Good,” he said with a smile and then he seemed uncomfortable, like he wasn’t sure what to say next. He stopped walking, but I couldn’t stop with him. I was already well behind. He jogged up to join me again and grabbed my arm. “Amel? Can you stop for a moment?”

I stopped, frustration and anxiety warring within me at the delay.

“I don’t know how to say this,” he said, looking timid. 

I wanted to make him feel better, but I really needed to get to the stable. Didn’t he realize that? Didn’t he see I was already at a disadvantage? I swallowed my selfish desire. I needed to be a good friend, not an amazing dragon rider. I drew in a deep breath. Whatever he was going to say must be important. I would pay him the respect of listening.

“Go ahead and tell me, Leng.” I forced a smile. Show kindness, Amel. Everything isn’t always about you.

“I don’t want to insult you but It’s still a long way to the stables.” 

And longer by the minute! I forced myself to breathe evenly and really listen to him. 

“Would you be offended if I offered to carry you? I think we could go a lot quicker.”

I almost sobbed with relief.

“Yes! Please. Oh, thank you, Leng. I’m so far behind.”

He signaled with his hand, and from the shadows, the massive form of Ahlskibi descended onto the cobbles in front of us. He motioned to his dragon. “Hop on. We’ll get you to Raolcan.”

My smile was genuine as he helped me on his dragon’s back. Maybe he just wanted to protect me. Could that be why he was acting so harsh?
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He carried you? That’s my job!

Raolcan was far too bothered about that when we had an honor to perform. I scrambled across to his saddle, throwing it over my shoulder with one hand while my other arm worked the crutch back to where he was. I threw it over his shoulders and waited until he kindly lifted a leg, making space for me to crouch low and tighten his girth. Was that too tight?

Cinch it just a little tighter.

I complied, hooking the halter and reins around his head. There was no bit and I didn’t tighten these at all, letting them hang loosely around his face so that he still had enough space to open his jaws all the way. It wasn’t like I was going to steer him, but all the other dragon riders used them and I didn’t want anyone to ask questions.

Leng doesn’t tighten Ahlskibi’s either. I bet he takes the bit out. The relationship between purples and their humans is different. 

I was just mounting Raolcan, tucking my crutch into the side strap and breathing hard, when Orra peeked her head inside the alcove.

“Ready?” she asked, cheeks flushed and excitement dancing in her eyes.

I nodded.

“Great. You follow me in the formation. Lenora brings up the rear. Remember your signals and stay in tight. You’ll do great!”

She was gone in a flash, not even waiting to see if I’d acknowledged her.

Just like her dragon. All those greens are the same. It’s the feeling of flying, the joy of the chase, the excitement of the unknown – it’s all physical for them.

Well, just flying in your mind didn’t really count, did it? Of course, it was physical. I watched Artis drop from her perch, her dragon Cenieso spinning in his summersault. My belly clenched knowing my turn was coming. The twins and their emerald dragons, Nniojue and Eyemmay were next. I felt Raolcan moving into position as my breath came quicker.

For purples, flying is so much more, he said as he dropped. My stomach felt like it was dropping through my mouth and then we were hurtling forward behind Orra and her jewel-like green dragon in the glorious gold and pale blue of dawn. I thought I heard someone whoop as Artis tapped her arm with two fingers and we settled into formation. 

Now that we were so high, I could finally see the ship out in the ocean, sailing toward the Ruby Isles. Surprisingly, she wasn’t alone. At least a dozen yellow-sailed ships were laid out in a formation like ours, the sea foaming and cresting wherever it met the bow of one of them. Where had those vessels been when I met Prince Rakturan on the island? He’d been on a single ship then. Had these others caught up to him later? It made seeing him there even more suspicious. What had he been doing so far south? If only I knew the kinds of things Savette did about the inner workings of the Dominion, maybe I’d have answers to these questions.

Maybe it’s a good thing that I do all the real work out here. You daydream too much to fly a dragon.

Maybe he should just be glad he didn’t have a novice rider sawing at his mouth and overriding his free will.

Oh, trust me, I am. Why do you think I picked you?  

Because I’m no trouble?

Because you’re a dreamer and to me, your dreams taste like molten honey.

Imagine how that would scald your mouth!

Not my mouth. It’s my favorite treat. If you come across some, please save a little for me.

I’d have to see if there was any honey around. Perhaps I could make it hot somehow – in a pot? Would that be molten?

Good girl.

We received the signal from Artis and our formation slid into a “V” shape. When the ships were beneath us, we spread out wider and with hand signals, Artis led us into a group barrel roll. We followed it with a circular formation, spreading wide and fanning out until at the last moment Cenieso dove from his place at the apex and burst through the very center of our rotating circle. Artis’ red hair broke free of her headband, flowing through the air like a flame in the night.

Below us, on the ships, sailors waved and warriors brandished weapons in what seemed to be more celebration than a threat. They were impressive in their strange garments and solemn looks, and yet there was something about them that seemed very foreign. I’d never been very far from home. My parents had thought that best, not that they had any option with the little we had. I had already traveled further than any of them were ever likely to go. How strange that I was flying over a foreign prince on his way to marry my friend.

We continued our forms as we escorted them into port. Good thing Raolcan knew what he was doing, because Artis seemed to have forgotten that I was brand new at this as she rolled from one complicated maneuver into another. At least I knew enough of the hand signs to be able to anticipate what Raolcan was about to do so that it didn’t’ come as a shock.

On shore, a mass of people had been gathered, and even from here I could see that the streets had been strewn with flowers, the Ashevan poles wreathed with them, and people lined the narrow, winding roads all the way to the shining white palace on the hills. Tonight, we would gather in that palace in our borrowed dresses to greet the prince. I hoped that everything I believed about him wasn’t true. 
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“Tell me if anything is out of place, Amel!” Olla said, whirling in place. 

She was perfect. Her hair and dress shining in the light of the candles and her shoes perfectly matching... wait. Shoes. I didn’t have shoes! My hand sprang to my mouth. Why hadn’t I thought of shoes?

“Don’t tell me it’s that bad!” She looked horrified.

“No, of course not!” I gasped. “You look perfect. I just realized that I’m wearing dragon rider boots. I don’t have shoes for this.”

I lifted the edge of my perfect cream lace and silk dress to reveal my knee-high dragon rider boots. Why hadn’t I even thought about it when I put them on? Of course, boots didn’t go with a dress! I’d just never worn a dress like this before. I hadn’t even thought about anything that I would need to go with it. 

Lenora marched over and looked me up and down. We were in our quarters preparing for the gala where Savette would be presented to Prince Rakturan. I wondered how nervous she was right now, dressing and preparing just like us but with so much more at stake.

“The dress is long,” Lenora said, her expression firm. “And you can’t easily hobble on a crutch and court shoes. You’ll end up breaking the other leg and I’m certainly not going to carry you. Boots are more practical. No one will see them under the long dress. Just don’t dance with anyone.”

Well, that would be easy enough. With a crutch, I wouldn’t dare dance! I’d trip or fall or have to be carried and any of those things would be utterly humiliating.

“Are all of you ready?” Grandis Elfar bustled into the room, shocking me with her appearance. I knew, objectively, that she was a woman, despite the weathered skin, shorn hair and sturdy clothing, but it still felt very strange to see her in a dress. She had chosen a black dress that covered her from chin to toes, but even so, it felt strangely feminine for someone like her. “You did us proud today, Initiates. You held up the honor of Dragon School. Tonight, when the Reds fly and show us a fire display, you can watch them knowing that you did just as well as they and that you all passed your maneuvers. Enjoy yourselves. Keep an eye on each other. Stay out of trouble. We didn’t have nearly the time we needed to teach you etiquette, but do your best to keep up the dignity of Dragon School. We have much more to learn together.”

She smiled at us and then led the way out of our rooms and building and onto the crowded street where a steady flow of people moved toward the palace. For once, I wasn’t trailing behind everyone else. No one could go very quickly in the press of bodies. Unbidden, the memory of being carried on Ahlskibi’s back that morning came to mind. Leng had been so shy about offering, but in the end, he’d saved me. I wouldn’t have passed maneuvers if he hadn’t brought me there in time.

The excitement around us as we headed for the gala was palpable.

“Did you see him?” I heard one girl ask. She was clearly of importance, dressed in a filmy blue sky-silk dress. “I caught a glimpse as he was disembarking. So good looking!”

“And tall,” an older woman – likely her mother – agreed. “Tall and strong is good in a king. It lets people know they can’t be bullied.”

If there was one adjective I would use for Rakturan, it was not ‘bullied.’ With similar positive comments and excited chatter all around us, it was hard to keep from growing nervous. What if Savette ended up changing her mind about him when she met him and saw how attractive he was? What if she disregarded my warnings? What if Leng hadn’t taken them seriously? 

I was so busy worrying that we’d made it all the way to the palace gates and into the flower-filled courtyard before I realized it. Grandis Elfar disappeared into the crowd leaving us in the milling crowd. There were fires and punch in the courtyard and Artis handed out invitation cards to us. 

“You’ll need these to get into the great hall. Only Castelans or High Castelans get into the inner tier, so don’t bother. Except for you, of course, Lenora.”

I took mine with good grace. I didn’t care about being in an inner tier, but Orra and Olla exchanged disappointed looks.

“Don’t worry, there is plenty of dancing in the great hall,” Artis said. “Or so Lenora tells me. I’ve never been to one of these.”

“You’ll be fine,” Lenora said absently, patting Artis on the arm before flowing gracefully into the crowd and taking the arm of a well dressed young man about our age.

“That must be High Castelan Yeerdis Huntl,” Artis said. “Lenora was waiting for him.”

“She was waiting for someone named ‘Yeerdis?’ Perhaps the Castelans should think about what names they give their children so that they don’t sound ridiculous!” Olla said.

Artis shushed her, but her heart wasn’t into it. We moved as a group to the gates where a man dressed in livery took our cards and allowed us into the gardens. Beyond them was the great hall, but here in the moonlight on the cliffs beside the sea, the gardens had more appeal for me.

“Come on, Amel!” Artis said as she hurried toward the hall. 

“Go on without me, Artis. I’m going to take a break here.” She looked torn, so I repeated myself. “Really, go on. I’ll be fine.”

She left in a flurry of people, Olla and Orra in her wake. They would have fun dancing. I’d already seen some of the young men eyeing them in their brightly colored dresses. 

Where the garden met the terraces of the great hall, there was a mass of moving people, but further into the garden, closer to where it met the cliffs above the sea, there was no one. It was like an entirely different place. I wandered from one tree to the next, admiring their smooth white bark and glossy leaves until, under one of them, tucked far in the back, I found a bench. Perfect! Exactly what I needed. 

I took a seat and massaged my sore hip. I’d certainly been giving it a workout lately! But that was nothing to worry about. In time, I would adapt and adjust and grow stronger and for now, there was this handy bench and a gorgeous moon to look at.

Towards the palace, I heard a bush rustling and then two figures stepped out, plain and easy to see in the bright moonlight. They looked around and I realized they couldn’t see me sitting here behind the leafy tree. One of them was Starie Atrelan.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eighteen 

[image: image]


“Be quiet,” Starie hissed. “Someone might hear us.”

“Out here?” That was Corrigan’s voice! “While all the important people are inside meeting your dashing prince and the commoners in the courtyard are getting drunk? No one would be in the gardens on a night like tonight.”

No one except a girl with a bad leg and a sore hip who needed a moment to stop and rest. No one but me.

“We need to find Savette Leedris and bring her out here to the garden,” Starie said. She was peering into every bush, sure she was being watched. I held very still.

“Correction. I need to find Savette Leedris. You need to find the Grandis with a bold story of how you washed up here afraid and alone.” That was Corrigan’s voice! Her silhouette moved, suddenly and I heard the sound of a slap.

“What was that for?” Starie’s voice was high with surprise.

“You’re supposed to look distraught, not like the fox who ate the chickens. I thought I’d give you a hand with the fake tears. They won’t look so fake now.”

“It hurts!”

“Listen,” Corrigan sounded impatient. “We only have until tenth bell and you can already hear the singers of ninth bell. Go inside and see if you can find your Grandis. You need to make her believe you before the action starts.”

“Yes.”

Corrigan’s voice softened. “I’m going to miss you. Don’t forget – this is for honor.”

My heart was hammering. I needed to get to Savette and warn her about Corrigan. But how? Any movement right now would draw their notice. Worse, I had no idea what Corrigan was planning.

“I won’t forget.” Starie sounded sad. Had they become friends? They were moving toward the terrace, despite Starie’s objection.

I stood up, cautiously, reminding myself to stay tucked in the shadow of the tree. I adjusted my grip on my crutch and limped off further into the bushes.  My heart was beating so quickly that I had to take a moment to remind myself to breathe. No one could help Savette if I was passed out on the ground somewhere. I found another terrace door a little way down the garden and snuck through the entrance to the throng inside.

I’d never been somewhere so opulent before. It made Dragon School appear spartan. The room was richly decorated with hanging tapestries. Richly embroidered silk bearing the images of dragons of various color and a complicated silver knot made of two dragon’s tails tied together was hung in swaths all around the room. The hall was large enough to hold my entire village. I gaped as I looked down from the stairway to the sunken ballroom below. An orchestra played, the man-high drums and long slender wind instruments predominating in the current piece, producing a rumbling boom-Bah boom-Bah music. 

On the sunken dance floor, couples engaged in a hip-swinging energetic dance that I would never be able to imitate in a thousand years. Just thinking of trying to cross that dance floor without tripping a dozen dancers with my crutch made me flinch. 

Around the dance floor, were terraced levels with drinks, food and seating and various people who were opting not to dance congregated at each level, talking with heads close together or gesturing with drinks in a way that had little compassion for the servants who would have to clean up afterward.

My eyes fell on Savette almost immediately. She wore a heavily embroidered, scarlet sky-silk dress with a high collar that came up to her cheekbones and cut sharply to the back. The bodice was designed so that it looked more like battle armor than a ladies’ dress, but the skirt was nearly transparent and so filmy that it left little to the imagination. Fortunately, the armor-like bodice came down in heavy protection to a few inches past the hips – just enough for decency. Dressed in such a fashion, she looked like a goddess.

Beside her, Prince Rakturan was smiling at an elderly man in military uniform. Rakturan, true to form, had the exotic look of a carapaced insect. His jacket a bottle green, but cut in such a foreign way that it was impossible for me to tell if it was fashionable or a uniform of its own. It left his forearms exposed and intricate red and black tattoos covered them entirely and snaked down the backs of his hands. On his head, the strange upside-down crown he’d worn before was burnished to brightness.

They stood together with the elderly man and a woman who appeared to be his wife, on a platform a step above the terraced floors, where all the other levels could see them. One level beneath them, a variety of well-dressed people with haughty looks made short remarks to one another and studied the crowd. That must be the tier I wasn’t granted access to. Rakturan’s own men mixed among them. They must be the High Castelans – only one step below the Dominar in their importance. Likely, the elderly man was the High Castelan of the Ruby Isles himself.

I scanned the crowd, not seeing any of my knot, although I did spot Grandis Elfar chatting to a woman of a similar age. Through the crowd, a flushed Starie in a peach colored dress pushed toward the Grandis. Across the room I saw Corrigan, her gaze fixed on Savette and a frown on her face. She had the same problem I did. How would we get up on the dais? Only Rakturan, Savette and the High Castelans of the Isles were allowed there, and the people beneath them looked like they would snap the heads off anyone else who tried. 

I was no High Castelan. I wouldn’t even be able to get to that lower level. I needed a plan. If only I was a dragon who could fly where no one else could go. I watched idly as a servant climbed up the levels of the dais, tray in hand, distributing drinks. There was something familiar about her – something I couldn’t quite place. She ascended all the way to the top, offering Savette a drink from her tray. Savette took it, but her hardened expression was locked on the prince as if he was going to marry her by force this very night. Maybe he was. What did I know about these things?

Maybe if I asked one of the servants, they could deliver a message to her. I followed the servant girl with my gaze and noticed the discreet cart at one end of the room, filled with drinks and food. She was headed back there to restock. And then all of a sudden, I realized why she looked so familiar. With her plain white dress, her hair braided behind her and a sturdy pair of black shoes on her feet, she was dressed almost exactly the same as I was.
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I didn’t have time to lose, so I hustled over to the cart, crutch slipping slightly on the polished marble floor. I’d need to be careful. I timed my arrival to get there just as another servant was leaving. Would they question me when I took a tray of appetizers? No. No one had seen. The appetizers were lighter and easier to maneuver than drinks were, but how would I avoid notice? My crutch drew eyes.

I followed a girl with a wide skirt who was heading in the direction I wanted to go and shadowed her. If I could just follow people, then maybe I wouldn’t draw as much notice as I would if I was cutting a path through the crowds myself. 

Before long, I’d made it to the tier below Savette’s. I’d lost track of where Starie and Corrigan had gone, but if I worried about them, then I wouldn’t be able to focus on my own task. I stopped to serve two women who held their chins so high that they had to peer down their noses at me. I kept my eyes low like I imagined a servant would. I wasn’t from a noble family, but I wasn’t from a servant family either, and I had no idea how I should act as one except to serve the food and be humble.

It was taking me too long to make my way to Savette. Every stop felt like an eternity. Every moment that someone stepped in my path and I had to veer around them was a moment lost. I had to fight against impatience and anxiety. Hold the course, Amel. 

A formidable woman in a blue dress almost as armored-looking as Savette’s stopped in front of me. “Now what are in these puffs? I hope they don’t have mushrooms in them.”

“No ma’am,” I said. Savette turned on the dais, the prince taking her hand as if he would lead her to the dance floor. No! I needed to get to her now. I tried to move out of the woman’s path, but her face turned sour as she bit into the appetizer. 

“It is mushrooms!” she said, loudly enough that people turned to look at us. “You lied to me. I want to talk to your supervisor.”

I swallowed. What did I do now? Savette was stepping down to the tier below. Was that Corrigan I saw in the crowd nearby? There was nothing for it. If people noticed me, then they noticed.

I shoved the tray in the sputtering lady’s hands. “I’m sure you’ll be much better at this than I am!” 

I hurried after Savette, but she wasn’t headed for the dance floor, she was being led toward the garden terrace by Prince Rakturan. He was playing right into the Magikas’ hands! 

“Savette!” I called as the gap between us widened. I was too slow. I wasn’t going to make it to her in time. She didn’t turn – likely didn’t hear me, but I felt a hand grab my upper arm, pulling me to a dead stop.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty 
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I whipped my head around to see Leng, dressed in full dragon rider regalia - a fancy leather coat with a high collar, complete with tight belts around his chest, waist, and thighs. He must have been attending the party. He looked deadly.

“Savette is in trouble!” I said. He wouldn’t ask me to prove it, would he? I had no proof, but why was he holding me back?

“I’ll deal with this.”

I clenched my jaw. I was not a child to be set aside when a friend needed help. People always thought I couldn’t do what was needed because of my leg, but that just wasn’t true. I pushed his hand gently from my arm and headed toward the terrace.

Leng made a sound of frustration in his throat and then leapt in front of me, seized my crutch and wrenched it from my grip. “It’s for your own safety. Why are you always in the thick of danger when all I want to do is keep you safe?”

He was running through the door, crutch in hand while I was standing there, wobbling, on one foot. I couldn’t go far unless I resorted to crawling and I certainly wasn’t going to get far on all fours in this dress. I felt tears of frustration welling up. If I focused, perhaps I could hop on one foot to the door, dragging my other leg. I clenched my jaw and concentrated.

Hop.

Hop.

I lost sight of Leng as he rushed through the door. Behind us, the party continued as if nothing was happening. Why was he so focused on protecting me? I didn’t want to live life as an invalid. I wanted to live it as an adventurer.

Hop.

What’s happening? Raolcan was picking up on something going on. How could he reach me from so far away? 

Our bond is unique. Don’t ask questions. Give answers!

Leng had stolen my crutch and I couldn’t see! There. The door. At last. I grabbed the frame, steadying myself and letting my gaze wander over the terraces below. My mouth dropped as I took it all in. 

Leng was still running down the steps, while Savette was in the center of the courtyard arguing with a gesturing Prince Rakturan. He had her arm in an iron grip. I couldn’t hear her words, but her eyes were wide and her face flushed. It looked more like a lover’s quarrel than something nefarious.

Above her, hard to discern in the darkness, dragons were approaching. Were those Corrigan’s friends? How did they arrive without the Dragon Riders on watch sounding an alert? I gripped the doorframe tightly. Could Raolcan get here in time to help?

I can’t. They bind trainee dragons. They don’t trust us not to leave without permission.

If only my culture wasn’t so mistrustful of dragons. If only they treated them with respect. If only-

Leng rushed down the steps, calling to Savette and Rakturan and pointing above them. The first dragon descended as he was still explaining. He flung my crutch to one side and barrelled into Savette, knocking her to the side and into the leafy plants. The prince snarled but quickly spun away from his intended as a Magika fireball exploded between her and the palace where I stood – lighting up the night in brilliant magenta. Fire raged in a pool on the ground after the initial burst let off. Did they hurl some sort of substance at the same time?

“Guards!” I called, “Dragon Riders! Warriors! Up arms! Alert!”

What about Ahlskibi? Was he bound like Raolcan? Why didn’t Leng call him?

They don’t have our range.

Already I heard a rush of murmurs behind me, but they hadn’t penetrated far enough in the party to stop the music or loud burbling of voices. Can you ask him for help, Raolcan? 

I bit my lip, feeling helpless in the face of the battle and the peril to my friend. Guards poured in from the garden side of the terrace, but once they arrived they looked confused. Leng squatted over Savette, one hand motioning her to be still while the other held up a drawn dagger. Beside him, Rakturan held his own sword up, his back to Leng. 

Dragons circled above them, and then another swooped down, Magika fireballs filling the space between the arriving guards and the fallen High Castelan.

Ahlskibi comes.

Good. We needed him. Maybe if Leng had him help, he could chase the Magikas off. Had they planned to tip their hand this way? It seemed like a very showy way to dispose of her if they planned to replace her with Starie.

“I see you’re in your proper place, Blighted.” I spun to see Corrigan smiling at me as she rushed by. She took the time to give me a jaunty wave with her fingers, like I was a little kid left behind while everyone else went off on an important trip. She rushed down the steps, straight through the angry trail of fire as if nothing could harm her and ran up to Savette, grabbing her under each arm and helping her up. Leng lent a hand clearly not understanding this was a foe and not a friend. Rakturan stood with his back to them, sword brandished high as if he could hold off a full-grown dragon on his own.

“Don’t trust her,” I called, but I was too late. 

Corrigan took a step back with a dazed Savette as if to move her away from the danger. A golden dragon – was that Nenebeph? – swooped low with a young man on his back. Beside him, a red dragon dove low and clutched the edge of the cliff. He flamed and Rakturan dodged out of the way, spinning as he did so and coming up to face the dragon, just feet from its steaming snout. With a cry, he lifted his blade high, his tattoos flaring with purple light and then he struck. 

I gasped as his head was cleaved in half. He crumpled, falling in on himself and then lost his grip on the edge of the cliff, plummeting over the side. I’d never seen a dragon die like that before. They were too powerful to be killed by a single sword stroke, weren’t they?

Not a Baojang sword.

Corrigan shoved Savette into the newcomer’s arms, hitting her hard over the head as she did. Savette slumped into his arms. Corrigan raised a hand and Savette was suddenly trussed in glowing rings of fire. Leng rushed towards her, seeming to be in slow motion as Nenebeph leapt into the air. He crashed into Corrigan, bowling her over and knocking a fireball loose from her hand. And continued his run to the edge of the cliff, leaping out from it and seeming to hang in the air for a fraction of a second before his hand grabbed one of Nenebeph’s stirrups and he hung, dangling from the leather like a fish caught by an eagle.

Corrigan’s loose fireball shot upward, lighting the night sky with an eerie magenta glow. In the after-light of it, I saw three things. The first was Nenebeph soaring ever-higher into the open sky, Leng hanging from his stirrup. The second was Prince Rakturan hitting Corrigan hard on the temple with the handle of his dagger, watching her body fall to the ground with a blank expression on his face. The third was Ahlskibi swooping in for a landing.
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Anyone who wasn’t staring at Leng and Savette was running and leaping from where I was, trying to avoid Ahlskibi’s mass as he dove to the ground, landing in a controlled skid across the garden terrace.

He hissed. His voice entered my mind so fast and hard that I flinched.

Mount. Now.

I wouldn’t have ignored him. I knew Leng was in trouble. I could see him out there, fighting while the apprentice tried to kick him off the stirrup. His muscles bunched and he pulled himself a little higher. I let go of the doorframe and single-leg-jumped towards Ahlskibi, crashing into him, but close enough that I could scramble, awkwardly onto his back. My leg wouldn’t go over, the dress was too tight. I clenched my jaw, grabbed the seam of the dress at the side and tore it up to my thigh. Much better. I scrambled onto his back. There was no saddle. My hands grew clammy and my belly felt weak. I’d never ridden without a saddle, and I’d never ridden any dragon but Raolcan. I didn’t trust him. He wasn’t my dragon.

I’ll gut him if he drops you. I’ll flame his eyes to dust.

Well, that seemed like an overreaction. I settled into his back, gripping the spikes along his neck with my hands. I couldn’t grip with my knees like they said horsemen did. Only one of my knees worked.

Stop. Sweating.

Easier said than done, but now Leng was fighting the apprentice up on the saddle and in the faint moonlight I thought I saw blows being exchanged. Savette, tied helplessly to the saddle, could do nothing but watch, but if I was courageous, I could do more than that.

Ahlskibi launched into the air and I clenched my eyes tight, trying not to scream. I didn’t know if I’d succeeded or not. I was screaming inside, that was for sure. I forced my eyes open. We were out over the ocean. Three other dragons fanning out ahead of us. Hectorus on a nearby dragon. I didn’t know the leader in the front. They’d taken us by surprise. Although, if they didn’t leave quickly the High Castelan’s guard dragons would be here before they could. Ahlskibi was gaining on the pack. He knew what he was doing.

Leng struck his enemy and he slumped to the side while Leng scrambled into the saddle. He was taking over Nenebeph! He was going to save Savette all on his own!

Poor Nenebeph. He didn’t want this and his rider was dead. He was probably heartbroken.

Goldens aren’t like that. They don’t bond like we do. It was nice to have Raolcan still speaking to me even though I was riding Ahlskibi. 

The apprentice stirred, suddenly. Leng’s attention was focused forward and he didn’t see the move. 

“Leng!” I called, but my words were lost in the wind. 

The Magika apprentice’s hand shot up, lit with orange fire and he flung it at Leng. Leng cried out, losing his balance and falling from the saddle at the same moment that the man surged up and in the wake of the fireball, seized the reins and pulled Nenebeph upward. 

We had only a moment. We were close enough that we could reach Savette and save her, but we were also the only ones close enough to save the plummeting Leng. I knew what we would do before Ahlskibi dove and I didn’t blame him. It was the decision I would have made, but I still felt a pang of guilt as my gaze connected with Savette’s panicked one.  I’d been too late ... again.

Ahlskibi dropped like a stone until we were lower than Leng. He twisted to the side, swerving to line up under him. I reached my arm out, the other gripping his neck spike. As Ahlskibi lined us up with Leng’s speed and height I caught his reaching hands with mine and pulled him in so that he landed on Ahlskibi’s back behind me. 

As we leveled off, I heard his voice in my ear. “I thought I could save her. I thought it would be safer for you if I did it on my own.”

Perhaps he should have left that decision up to me. I bit my own tongue. The other dragons were too far away to catch, although Ahlskibi was trying. They were small and growing smaller as they caught the drafts of winds further out over the sea. We would try – and fail – to catch them. I already knew that. And they would carry Savette far away and we would never find her again.

I watched as the guard dragons, finally alerted to what was happening in their midst, swept towards them. The gap was too far. I patted Ahlskibi’s side, knowing he was still chasing them for my sake. It was too late.

Had to try.

I was grateful to Ahlskibi for that. He’d done it for me. I hadn’t expected that kind of kindness from him. We watched as the tiny dragons became pinpricks in the night, still watching as most of the guard dragons returned, empty-handed to their posts. We were too late.

Somewhere, out in the night, Savette was tied with magic to the back of a dragon. By morning, she would be far away. In a week, she could be anywhere. She’d seen me as an ally and I’d let her down. I sniffled, not even trying to hold back my tears.

Don’t worry, spider. I will never let your heart break. Not over anything. We will find your friend.

How were we going to find her now? They weren’t going to let me out to look on my own. They didn’t even listen when I told them there was a threat.

Trust me. We will find a way.

Ahlskibi landed on a dock at the edge of the city. It was dark and lonely with only the far away lights to indicate that there were people here. I dismounted with a sigh. Why was Leng looking at me so strangely? The dress! It left most of my leg exposed. I felt my cheeks heat, but I didn’t have time to think of the embarrassment of that. It was going to be a long way back to the center of the city for a girl who had her crutch stolen. 

Leng dismounted beside me, but I didn’t look at him. I was frustrated with him and I didn’t want to tell him that I was. If I did, it would just make me more vulnerable. I hobbled forward, holding Ahlskibi with one hand for balance.

“Amel,” Leng said, his voice rough with some sort of emotion. I hoped it was repentance. He had treated me badly back there. I kept walking – sort of. “Amel, please stop.”

I stopped, but I didn’t turn. I kept my face towards the city ahead of me, with the moon at my back, my shadow was before me. The dock was narrow and Leng had to squeeze by me as he passed. I couldn’t help the little shiver that ran through me as his arm brushed mine on the way past. He got in front of me and looked me in the eyes, his face lit by the moon behind me. He licked his lips nervously, his breath gusting between them quickly.

“I shouldn’t have taken your crutch.”

I didn’t know what to say. Obviously, he shouldn’t have. Saying that sounded cruel, but I wasn’t ready to forgive him yet. He ran a hand over his face, closing his eyes for a moment before speaking again.

“I shouldn’t have tried to do everything myself.”

“Savette is gone because you were all so certain that I’d just get in the way. She’s stolen away and I wasn’t there to help her. There should have been guards. There should have been precautions taken. This shouldn’t have happened! You all should have listened to me and not brushed me off just because I’m a cripple!”

He gasped. “I ... I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t treat you gently because of your leg. It’s... it’s...”

“I’m not going to break. Just because I broke before doesn’t mean that I’m fragile.” I couldn’t help the vulnerable tone of my voice. I didn’t like talking about my leg. I didn’t like having to admit that it made me seem fragile.

His eyes were wide with gentleness as he said, “I think I understand. It won’t happen again. I’m so sorry.”

“If you want me to be your friend, then you need to respect me and trust me.” My lips were trembling now. I didn’t want to cry in front of him, but it was just so unfair! If I was whole, he never would have treated me like this.

“I do respect you. I’m not sure there’s another human who impresses me as much as you do.” He reached up and brushed a stray hair from my face, tucking it behind my ear and his lips parting before his face took on a tight expression and his hand fell back to his side. He always seemed so cold whenever I got close. He’d be warm, warm, warm and then freezing cold. I gasped at the suddenness of it.

“I’d better get you back to your quarters,” he said, dipping his head respectfully like I was a High Castelan. I bit my lip, feeling like there should be more, like he wanted to say more but couldn’t. But what could I do about that? His heart was his own and any feelings it held were his secrets alone to share.

As we remounted Ahlskibi and he flew me back to my rooms, I wondered where Savette was. How long would it be before I saw her again? Would we find her before her kidnappers did something more than simply take her away? I chewed worriedly at my lip. We landed outside my quarters and Leng helped me down.

“I’ll take care of this, Amel. Ahlskibi and I will find your friend.” Leng said, his face serious in the lantern light.

I smiled, half-heartedly and nodded, turning to leave, but he spun me around, his expression torn with pain and something else, something I couldn’t identify. He gripped my shoulders, drawing me to him with a combination of gentleness and power I’d never felt before. His kiss on my forehead was butterfly-light and the brightness in his eyes as he pulled back from the kiss burned into my memory. Wordlessly, he scooped me up, carried me to my door. As he set me down a determined look filled his face and then he kissed me again on the forehead and then leaned down to delicately kiss each cheek.

“I’m sorry.”

“I forgive you,” I said, my voice trembling. What did all the kisses mean? Was it just that he was sorry, or was it something more? Could he feel some of the affection for me that I felt for him?

His face filled with determination and then he turned and walked back to Ahlskibi.

“I promise that I’ll make this right,” he said as he remounted, and when he soared up into the sky, I found that I believed him.
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“It’s set in stone. We have to move you all up a rank within the month. Three more knots arrive here within the week and the Dominar arrives before Autumnal Sounding. When he arrives, all Initiates are to be Sworn in and all Sworn are to assume their apprenticeships to their Colors.” Grandis Elfar was talking to our knot in our lodgings. Artis sat on the edge of her bed with her mouth firm, like she was worried about how this would work and Olla and Orra had stopped teasing each other long enough to put on intent expressions, too.

“You can’t be serious, Grandis,” Lenora said. It was always the children of nobility who felt free to talk to teachers like that. “I’ve only been Sworn for a month. Artis for only six. We should have at least a year or two before we are taken on by the Colors. What about our mentorship roles? What about mastering the lore?”

Grandis Elfar sighed. “Things change, child. In my day, there would be years before you could even be trusted to fly formation on your own and last week we let your knot fly alone. A knot with three Initiates, I would add. In my day, there was as much book learning as practical work and we took the measure of each rider with care. Now...” She shook her head. “...Now we push you and we break those not strong enough to endure. There’s too much waste, but there is nothing we can do. The Initiates in this group will be sworn in. First, they will face examinations. Lenora, Artis, as the only Sworn in the fist, you will take on their mentorship. You will drill them and teach them and be sure to get them ready to be tested. Your own test, to enter the Colors, is of a different variety. The only preparation for it is the preparation of life. This mentorship will help you get there.”

“And what happens if we succeed?” Artis asked quietly. 

“If you succeed, we will send you to your Colors for mentorship and training. Each of you – Artis and Lenora – will be taken on in an apprenticeship by a Dragon Rider of your Color. Olla, Orra and Amel will join another knot.” 

“And if we fail?” Lenora sounded more nervous than I would have expected.

“The same penalty as always. You will join the ranks of servants.”

“But I’ve only been Sworn for a month! I’m not ready. What if I fail?”

“See that you don’t,” Elfar snapped. “You think you have a difficult time? Think of the Initiates here who have been with us scant weeks or months while you have been with us for years. They are not more ready than you are. We desperately need more Dragon Riders, but the Dominar is correct – if war comes to us, we won’t be able to expend our time teaching or training.”

“War?” Lenora said. “I thought they were giving one of our High Castelans to the Dark Prince to prevent that.”

“Do you see Savette around here?” Olla asked, her tone derisive.

“I see Starie Atrelan around here. And she looks like a child with a pocket full of sweets. Isn’t she Savette’s replacement?”

“Enough,” Grandis Elfar said. “Continue your training. Do your work. Work like your lives depend on it because it turns out that they might. Artis, it is your job to get Olla and Orra ready for the test. Lenora, it is your job to get Amel ready.”

“What?” Lenora said, her face painted in shock.

“You heard me, Castelan. Your job is to train her in etiquette, history, and as much lore as you can manage in the weeks ahead. How well she does will determine your final grade as a Sworn.”

“No!” She looked positively green and I shuffled my foot a bit. What if she failed because of me?

“Enough talk,” Grandis Elfar said. “Get to your work and show me I was right to depend on you. Except for you, Amel. I need a word with you.”

I followed her to the balcony at the side of the room – my crutch had been returned to me by Artis after the struggle, bless her for her conscientiousness!  - and she carefully shut the door behind us so that we stood in the open air, unable to be overheard by those within the room.

“I received both your messages,” she said. “Your loyalty to your friend is touching, but believe me when I tell you that we are doing everything we can to recover Savette Leedris. Your assistance is not necessary. We appreciate your fervor that night in trying to recover your friend. How or why Leng’s dragon agreed to carry you is a mystery, but I want to warn you again to stay away from other rider’s dragons. You are not safe from them and purples are notoriously unpredictable.”

“Do they have any idea where to look for Savette?”

She cleared her throat. “Like I said, this is Dragon Rider business, not the business of Initiates. You should never have been involved in the dangerous mess of her kidnapping in the first place.”

What about Savette? She was an Initiate, too. She should never have been there that night, either. She should have been protected from all of this. I had another problem – not as big as Savette, but close to as big.

“Starie-” I began, but Grandis Elfar cut me off.

“I have interviewed Starie Atrelan myself and she has a very different account of things than you do. Since Leng Shardson was ill at the time, it is your word against hers. For the present, I will judge neither of you. Prove yourself loyal and we will say no more of it.”

“Wait,” I said, stunned. “She’s the reason that the rest of my knot died! You can’t trust her!”

“I think I said that we would say no more of it, did I not? Starie is as much a victim in all this as you are, and we are grateful to have her returned to us.”

What had Starie said to make Grandis Elfar trust her again?

“You will show her respect, as a fellow trainee and a High Castelan.”

I bowed my head, frustration biting deep into my belly. 

“I need to hear you say, ‘Yes, Grandis.’”

“Yes Grandis,” I mumbled, but I was not happy. Starie wasn’t trustworthy. She had arranged for Savette’s kidnapping and now she was tricking them all!

But if no one else could see it, then it was up to me to bring it into the open.

“Good. Dismissed. I’m sure Lenora will have much for you to do.”

My heart sank as I realized that she was right about that. Lenora was going to be completely insufferable.
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“And how do you greet a High Castelan?” Lenora asked, tailing me doggedly as I hobbled to the alcoves. 

“With my hand to my heart.” I was concentrating more on keeping my load from spilling than I was on what she was saying. It’s hard to carry a kettle and climb up to dragon cotes at the same time.

“Fist to heart. Be sure of this, Amel, I am not going to fail because of you!”

She wasn’t going to fail. Even if Grandis Elfar had said she was responsible for me. Lenora knew everything perfectly just one month into being Sworn.

“Let’s try something in history. When was the Dominion founded?”

“The fifth year of the Great Plague.”

The alcoves were quiet. No one was flying today except the guards. They’d been flying double shifts since Savette was taken as if care now could make up for their earlier neglect.

“Which was when?”

“The year two hundred and forty by common reckoning.” 

“Good. Now, name the first Dominar.”

“Can we take a break for a moment?” We were at Raolcan’s alcove and I couldn’t wait to give him his treat.

She sighed. “Fine. I’m going to check on my dragon, but find me as soon as you are done here. We have to cram years of study into your head in just a few short weeks.”

I nodded and tried a timid smile but Lenora was already gone.

She’s an interesting one. I’d like to know her better.

She was going to drive me crazy. Not that it was my biggest worry. No, my biggest worry was that no one seemed to be taking Savette’s disappearance as seriously as I was.

The dragon rider guard here continues to search. I hear the thoughts of their dragons.

Well, that was something but Grandis Elfar wouldn’t listen to my questions and Leng had disappeared.

He left that same night and has not been back. I think he also searches.

Could he do that? I thought Purples were dedicated to message-bearing. I took out a dish from the shelves and set it on the ground before him. I couldn’t wait for him to see his surprise. Raolcan shifted excitedly, his eyes bright as I tilted the kettle and poured the hot honey into the dish.

You remembered. 

His mental voice sounded so satisfied that I felt a genuine grin forming on my own face. He stuck his tongue out, licking the hot honey up slowly as if he were savoring it.

Oh. I am. 

Now that I’d kept my promise to him, I needed to work on a way to find Savette. No matter what the Grandis said, I didn’t trust the guards were doing enough to find her and I didn’t trust Starie not to make things worse for Savette - somehow.

Do you have any idea where she is? If you do, then it is easy. We fly out of here together and go after her. If you do not, well, that’s more tricky. We need somewhere to start beyond a hunch.

And that was the problem because I had no idea where to start.

Or do you? Is that girl Starie still here?

He knew she was. He must have an idea.

Perhaps she knows more than she is saying.

She definitely did but she wasn’t going to tell me about it.

Bring her here and let me try to see if I can figure it out. Until then, you need to start readying supplies and stashing them here so that when we get a chance to leave, you will have what you need for a journey.

How would we do that with him bound to the alcove?

We’d have to sneak out when you are about to launch for formation practice. Or you could find out how to free me from my bonds.

I hadn’t thought of that. My breath seemed to be coming quicker. This was real. We could really do it. Yes, it would mean risking everything. Maybe they wouldn’t let me back into Dragon School afterward, or maybe they would make me a servant, but Savette had said she trusted me. She said I was her only ally. I couldn’t abandon her when she needed help the most.

I promised you we wouldn’t and we won’t. Just get that Starie girl up here and let me fish the answers out of her mind.

It seemed that I was going to have to swallow something a lot more deadly than boiling honey. I’d have to swallow my hatred of Starie Atrelan and invite her up here. I chewed my lip as I gave Raolcan a good-bye hug and went to find Lenora. What would tempt Starie into doing anything with me?
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“Don’t forget what we call the consort of the Dominar,” Lenora whispered. 

“The High Consort.” We filed into the large room in a single file line. There were only a dozen of us, but the room had been cleared of the many clerks that usually worked here and several of their writing tables were placed in a long row with crisp papers and quills laid out. It was five days since the Grandis had told us to prepare for this. Five days since I determined to get Starie up to the dragon cotes and I hadn’t seen a glimpse of her. Five days since Raolcan promised me we would find Savette and I had found nothing. Lenora, however, had made good on her own promise. She had never left my side, drilling me morning, noon, and night on everything she thought I might need to know for the examination. I was so tired of her voice that I’d come close to asking her to be quiet. Me! To a High Castelan! But it really was that annoying.

“Take your seats,” Grandis Elfar said from the front of the room. My knot was all there, but there were six more students I’d never met before. They’d arrived last night and were going to be examined alongside us. “In a moment Tamas will move the cloth and you will see the chalkboard with the questions of your examinations written on them.”

Tamas?! He was here? I snuck a look and saw him standing deferentially to the side, eyes on the floor before him. Someone must have brought him along as a servant. Perhaps even another Grandis.

Grandis Elfar was still speaking and I forced myself to concentrate on her words instead of speculating about Tamas. “Initiates will answer the questions listed on your side of the board. Sworn, those listed on your side – this is only the written portion of your examination. In the coming weeks, we will do the practical examinations one-by-one on dragon back, but this will serve as examinations before then. 

“Initiates, your answers are important. These are not simple yes or no questions. They require thought and the drawing of correct conclusions. Answer them carefully. Where and what you are assigned during your Sworn studies will be dependent on your ability to answer these questions. You Sworn already know this. You have seen who was given greater opportunity and better position in formations based on how they did on this test, but what you do not know is that your test now is even more important. Ranking within your Color is a careful thing. From here on in, you will be required to adhere to internal ranking strictly and where you place in that ranking will depend on numerous things ... including this test. Do your very best if you don’t want to be called on to do the irritating tasks every other member of your Color wants to avoid. Understood?”

We saluted, fist to heart.

“Take a seat,” she said and we sat at the tables. I leaned my crutch carefully against my seat and dipped my quill in ink. “Begin.”

Tamas reached across the large fabric that had been draped over a chalkboard in the front of the room and pulled a cord. The fabric dropped to the floor and as he began to gather it up, I read the first question.

“As a Red Dragon Rider, you are called up to assist a group of Black Dragon Riders at Leedris Castelan. The Dominar has declared the situation to be under the sign of the Raven and bandits roam throughout the area. The highest-ranking member of the Blacks has deemed the bandits of little importance and demands that you guard the walls without concerning yourself with them. However, Leedris Castelan is marrying into Haruk Castelan the next day. What is your role in this situation and what would you suggest to the High Castelan if called upon for advice?”

I was suddenly feeling grateful to Lenora for drilling these answers into me over the last few days. The Sign of the Raven meant that the Dominar was personally ensuring the safety of all people in this Castelan. As a Red, it was my job to wage war on the Dominar’s enemies, but Blacks had the right to make decisions for the defense of a Castel. But that marriage had something to do with it, didn’t it? Could I remember what? I focused hard, trying to recall what Lenora had said about when Castelans married into each other. Oh yes. There would be a procession from one Castel to the other. That procession would fall out of the jurisdiction of the Blacks because it went between Castels. If I was a Red Dragon Rider, that made the procession my responsibility – especially under the sign of the Raven. I glanced up at Lenora whose intense eyes were fixed on her own paper, her pen scratching across the paper wildly. Thank goodness, she took my education so seriously. I set my own pen to work.

The next questions were of a similar vein, requiring knowledge from multiple different areas and then expecting you to combine them into a judgment call. I forced Savette and Starie and Tamas from my mind so that I could tackle them one by one. This was one area where my disability didn’t affect what I could do and I was determined to shine here.

At the end of the hour, Grandis Elfar rang a small bell and we set our pens down. I’d just finished my last question but there hadn’t been enough time to reread what I wrote. I hoped it would be enough. 

“You are dismissed to dinner,” the Grandis said. “Tonight, we are all invited to a display at the docks. Wear your best and I will collect you at eighth bell.” We stood up at her nod, but she gestured to me. “I’ll have a word with you, Amel Leafbrought.”

Of course she would. Was there ever a time when I could just be like everyone else?
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Once everyone had left the Grandis sat down beside me.

“Grandis Dantriet arrives here within the next few days and I, for one, will be grateful for that. I don’t know how you get yourself and everyone around you into such trouble, Amel. I really don’t.”

What had I done now? The worst I’d done this week was sneak honey from the kitchens for Raolcan ... three times. He really enjoyed that treat.

She rubbed her forehead with her fingertips before putting a long-suffering expression on her face. “The Dark Prince has asked to speak to you, Amel. Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know.” I felt my face heating. He’d been very unflattering the last time I’d seen him. If he wanted to see me again, that couldn’t be a good thing. I could almost smell that island we’d been on and the white flowers we’d used to cure Leng. Perhaps he wanted to ensure my silence? It seemed to be the thing everyone wanted most from me.

“Foreign princes rarely ask to see Initiates by name. And by ‘rarely’ I mean ‘never.’”

I nodded. 

“And now he has asked to see two.” Two? “First Starie Atrelan, and now you.”

“I haven’t seen Starie since the ball,” I volunteered. Maybe she would be less frustrated with me if she knew I hadn’t contacted her. Not that I hadn’t been trying.

“I am aware of that. The High Castelan has instructed us to keep her from the other Dragon Riders at this time.” So, someone else knew about her treachery! “She will replace Savette Leedris as our offered bride to the Baojang if Savette is not recovered.” 

At least the Grandis had the good grace to look embarrassed at this admission. They’d lost one girl they’d offered to our enemy and now they couldn’t recover her and were going to offer another one. It was like the young Castelans were disposable to the Dominion.

“Another Dragon Rider?” Wasn’t it strange that all the girls being offered were also Dragon Riders?

Her expression became stony. Ah. I had hit on something significant. There was a reason that the girls being offered were Dragon Riders. Was it also significant that they were Initiates from my own wave, or was that coincidental? Maybe it was because I had just finished the exam, but my mind insisted that this was a puzzle to solve. Perhaps, if I solved this, I would be a step closer to finding Savette.

“I will take you to the Dark Prince for an interview. I promised you would be sent to his quarters at sixth bell. We have just enough time to get there, but before we leave I have something to say to you.” Her expression hardened and I felt a stirring of fear in my belly. I’d always thought of Grandis Elfar as a friend. It worried me that she would look at me like that. “I take the guardianship of my Initiates seriously. I do not want to see you fall to harm. Do not encourage this prince. Do not draw his notice further. Keep silent about all you know – you know far too much for an Initiate. You will be punished if it seems you have divulged our knowledge to him. Understood?”

“How will you know it was me and not Starie?” I asked. After all, knowing her, she’d be doing whatever it took to ingratiate herself to him and she knew more about these things than I did.

“Starie Atrelan is a High Castelan, loyal to the Dominion and of a family sworn to our nation. I wish you had not pushed me to this, Amel Leafbrought, but to be honest, we trust her much more than we trust a girl born of common blood with no ties to us or to our nation beyond the coincidence of birth. It is not good for you to continue to try to slander her or to improve your own situation by doing so. If I hear you say another word against her, you will be removed from Dragon School and your dragon will be taken from you. This time, do you understand?”

Cold washed over me, followed by a wave of heat. She would really do that. She trusted Starie’s lies over what I had told her. And now, she had made it impossible for me to find allies anywhere else.

“Yes, Grandis Elfar,” I whispered.

“I can’t hear you, child.”

“Yes, Grandis Elfar.” 

“Follow me.” She bit the words off at the end like she was trying to control her temper and I clenched my jaw as I stood. 

I felt like I was in a bucket being lowered by rope into a well. The walls were getting closer and closer, higher and higher, and any friends I might have had were further from me than ever. How was I going to get out of this mess? 

You could do what they say.

Had Raolcan been listening the whole time?

I was just listening to your conversation with the Grandis. I think, more than ever, that you need to find that girl and bring her to me.

And then what?

And then I will show you a trick that dragons have.

I tiny flicker of hope sprang to life in my heart.

Oh, it should be more than a flicker. Haven’t you heard? We dragons can light anything ablaze.
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I liked the architecture of the Ruby Isles. It made me think of the little pastures spread out from hill to hill where I grew up. There would be a set of terraces and then a bridge over to another set, both bedecked with enough Ashavan poles that they looked forested. Some terraces overlooked the water with narrow rails surrounding them, while others were concentric circles rising higher and higher until at the very peak a small pagoda was built. 

We were headed to a set of garden terraces within the Castel, Grandis Elfar leading the way. She seemed frustrated and didn’t have her usual tolerance for my slower pace. I was losing friends too quickly, whether by having them stolen or by having them give up on me. It was a terrible feeling. 

Most of the people we passed in the Castel were servants or guards, hard at work dusting or polishing or standing guard at entrances. I caught sight of one or two nobles at the far end of a path, but the Grandis would quickly steer me down a different route so that we wouldn’t trouble them. 

We saw only one other Dragon Rider, his hair in the braids-mixed-with-loose look of the Dragon Riders and the black leather suit tightened frequently with leather belts that proclaimed him a full dragon rider. The red scarves hanging around his neck and tied around one wrist declared him to be Red – the same color Savette would be one day if she survived that long.

Now that we had arrived in the gardens, the Grandis was a little less circumspect, marching us straight through the middle of them to the terrace at the center of the gardens. Waterfalls poured from tier to tier on this terrace and dragons - sculpted in black mica and gold - guarded every path to the top. A pair of Castel guards stood on either side of the path, alert and focused. We weren’t dealing with the bottom drawer here. 

At the summit, the Dark Prince sat on a wide bench under two wide weeping willows, playing an instrument I’d never seen before. It looked a little like a lute. Only his own men were with him and I swallowed when I realized it was the two I’d seen on the island the day I’d met them. They must be bodyguards and their casual attitude must be for show.

The deadliest of creatures always seem the least likely to be deadly.

Raolcan always saw what others didn’t see. I watched the nearest one with care as Grandis Elfar led me past him. He appeared to be studying a feather that he turned back and forth in his hands, but his gaze was sharp as a dagger when it scanned us both as we passed.

When we reached Prince Rakturan, the Grandis surprised me by falling on her knees. Should I be bowing? To him? I didn’t really think he deserved that much respect, but it didn’t seem right that the Grandis would bow and not me, so I lowered myself carefully with my crutch, attempting as much of a bow as I could. My eyes caught on Leng’s initials carved into the crutch but I didn’t want to think about why he may have made it for me or why he’d carved them into his gift.

Rakturan’s sharp gaze took in everything and I saw a flicker of curiosity in his eye at my late bow. He still wore his strange, upside-down crown and stiff, segmented clothing like those I’d seen him in the night Savette was stolen away.

“Thank you for bringing your charge to me, Grandis,” he said, his voice charming and deep like he was used to honoring others with nothing more than a word. “I have questions to ask her.”

“Whatever you ask is yours, Prince,” the Grandis said, her gaze still at the ground. Why would she act so meek? We were dragon riders! We rode the wind. We didn’t bow and scrape to arrogant princes ... did we?

I think that your Grandis will do whatever is necessary to prevent a war.

That must be it. Even so, I chewed on my lip. There was something nerve-wracking about Rakturan.

“Now that you have fulfilled your mission, please leave. I have things to discuss with your trainee.”

Grandis Elfar looked like she might swallow her own tongue, but after a moment she exhaled and said, “I’m afraid that won’t be appropriate. I will stay to oversee her and ensure that she answers you truthfully and favorably.”

“What did you say a moment ago? That anything I asked for was mine?”

Her jaw shut with a click. Ah. So now she would have to do as she had promised. And what would that mean for me? An Initiate was hardly on even ground with a prince. I was far below a Grandis.

“Of course, your gracious majesty,” she said, rising and pulling me to her feet beside her. She whispered in my ear before she left. “Ruin this and the deaths of thousands are on your head. Answer his questions if you must but without mentioning those things you have been warned not to say. Be respectful and humble and then meet me below.”

She was gone so quickly that I wondered for a moment if she had fled or if I had been too stunned to notice the passing of time. Diplomacy rested with me now? That couldn’t be right.

“Is she worried you will cause a war?” Prince Rakturan asked. I nearly jumped out of my skin.
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Rakturan grinned slowly but the sound of metal on metal drew my attention as each of his guards pulled swords from scabbards. I leaned into my crutch, raising my free hand in a defensive posture.

“You have nothing to fear from me,” I said hurriedly. My mouth felt suddenly dry.

Rakturan laughed. “None of us thought we did, Blighted. The men are just well-trained. It is time for drills and they can easily practice while we speak.”

What game were they playing at? The bald guard squatted low, sword out and low, and a fierce expression on his face while the other stood with arms flung outwards, his own blade stretched out stylishly, its tip an inch from touching the flagstones. 

“Ha!” The bald man shouted before leaping from his crouch, spinning through the air like a top and stopping only inches from the other man, his blade slashing a neck height. The other man hadn’t seemed to move, but his own blade deflected the other almost indifferently.

“Have you seen the Dance of Blades before?” Rakturan had a glitter in his eye. Just a few weeks ago I would have been intimidated by that but I’d met High Castelans since then and I’d realized something important. They were the same as regular people. Some were kind. Some were cruel. Some intelligent and some foolish. This Prince and his Dance of Blades was no different. I gritted my teeth willing myself to be courageous and to remember that he was more than an intimidating prince – he was a man. And that meant that he shared the same fears and triumphs as anyone else.

“I’m afraid not, Prince Rakturan.”

“No bowing and scraping from you?” His eyes narrowed as he set his instrument aside and stood. Did he expect me to be different than the last time we had met? I only knew one way to be.

“Is there a question you want to ask me?”

His guards continued their leaps and spins, the occasional clash of steel reminding us that they used real blades for practice. Rakturan stood, walking between the whirling forms as easily as a Dragon flew through the air.

“I came here to wed a bride provided by the Dominion. I found their offered choice to my liking – a bit cold and distant perhaps, but noble and fair.” I shivered. That’s all he had to say about my friend? “And now they have a different choice in mind – a pretty enough girl, and intelligent – but the circumstances of the change bother me. The first was stolen away by Magikas and the second arrives at almost the same moment. What game do your people play at here, Dominion Sky Rider?”

I cleared my throat. “I’m only a Dragon Rider Initiate.”

“Who just so happened to be there that night, and to have seen me on that island. If I am not mistaken, you knew both my first and second intended bride.”

I stayed silent. Now we were getting close to the things I was told not to speak of. Rakturan circled me as he spoke, as though examining me from every side. He would be disappointed. There was nothing to see here that couldn’t be noticed in a single glance.

“The mighty conspire. One side to give me the silvery damsel, the other the red-headed minx. And which is better for Baojang? Which is better for me? Which will deliver my enemies into my hand and shore up my relationship with my allies?” He ended his sentence standing behind me so that he was practically whispering in my ear when he echoed his own words, “Which?”

I shivered. “How should I know, Prince Rakturan? I come from peasant stock. I’m hardly the one to tell you about politics in either of our lands.”

He laughed. “And yet, I suspect that you are at the heart of all of this. Like the axel on which the wheel turns. It seems plain and insignificant and yet...”

If only he knew how insignificant I really was, maybe he would stop pushing me for something I couldn’t give.

“Tomorrow,” he said, “they are throwing another party for me and my new betrothed – a Starie Atrelan. You know her, I think. Nod if you do.”

I nodded. The men with whirling blades were growing closer so that Prince Rakturan had to stand very close to me as their blades and flying forms whirled around us. They really were like dancers. I barely dared to breathe as a sword slashed inches from my nose. I clenched my jaw and stood frozen in place, trying not to show how terrified I was.

“And do you trust her?”

If I said anything and it got back to Grandis Elfar my time in Dragon School would be over. They would take Raolcan away and my future would be nothing. I didn’t dare speak.

“Do you trust her to help me rule an empire? To make decisions about what we will do about your Dominion and whether to pursue war or peace?”

I shivered. Of course I didn’t trust her! I wanted to scream it from the rooftops. I wanted everyone to know. But if I did... I bit my lip, tasting blood and refusing to speak.

“Do you think she may be responsible for the disappearance of my first would-be bride?”

Did he know? 

“I think that you know. Or if you don’t, then I think that you can find these answers for me.” 

The bodyguards swirling dance ended behind me and I breathed a sigh of relief. I heard them grow still a fraction of a second before I felt the pinpricks of each of their swords at the back of my neck. A wave of fear washed over me from head to foot, leaving my belly swirling and my legs weak and wobbly. I had relaxed too soon.

“You have three days to find them and return to me with an account of what happened to my first would-be bride and who I am to trust. Fail, and we will remove your head – and that of the purple beast you ride.” He circled to stand in front of me, his gaze boring into mine. “Tell anyone what I’ve told you and it will be the same fate. Do you understand?”

I nodded. The best thing for me right now would be to fall ill or be rendered mute. Everyone wanted my silence and all of them were happy to threaten me to get it.

“I understand,” I said, slowly. 

“Three days. Watch your step on your way out.”

The pressure eased from my neck and my hand sprang back to slide across the skin. It came away red with blood. The sharp blades must have punctured the skin.

It was all I could do to turn and leave at a steady pace without rushing out in a panic. I’d attracted the notice of too many important people and for a common girl that was a terrible thing to do. Was that a joke about watching my step? Or a threat?
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Rushing down the tiers was difficult with a crutch to manage. Stairs aren’t my friends at the best of times. They are worse when I’m feeling panicky and light-headed and my face is hot and my belly roiling and I can’t seem to catch a full breath. I almost ran into someone ascending while I was still descending.

“Watch yourself, Blighted.”

Starie Atrelan! Now was my chance, if I could just think of the right thing to say. I looked into her eyes but she was faster, ducking in close so that our noses almost touched.

“I hear you told Grandis Elfar things about me. Lies.”

What should I say? What would convince her to come with me?

“We need to talk,” I said. Would it be enough to tempt her?

“Blackmail?” Her head tilted to the side like she was considering if I would be bold enough to do that. Is that what she would do? It was so mean-spirited!

“Just come to my dragon’s alcove at tenth bell and I’ll tell you everything,” I breathed. 

She nodded, a hard look on her face. It felt unethical to even pretend that I was going to blackmail her, but here I was doing it anyway. I tried to suppress my sickened expression as she pushed past me and rushed up the steps to the next tier. 

She must be off to tryst with her new betrothed. It was strange to me that he didn’t think he could get the information he needed from her directly. Why use me? Or was I just a backup plan in case he didn’t get what he needed on his own. If I’d planned to lie to him – which I hadn’t – I knew now that he had more ways to get to the information he wanted than through me. It would be wise to remember that he was a prince, used to intricate court maneuvering, not a peasant like me.

Grandis Elfar was waiting at the garden entrance.

“You answered the prince’s questions?” she asked.

I nodded and she began to lead me back the way we came.

“And you said nothing to him about High Castelan Starie Atrelan?”

“No, Grandis.”

“Good. Her betrothal to him is important to our nation.”

“I thought Savette’s betrothal was important.”

She shot me a stern look. “You are a Dragon School Initiate of the lowest level come to us from a peasant family. Remember that. This is not your business and putting your nose where it doesn’t belong can get you killed.”

I followed her with a dry mouth. I knew her well enough to know she was usually fair and kind – but lately, she’d been very different – foolish and prejudiced - and there was something strange about her, as if she was being stretched with ropes between two trees and as the ropes pulled on her, she became more and more taut. One day, she would snap and I hoped I wasn’t nearby when she did. What could do that to a woman?
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I heard the tenth bell ring out as I entered Raolcan’s alcove. 

You should stay outside on the ledge. She won’t want to come into the stall of a strange dragon.

Someone would see us if we stood out there and tenth bell was curfew. If I went out there I could be dragged back to my dorm before I even saw Starie.

Perhaps, you should have chosen a better time for this meeting.

Our schedules were too packed for it to be earlier. Lenora had drilled us through the afternoon, and pleased with our progress, she’d increased the difficulty of the maneuvers.

I’m glad she did because I was getting bored. I could fly these silly shapes in my sleep. Give me something interesting to do – an underwater dive or hugging a weather formation to drive speed and then shooting an arc around a mountain. That would be fun!

The way things were going he’d have his chance. It seemed my life grew more dangerous by the moment. It had never been my intention to draw the attention of princes. 

At least he doesn’t want to marry you.

Thank the winds for small mercies. Where was Starie? Had she forgotten our meeting? I was already in a difficult enough spot without her making it worse.

Who will you try to please? The Grandis who can separate us forever or the Prince who would see us both violently murdered?

I shivered. It was growing cooler, but in Raolcan’s alcove it wasn’t cold. His body temperature warmed it too thoroughly. No, my shiver was for my options. Perhaps, I could avoid both by getting the answer I needed from Starie and flying away immediately to help Savette.

The bedroll and camping supplies you have stashed here are a good start, but before we can leave you will need food and water. A journey like that is one we will not return from. You need to be ready to live as a refugee for the rest of your life. Are you truly certain you wish to do that?

What were the alternatives? Leave a friend to die? Die myself with Raolcan? Become a servant and watch him die because of my failure? None of those things were acceptable. I’d felt bad when I’d seen my knot, though. They would be held responsible when I left. Artis and Lenora especially. That didn’t seem fair. I was going to miss them and miss being an Initate. I wasn’t really ready for a life as a nomad.

It’s not too late to change your mind.

But I would have Raolcan and that would be enough for me. I felt a warmth in his thoughts, but they turned to alertness a moment later.

She’s outside.

“Starie?” I whispered. “Come inside.”

“Inside your dragon’s alcove? You’re crazy!” She whispered, cursing as she snuck within the shadow of the alcove. “I hope you’re ready to tell me everything.”

“It’s not money that I want.” And it wasn’t. I needed information about Savette, but I doubted she would give it if I just asked.

Remember the plan.

We’d come up with it only a few hours ago when I knew we’d finally have our chance.

Just talk about her and the Magikas. Ask the right questions and she’ll think of the answer herself and then I can pull it from her mind.

Ask the right questions. Stick to the plan. I could do it.

“You’d better not have called me here for nothing. I want to know what you know.”

“And I’ll tell you everything. Just like I told Savette everything a few hours before she was stolen. Do you remember how they swooped down to get her?”

She remembers. She’s thinking about them...

“Forget Savette. She means nothing now. Tell me what the Prince said to you.”

So close. I can see the plan but not where they are. Try harder.

“I told Grandis Elfar everything that happened, but she doesn’t believe me. She is siding with you and backing you as the new tribute bride for the Prince.”

“Forget Elfar, too. I already know what she is thinking. Trust me, I know a lot more than you about her.”

Even in the darkness, I thought I could see her smirk. Perhaps, she was one of the ones who was making Grandis Elfar look so tight and drawn. How could I make her think of where Savette was? Maybe I should just ask.

“Where is Savette?”

“Is that what you want? Tell me what the prince said to you and I’ll tell you where she is.”

I don’t have it yet. She needs to think very clearly.

A light breeze gusted into the alcove, cooling the sweat beading on my forehead. Don’t ruin this, Amel! This is your only chance!

“He wanted to know if you are trustworthy.”

“And you said?” Her voice was breathy, like this meant a lot to her.

“Nothing.”

“Next time you will say ‘yes.’ What else did he ask?”

“He wanted to know if you were part of Savette’s disappearance. And you were, weren’t you, Starie? I know because I saw you arrive that night with Corrigan. I saw you sneak into the ball. I know that you know where the Magikas took her. You know them each by name and why they are plotting against Savette. You know exactly where they brought her, right down to the building and the very room she is hidden in. You probably even know the color of the sheets on her bed. Don’t you?”

Got it!

“I don’t know any of that. What did you say to the prince.”

“Nothing.”

“Good. Because now you never will.”

She lunged at me, something in her hand flashing in the moonlight. I stumbled backward, tripping and falling to the ground, but not before a massive paw raised up and pinned Starie against the wall, claws on either side of her body.

Flame her?

We couldn’t. They would know it was Raolcan and punish him – maybe even kill him. Besides, Starie had done nothing to deserve death – not yet – and I was no murderer.

I don’t share your confidence on that score.

“Tell your dragon to let me go.” Her voice sounded strangled.

“How do I know you won’t be waiting in the shadows to kill me again?”

“I won’t be.”

I pulled myself up, recovered my crutch and hobbled to her side. Taking the knife from her hand.

“I left a message in a spot it will be found, but only if I am dead. Did you really think I would meet you here without something to guard me if you turned on me?” But I had been that foolish, hadn’t I? I had left no message.

“You’ve made your point.”

Raolcan released her and she slumped against the wall.

“It will remain where I left it,” I said. “If you try to kill me again it will be much worse for you. The prince is counting on my report and he will know everything about you if I don’t make it to my next meeting.”

“And if you do make your report?”

“Just leave, Starie.”

“You want to know where Savette is. If you give the prince a favorable report, I will tell you where she is. I’ll even draw you a map. Deal?”

“Yes,” I said. I wouldn’t have to fulfill the deal, but it made me feel dirty anyway. I’d just blackmailed someone. That wasn’t something I’d ever intended to do.

Starie slipped away into the night and I leaned tiredly against Raolcan. This had all become so much more complicated than I’d ever wanted it to be.

Next step – figure out how to loose my bonds and then we will go find your friend. Don’t despair. We’ve accomplished much tonight.
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Loose a dragon’s bonds, loose a dragon’s bonds. How would I find that out? Half my mind was focused on the problem, while the other half focused on sneaking through the streets and alleys to my quarters. At least it was dark, but curfew was at tenth bell and they’d rung that so long ago that everyone should be in bed by now. It was harder to sneak with a crutch than anyone might think and my speed was limited. Still, that was the least of my problems right now. If it was easy to figure out how to loose the bonds on a dragon in training, everyone would be doing it.

And everyone would be getting their arms bitten off and their skeleton warmed by a hearty gust of flame. Or have you forgotten that most dragons aren’t as civil as I am?

Oh. Right. It was easy to forget. After all, Raolcan was nothing but kindness to me. Okay, so maybe no one would want to do it even if they could – except for students who might want to sneak off on their own dragons. But, if it were difficult and took time to master, they’d have to teach them before they were full Dragon Riders. Maybe they taught the Sworn or the Colors.

I hobbled up the stairs toward my knot’s room. I was ready for bed. My head was pounding from all the adrenaline today. I eased the door open and crept through. It slammed behind me and a match flickered to life, lighting a lantern. Artis raised it from where she stood a single pace in front of me.

“Where were you, Initiate?” she asked.

“And don’t bother lying to us. We’ll all catch grief if you get in trouble for this. You owe it to us to admit what you were up to.” It must have been Lenora who had slammed the door. Her voice was right behind me.

“I was at the dragon cotes,” I said.

“We didn’t tire you out enough during practice?” Artis asked, her free hand resting on her hip, accusatorily.

“What holds them there? What keeps them from flying off?”

“You mean other than the binding?” Lenora walked past me and sat on the edge of her bed, her expression incredulous, like I was a fool.

“That’s the part I’m curious about - the binding.” I wouldn’t lie to them. I just couldn’t. But was it lying if I just didn’t answer them straight?

“So you snuck up there to try to watch them do it? For winds and skies, girl. You’ve risked all of us getting a punishment for something I could have easily told you,” Artis said, stalking back to her bed. “Get changed quickly, because I’m blowing out this lantern in ten minutes and if you aren’t in your bedclothes you’ll have to dress in the dark.”

I hurried to obey. “I couldn’t figure it out. Is it magic?”

There was a long pause broken only by a snicker from one of the twins. I couldn’t see which one as I dressed behind the screen.

“It’s not Magika magic, if that’s what you mean.” Lenora surprised me by answering when Artis wouldn’t. “Oh, give it a rest, Artis. She’ll be Sworn in just a few days. You saw the lists. We all passed exams.”

“We did?” I gasped.

“And you’d know that too, clouds-for-brains, if you were here and not sneaking off in the dark. Yes, you’ll be Sworn as soon as you have a chance to swear. The practical exam will be easy compared to the formations you’ve been flying. So, you might as well know what they teach us. Especially if it keeps you where you should be after curfew.”

I tried to keep my expression smooth so that she wouldn’t realize how eager I was.

“It’s the magic of binding words. Magikas call on power sources – like wells throughout the world and tap that power. Don’t ask me how. They don’t tell anyone who isn’t in training with them. But Castelans and Dragon Riders and Dominar Elite know that magic of words. It’s the power of a vow, the power that binds you to the one you wed or to a contract.”

That didn’t seem right. Raolcan would have come to save me, vow or no vow if he could have when the Magikas attacked. He’d had to wait to be released by Leng. 

“People leave the ones they’ve wed,” I said, coming out from behind the screen in my nightclothes. “They break contracts.”

Lenora nodded her head with a look of exaggerated patience. “Those are normal vows. Our word magic amplifies them and makes them binding. Only the person who placed the vow on you can release you from word magic vows – or covenants, as we sometimes call them.”

“But one Dragon Rider will fix a dragon in place and another will set them free.”

“Exactly. That’s because trainee dragons are sworn to their rider and to Dragon School. The vow that holds them is the one for Dragon School. Anyone from Dragon School who knows the words of release can set them free.”

Good news! I could do it myself - if I had the right words.

“Don’t look so hopeful,” Lenora said with a smirk. “I’m not going to tell you what the words are. You have to wait to be actually Sworn to do that. It will be soon enough, so don’t get your scarf in a bunch. Come on, let’s go to bed.”

I looked hopefully at Artis.

“Don’t look at me,” she said. “I think Lenora has told you more than you should know. Go to bed.”

I slipped into my bed as the others settled in and a moment later Artis blew out the light. Sleep was hard to find. There had to be some way to find those words. Perhaps there was someone else I could ask?

If Leng was here, I would ask him, although since he was so obsessed with keeping me out of trouble he probably wouldn’t give them to me. Besides, I was still confused by those kisses. Did he have true affection for me, or had he simply been contrite for treating me like a cripple instead of a Dragon Rider? Why did he blow so hot and cold? Sometimes he seemed like a good friend, other times he seemed like he could hardly look at me. And he’d left his initials on my crutch. Did that mean something?

With no clear answers and nothing more than added worries, I slipped into a fitful sleep. 

I woke with a start. The sky was black and around me, I heard the sounds of sleeping girls breathing. A hand covered my mouth. Lenora’s whisper startled me despite the hand.

“Amel? Are you awake?”

I nodded and the hand left my mouth.

“I don’t know what you’re up to, but here’s the thing. I think freedom is important. I think you should make your own choices – whatever they are. I wrote the words you need on a slip of paper and put them in your boot. Just don’t get the rest of us in trouble. Promise?”

“I promise,” I whispered.

“And don’t sneak out tonight, or Artis will know it was me.”

“I won’t.”

“Go back to sleep.”

Her feet padded across the dark room and then silence descended. Again, I fought to sleep, this time because I was too excited to lie so still.
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Chapter Ten
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My eyes snapped open and I scrambled up in bed. The note in my boot! I needed to find it and make sure it was secure. Who would have thought that Lenora - of all people! - would help me? She was so arrogant and obnoxious but she’d been the one who’d told me the truth last night and then given me this note. Was there more to her than there appeared, or did she truly think freedom was important enough that she was willing to help me even though she didn’t really seem to like me?

I grabbed my boots, feeling in the toe. There was definitely a note in there.

“You put your clothes on first, then the boots,” Lenora said dryly from the other side of the room.

Olla laughed. “And you’d better be quick, Amel. We heard last night that we’ll be spending all day preparing for the Havenalla.”

“What’s a Havenalla?” I asked.

“The official betrothal of Starie and the Baojang Prince. I guess they’re rushing this time so that the bride doesn’t disappear before she’s even pledged to him.”

“What do we have to do?” I asked as I finished dressing and slipped my boots on, carefully tucking the note into my waistband. I didn’t like the idea of seeing Starie dressed in those magnificent clothes that would make her look like some sort of goddess and then standing where Savette should have been. Although, to be fair, Savette hadn’t seemed excited to be marrying the prince.

“We’re tasked to provide support to the kitchens,” Artis said. “Bringing food to the courtyard feast. It’s traditional for the Castel to provide a feast to the common people the morning before a noble engagement is announced.”

“Really?” That sounded like a nice tradition. I could just imagine how much my family would look forward to it if we lived near a Castel. It also provided an opportunity. If I was near the kitchen, I could get some food and water, couldn’t I? Maybe enough for a journey? Was it stealing if they were going to be feeding me anyway if I stayed?

“Yes, really.” Something soft smacked me in the face and I shoved away a pillow. Had Olla just hit me with a pillow? Really? No one had ever done that before! “Don’t be so serious, Amel!”

“Enough, you two! Come on!” Artis said from the door. I stood and hobbled towards her. 

Olla slipped her arm around me, walking beside me. “You’re a good sport, Amel. It’s nice to have you in our knot.”

I smiled tentatively. I’d never had a real girl friend except for Savette, and Savette wasn’t the affectionate kind. What did you say to tell someone that you were grateful for their friendship without sounding too desperate?

“Thanks for being so kind, Olla.” I felt my face heating up. Oh! Was I messing it up? Would she think I was too strange?

“I have an idea for a new trick, Amel, let me tell you about it.”

Olla kept talking flying maneuvers the whole way to the kitchen. I liked her chatter. It was nice and focused on this specific moment in time – a welcome refresher from the things on my mind. She smiled when we got there and then whirled off to take the first tray offered by the under-cook.

“You girls handle this food with care! We have lots, but I still don’t want it wasted,” the under-cook said, patting her neat bun and smoothing her apron over her hips. “You girls with both hands should take the trays, and the one with only one free can take the extra canteens of water and the sacks of dried foods. We can sling them over your shoulder and if it takes you longer it doesn’t matter since it’s all backup food.”

My mouth dropped open. Could my luck be this good? 

Don’t look a gift dragon in the mouth.

He could hear me from here? Our range was getting wider and farther! Every time I thought we’d reached its limits, it expanded a little more.

“Oh, don’t fret, girl,” the undercook said. “All work is important work.”

She loaded me with canteens and jute sacks filled with dried meats, bread, and dried fruits. The other girls were given wide trays piled with similar foods, as well as delicacies of all types, strawberry tarts, candied oranges, fried meats and sweet buns. The smells alone were breathtaking. 

“Take care not to spill! A poor showing at the feast before the Havenalla is bad luck! Follow Fitazt and watch your step!” 

A spindly man in livery burst out of a doorway, leading the way through the kitchens where cooks ordered under-cooks and under-cooks waved ladles or large spoons at scullery maids as food was chopped, prepared, simmered, sauced and plated. It was like a cacophonic magic all its own. I was distracted by the bustle. If I failed in Dragon School, I’d be a servant just like this. It didn’t look so bad – except that I wouldn’t be with Raolcan and that would be terrible. I turned the last corner and Tamas stepped up behind me. 

“Tamas!”

“I’m supposed to follow you and make sure everyone gets to the feast.” He stared at his feet as I slowly hobbled forward. His own arms were full of serving implements, and baskets.

“I’m happy to see you, Tamas. Do you like the kitchens here?”

“Just keep moving, Amel. We have a schedule to keep.”

I hobbled along at the end of the line, following up the stairs – a challenge for me. By the time I’d crested them, the others were so far ahead that I could barely see them as they moved toward the first courtyard. No one was watching me but Tamas. If it wasn’t for him, I could leave out that other door with the supplies I needed. I bit my lip, looking at the gate on the far side and then back at Tamas.

“I need to go, Tamas,” I said.

“Yes, please hurry.”

“No, I mean, I need to go out that gate ... with these supplies.”

He stopped, his eyes finding mine, finally. “Like, you’re going to take that food?”

My face grew hot. How could I take it? It would be wrong. But then again, how long would I survive away from civilization without food or water? I needed these things to survive. 

“Yes. I’m going to take it.”

“And you think I would allow that?” His face grew hard.

“I think I need to try to do it anyway.” I said the words slowly, horrified that I was saying them, but certain that by going I’d be preventing something much worse.

“Just because I chose to be a servant doesn’t mean I’m a pushover. It doesn’t mean you can walk all over me.” He looked furious.

“I’m not trying to walk all over you, Tamas. I’m trying to save a friend. And to do that I need these supplies.”

He bit his lip and looked away. “All my friends and family are servants. If I chose to be a Dragon Rider, I would have had to leave them forever. It wasn’t because I was afraid – not completely. You shouldn’t have tried to stop me.”

His change of subject seemed so abrupt, but we were talking about loyalties, weren’t we? And he was thinking about his while he judged whether mine were valid. I’d misjudged him before. The least I could give him now was an apology.

“I’m sorry.” 

“Who are you trying to save?” His expression hadn’t melted. He was just gathering more information, but the others were out of sight now and no one else was watching. Was it possible to persuade him?

“Savette Leedris.”

“Her? Why, Amel?”

I sought his gaze with mine. I wouldn’t have understood either a few weeks ago. “Savette trusted me. I can’t betray that. Please, will you walk away and leave me here? Let me take these supplies and go save her.”

I swallowed, my eyes pricked with tears. What would I do if he said no?

He looked down and then looked back at me, his expression torn. It was a long time before he nodded. 

“I hope I’ll see you again, Amel.”

“I hope so, too.” I watched him go with a smile. I had more allies than I thought – and more friends.

I always knew you would, but if you still want to leave, you need to hurry.
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Chapter Eleven
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Is it going to be enough?

I dropped the jute sacks and canteens beside Raolcan and dropped to the floor beside them gasping for breath. The climb up to his alcove with the added burden of supplies had been almost too much for me. My head was spinning and little flecks of light danced across my vision. I needed to rest for just one moment. I closed my eyes.

No! There’s no time to recover. If you have decided to leave we need to go right away. Someone will notice you are gone and come to look for you.

I couldn’t get up yet. I was too tired.

Come on! Dig deep. Stand up and start saddling me! 

I groaned but I pulled myself back to my feet, wobbling as I limped to the pack and carefully took down his tack, inspecting each piece. They were all well-oiled and in good repair, just like when I left them. I saddled Raolcan, loaded up the gear I’d stashed and the food and water I’d pilfered from the kitchens. When I was done, I leaned against his hot side, catching my breath. Just one more minute.

Come on, spider. Dig deep.

I wobbled backwards and pulled the scrap of paper from my waistband, maneuvering to stand in front of him. This had better work! Lenora had better not have been lying to me. 

Did you discover how to release me?

I read the words on the paper aloud. “Raolcan of the Purple, by the authority over you granted to us by Ha’drazen, Queen and Sovereign of Dragons, we release you from the bond of your word and blood to remain in this place. Your other bonds to rider and school remain. Protect your rider and remain faithful to your true word.” I paused over the last sentence, but when I said, “Be released,” a cracking sound echoed in the words, and for a half a second I saw both Raolcan and a second Raolcan – this one white and ghostly – before the second one disappeared. My head flared with pain like I really had done some sort of magical thing.

What had just happened?

Raolcan shook, starting with his head and then right down through his spine to the very tip of his tail, like a dog flinging water from his coat. 

No time to lose! Let’s ride!

From outside the alcove, I heard the sound of raised voices. Did someone know what we were doing? I mounted Raolcan hurriedly, tucking my crutch into the strap at his side. He shuffled forward as easily as if we were just flying out for daily maneuvers. 

Hold on.

As we stepped into the morning light, my gaze found a knot of people hurrying toward us, led by Tamas. He must have had second thoughts! 

He pointed at me as Raolcan’s feet found the edge of the ledge. Behind Tamas, the under-cook shouted something and then we were dropping like a stone, spinning into a somersault and kicking off to burst forward through the rushing air.

I didn’t scream, but something let loose in my chest like a dragon breathing fire. We were off! The city streets raced beneath us, a busy hive of workers decorating and preparing, decking every hall, every doorway, every bridge with garland, lights and flowers. Tonight, would be the party of a lifetime and I wasn’t at all sorry to be missing it. Starie’s moment of triumph meant only one thing for me – that Savette was still missing, kidnapped by enemies, and depending on me for her rescue.

Don’t fear. We will find her. Now, hold on tight. I need to fly low. The guards are defending against attack from the outside. We don’t want them to notice that we are breaking out of this island until we’re well away

I couldn’t believe those simple words had set him free.

They were more than just words or it wouldn’t have worked. I couldn’t have told them to you. Someone with authority must have. Word magic comes from truth and authority.

Truth and authority. What an interesting idea. I’d need to think on that and what it meant for Dragon Riders and for me. I gripped the saddle tightly, leaning down to lie across Raolcan’s back, my cheek pressed to his neck. He didn’t need my help to fly and I was still catching my breath from the hard work of getting us to this point.

That’s right, spider. You can trust me. I’ll take over from here.

Moments later, we were over the ocean, the land far behind us. The guard dragons – not knowing that our flight was unauthorized - gave us the sign of goodbye as we flew past and I returned it, glad to finally know Dragon Rider hand signals. Even so, I didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until we were so far out over the water that the Ruby Isles were nothing but a speck in the distance.
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Chapter Twelve
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Where were we headed, exactly? It seemed to be to the West.

Daedru Castel and the sprawling sky-city of Vanika. 

I’d seen it on a map before, but never in person. I focused my mind, thinking back on my lessons. It should be about three days flight by dragon – not very far at all, but I’d never been in such a large city before. 

I’ve never been within one, either, though I’ve passed by Vanika many times. Cities – even sky cities - are not home for dragons. We like the outdoors.

Would there be other dragons there?

Many. There will be the Blacks who build and maintain the sky cities and guard them, Reds moving through on their endless campaigns, Green to push the bounds around her and White promoting the healing arts. If you wanted an adventure, this is going to be one. Forget backwater places like the Ruby Isles or Dragon School out on the edge of nowhere. Daedru Castel is an important place and Vanika is the fifth largest sky-city of the Dominion.

My mind filled with images of a sky city – I’d never seen one, and yet I knew they existed. Held by arcane magic and the strength of dragonsteel, they rose up from the ground on a single pillar and then spread out like a sunflower from the stalk, reaching for the sun above. I’d seen drawings in my textbooks, but I wondered how accurate they could be. Could a whole city be formed from a lace of steel and magic? Could it sprawl out across the sky, filled with inns and taverns, homes and apothecaries, barracks and dragon cotes but no farms or wells or cellars? It was a strange idea, but one that excited me. 

You will have all the excitement you could want, but we will have to be clever. You won’t be able to admit you are a student or they will send you back to Dragon School. You’ll need different clothing and a story to tell anyone who asks.

I didn’t have the money for that, or the ability to lie like others seemed to do so easily.

We’ll figure something out. We’ve come this far.

Of course we would. With Raolcan, I could do whatever I set my mind to. Savette was out there and I was going to find her and free her.

There will possibly be a chance to flame people. I’d like that.

Then we’d bring her back – victorious - and of course Dragon School would forgive us for going when they realized what a big mistake it was not to take her kidnapping seriously.

That might be more of a daydream than a possibility. They tend to take things like betrayal and rebellion seriously.

And if they were reluctant, then Savette’s father would arrive in a blaze of Castelan glory, setting everything right and just being so grateful that she was saved.

You bring up a good point. Where is the mighty Castelan in all this, with his daughter kidnapped and before that being sold off to a foreign prince as a bribe to prevent a war? You know that dragons don’t do that, right? Marry for power.

And somehow we’d expose what the Prince of Baojang was hiding.

Now you’re on to something. That man has secrets.

And I would swear before the Dominar and continue on as a student of Dragon School.

The Dominar is interesting. I know he is the supreme ruler of this land and I know he rules through his Castelans, but why this song and dance with Baojang? Do you think he has a hidden motive, too?

And we’d all live happily ever after...

Okay, that was a nice daydream, but maybe it’s time to come back to reality.

It was easy enough to do that when we landed in a clearing six hours later: tired, sore, and under a light drizzle. It was hard to light a fire, harder to find any place dry to sleep. In the end, I ate cold food from the jute bags, kept all the gear wrapped in the tent to keep it dry, and curled up against Raolcan in a damp blanket to sleep.

I felt a lot less optimistic in the cold and dark with a smoky, guttering fire and no stars. Maybe this was a terrible idea. Instead of being grateful, I’d probably be kicked out of Dragon School, or made a servant, and I might not find Savette at all. The sky city was probably a big place and not forgiving to a girl with a crutch – nowhere ever was. I bit my lip and squirmed. My belly was so tied in knots that it hurt.

Dark of velvet, deep embrace, 

Silver, bright, smiling face,

Moon and stars reign above

Nature’s intertangled love.

I’d never heard a dragon song before. It was like the roar at the heart of a fire. It warmed me to the core of my heart. I fell into a deep sleep, reaching with my heart towards the tantalizing song.
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Chapter Thirteen
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The next day, cold descended. The wind was boisterous and so rough that it seemed to swirl from all directions at once. It sparkled with tiny particles of ice, giving the forest an other-worldly air and turning my damp hair and clothing stiff with frost. I shivered constantly, and my hip was so stiff and painful that the throbbing didn’t let up from when I woke to it in the dark hours of predawn. I struggled to keep from angry, jagged thoughts while I managed my pain. 

We were taking a direct route to Vanika. Ahead, jagged mountains loomed, purple and shrouded in gusting snow.

“Do we fly over those mountains?” I asked, the wind ripping my words away so that anyone but a dragon who could read minds would never have heard them.

No. We need to fly through a pass. The air above the mountain is too thin. I could fly there, but I don’t think you could breathe. 

Did he know a way through?

I can find one. It just might take a while. I need to look.

We spent the morning trying one way and then backtracking to the next. The wind buffeted me and chilled me to the core until, by noon, it was all I could do to just hold on. I shut down curiosity and eventually even hope in an attempt simply to endure against the constant, bone-chilling cold, the loud intensity of the wind and the jarring pain that spread from my hip into my lower back and dead leg. Snow descended, filling the wind with ice and stinging my cheeks and hands as I clung to the saddle. It obscured my vision so much that I could hardly tell anymore where we were going or if we’d been there before. I would have cried, except that I was too cold and too despairing even for that.

Eventually, Raolcan landed, creeping into a rocky crevice that partly hid us from the wind.

We’ll have to stay here until the wind calms. I don’t see what else we can do. It’s too stormy to find the path.

Was he even sure that there was one?

I’m sure. Don’t lose hope.

I shared my water with him and ate a little. There was too little wood for a fire. 

Just keep holding on. It will pass. 

How long could a person be so cold before they froze in place?

A lot longer than this.

I closed my eyes and leaned my forehead against his neck, grateful for the heat of it. I needed to persevere. Just keep putting one foot in front of the next, Amel. I let my mind drift, tired from the concentration of trying to see through the blowing snow. I must have drifted off, even though I was standing, since I was utterly startled when I heard a voice.

“Amel? Is that you? We’ve been looking everywhere!”

I spun around. Lenora’s hair swirled in the wind and the wool cloak she wore - fur lined, of course – flapped like a flag. She held Lypukrm’s reigns and his eyes burned with what I imagined to be angry resentment as he crept forward, lifting his feet high as if the snow stung them.

Oh, you aren’t imagining it. Snow is terrible when you’re hot-blooded.

Behind her, Artis landed in a puff of snow and Olla and Orra were right behind her, their dragons in line like they had been flying in formation.

“Lenora!” I gasped. “What are you doing? You aren’t supposed to be away from the Ruby Isles!”

“I could say the same to you.” Artis had to yell over the wind to be heard as she dismounted and stalked towards us. “Did you think no one would notice you were gone? What in the world do you think you’re doing?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. Would she tap her foot next? Behind her, Olla and Orra landed in the snow, their dragons protesting the cold with loud snorts.

“I can’t just leave Savette with her kidnappers. I have to find her and rescue her.”

“Savette Leedris? She was in your wave, right?”

“Yes.” Despite the cold, I felt my face growing hot. After all, I was the most inexperienced of all of them and a cripple as well. What did I think I could do to save my friend?

You can care. Right now, it looks like you are the only one who does.

“Are you friends?” Lenora asked.

“Yes ... I think.”

“You don’t even know where she is! No one does.” I’d never seen Artis so angry. “You know that we’ll be thrown out of Dragon School, too, if you don’t come back, don’t you? You need to give up this idea and come home with us. Well make up a story for why you left, okay? We’ll make sure that we don’t all have shattered dreams over one little mistake. It isn’t too late.”

“I know where she is.”

“How?”

I looked at Raolcan. He winked. I might as well tell the truth. What other option was there?

“Raolcan read Starie’s mind. She was part of the kidnapping, so she knows where they took Savette.”

Artis said, “Dragon’s don’t read minds.” At the same moment that Lenora said, “Where?”

“In Vanika.” I chose to answer Lenora’s question, but I was puzzled. Why was she so supportive when before she’d been openly hostile to me?

It was her turn to flush as Artis glared at her, too. Olla and Orra joined us, making hand signals to each other that I didn’t know – it wasn’t Dragon Rider sign. It must be their own hand signals.

“Castelan Deneris stands with Castelan Leedris,” Lenora said, twisting her flapping cloak in her hands.

“And that’s why you insisted that we follow her here,” Artis said, her expression turning sour. “It wasn’t just to save all our chances, was it? Maybe we would have been fine if we’d just confessed her disappearance wasn’t our fault, but you insisted we had to bring her back. Did you know what she was doing?”

“I suspected.”

So, she did have a greater reason to help me! Her family was loyal to Savette’s. I’d heard that there were alliances and honor ties between Castelan families, but this was the first time I’d seen one in action.

“And now what, Lenora? You don’t really think I’ll allow you to go with her to Vanika and Daedru Castel? We need to return to the Ruby Isles. Now.”

“We’re all in this together,” Lenora said, her hands twisting in her cloak so that it was one big knot around her. “Now that we’ve come this far, we need to finish what we started and only return with Savette Leedris. They’ll forgive us when they see why we left.”

“They won’t!” Artis looked desperate. “Maybe you think you’ll get off with a warning because you’re a Castelan, but the rest of us are commoners. There is no forgiveness for us. No connections. No pull. We have hard work and a strict adherence to the rules and that is it. You’ve ruined us.” She turned to me. “Both of you have.”

I swallowed, not sure what to say, but Lenora raised her chin and spoke with defiance. “I’m not going with you, Artis. I’m staying with Amel and we’ll rescue Savette together and if you don’t like it then you don’t need to come.”

Artis’s expression looked almost like a snarl, but she spun away from us, rounding on Olla and Orra. “Come on, you two. The adventure’s over.”

Olla shook her head as Orra spoke. “We’re staying with them. We didn’t know what was coming, but we won’t back down from a challenge and this seems like a real adventure, Artis. A damsel in distress? A group of brave friends? You can count us in.”

They shared a smile and Artis stormed away in the snow. She didn’t mount her dragon, though. She just stood there, her back to us, heaving like she was crying or cursing or something else that required every drip of emotion in her veins.

“Did you find the pass?” Lenora asked me.

“Not yet. And I ... I just want to say...” How did you say thank you for something this big?

“You’re thankful. We know. Now, let’s pitch a tent because the storm’s going to get worse before it gets better. We’ll station the dragons around it. Does yours need binding? The new ones usually do.” Lenora looked around her like she was trying to find a spot to tie Raolcan down physically.

“No! He’s fine.”

She nodded curtly and gestured to Olla and Orra. “Get the dragons circled up and we’ll bind yours. I’ll help Amel pitch a tent. It will be tight for five, but warmer that way.”

“Five?” I asked. 

“Artis will get over herself and join us when her rage calms down. She’s just mad that you’re risking her life and future. Did you bring food?”

“Yes.” I felt a little lightheaded at the thought. Were they all risking that just to help me?

“Don’t look like that. Anything worth doing is worth risking for. Now, let’s get to work.”

I hobbled over to Raolcan and unsaddled him. Was he okay with this turn of events?

I knew other people would learn to trust you. Enjoy it. It’s well deserved.

I smiled as I worked, not sure what to make of this sudden support, but delighted to have help and the warmth of friendship. The encouragement was even enough to take some of the bite out of my chronic pain. By the time we were done, Artis joined us. She wouldn’t speak or make eye contact with us, but her actions spoke loudly enough. She was on our side.
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Chapter Fourteen
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We stopped at the edge of the sky city at the command of the guard dragons circling the vast city. I’d barely been able to take a full breath since it came into view. Who could have imagined such a city? Below it, swirling snow covered the ground. Lakes, farmland, and a wide road ran right underneath the sprawling city. Who could walk or ride under there without the terrible dread that the city would come crashing down? And yet, there it sat like a massive mushroom. A single pillar as wide as Dragon School rose up into the air – woven from cords or swirling dragonsteel and glowing with what I was certain was magic. The wide top was broad at the bottom and rose to a peak, tier upon tier like the gardens back on the Ruby Isles.

“It seems impractical,” I’d breathed. “Why build a city in the air?”

It’s the perfect defense. The Dominion is the only nation with dragons. An army can’t touch a city in the air.

It truly did look impregnable. With black dragons circling it constantly in a steady, measured pattern, no one could get through without being stopped and questioned. Did all the people and supplies come by dragon?

Look more carefully. 

When I squinted I could see what he meant. Long cables extended to the ground, hauling up bundles of goods and even the occasional basket filled with passengers. My belly lurched at the thought of riding in one. Had Savette’s kidnappers arrived by dragon or had they hauled her up in a basket?

By dragon. They are in the merchant district not far from the dragon cotes. 

There were dragon cotes here?

Everything is here if you look hard enough.

My eyes were still wide when Lenora spoke to the guards. I felt tense as their eyes examined each of us and wrote our “names” in their book. What would they have done if I’d followed my original plan and flown here alone?

“They’d arrest you and take you into custody if you appeared in Dragon School grey and brown leathers with no Grandis or Dragon Rider,” Lenora had said just before we settled down by a village nearby. When she returned she had shoe black and silk scarves – enough to disguise ourselves as full Dragon Riders.

“This is worse!” Artis had moaned. “We’ll never get away with it.”

“I’m Castelan Lenora Deneris. If I say I’m a full Dragon Rider, then I am.” Lenora hadn’t paused for a moment as she blackened her brown leathers and tied her scarves on. “The rest of you will need to braid your hair and wear it loose in the traditional way. Don’t talk unless you have to. I’ll do all the negotiating.”

Her negotiation skills were turning out to be as important as the money she’d brought. After a few moments of conversing with a pair of guards mounted on fierce black dragons, she was signaling the rest of us forward. The guards gave us the Dragon Rider salute as we crossed their circle and into the sky city. I returned mine shakily. Both the lie and the excitement of my first sky city were making me feel as skittish as a songbird.

We flew in an arc around the perimeter of the city until we reached the south side where dragon cotes speckled the edge of the city and rose up in tiered heights. Lenora planned to rent spaces for all our dragons and then we would find an inn for the night. I swallowed hard. I wasn’t ready to be away from Raolcan – especially in such a strange place. 

We’ll both be fine. They might even have molten honey.

We followed Lenora in formation and waited as she spoke to an attendant on a round platform that extended on a long arm from the cotes. The attendant waved to the cotes and handed Lenora some sort of scrip and then she was signaling for us to follow and pointing to the correct cotes. Mine was right beside hers and Raolcan leapt into it as easily as if we were back on Dragon School. 

Steam filled his alcove – piped in from some heat source - and fresh water, hay bedding, and a dinner of raw meat greeted us.

Perfection. Let’s hope they treat you half as well.

He was in good spirits for a dragon on the run.

On the wing.

Ha. Ha. 

Remember – merchant district. Look for a blue sign with weigh-scales on it. You will find Savette within.

I dismounted, removed his saddle, rubbed him down with oil, retrieved my things, and bent to kiss his forehead. 

“Thank you, Raolcan,” I whispered. “This wouldn’t be happening without you.”

Happy flight, spider.

It was time to find my friend.
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Chapter Fifteen   
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We pushed through the busy streets, Lenora leading the way with a determined look on her face and an aggressive pair of elbows that granted her a passage through the press of bodies. We followed in her wake. I’d never expected to see a Castelan push through crowds like that, but Lenora surprised me in so many ways. I was beginning to realize that her dislike of me wasn’t personal. She didn’t have compassion for anyone. She barely noticed the beggars squatting just outside the busy dragon alcoves. Their ragged clothing and gaunt faces pierced my heart. How did they survive in this strange city? I wished I had coins, so I could give them away.

She might not have compassion, but she does have the intelligence and drive we need to help you find Savette. Stick close to her. Besides, I can tell she’s starting to like you.

He would know better than I would. Dragons were amazing at reading people.

Purple dragons are. Don’t give the rest so much credit.

Not for the first time, I wondered why he hadn’t been snatched up when we were picking dragons.

Lots of reasons. First, we do the choosing and I chose you. I didn’t want to have to live in any of those other minds. I warded them off. Second, not everyone finds us as charming as you do. We don’t listen, can’t be trained, and only fly where we want to fly. You’re just lucky that we always want to go to the same place. Third, there’s no glamour in being Purple. We are messengers, not battle leaders, or the kings of keeps. We don’t lead politics or run hospitals. We are concerned with truth and the declaration of that truth. No one likes that kind of thing.

I did. I needed to concentrate on walking, though, and not be distracted by the inner workings of dragon culture. The walkway was a lace of dragonsteel, which was probably convenient when it rained, since the water would wash right through, and the holes were too small to put a foot through, but you could easily lose a coin or a button through the gaps and I had to take care with my crutch that it didn’t get stuck in one of the holes. 

“Hurry,” Artis whispered from in front of me. She seemed nervous in the city and even more uncertain now that Lenora had taken her usual role of leader. I hurried as much as I could while watching every placement of my crutch.

Olla and Orra brought up the rear, their bright eyes everywhere but where they were walking, and who could blame them? The crowded streets were filled with people of every color and costume that I could imagine a human in. They juggled for coins, sold cloth from large stalls, hawked hot pastries or shoe cleaning, or little glass bottles of unknown potions. People talked and argued, pushed through crowds and leaned against buildings, entered taverns and were promptly thrown back out. Above us, sign after sign proclaimed an inn, a tavern or a shop of some kind. I peered into one that had open windows and billows of hot steam coming out. Within, blacksmiths worked. I wondered with horror what might drop through their floor and who in the world would work with hot metal in a city with a webbed-steel floor.

Stop worrying about the magic. It’s not our concern. Look for the sign!

Lenora had stopped up ahead at a stall, fingering fabric and arguing with the woman who sold it. Both of them wore grim expressions, as if they were out to skin the other one and sell her hide instead of the cloth in the stall. Were those cloth dresses? What was she buying dresses for?

I took the moment to catch my breath and take in more of the city. We stood in a square, six roads branching out from it and each of them just as packed and busy as ours. I could hardly make out the signs for all the people, even those that were almost as large as the building they swung from. Whoever made signs here must have a good business. There wasn’t a door in the whole place without a carved wooden sign suspended from chains on a pole above the door. People here took pride in who they were. 

Coins finally exchanged hands and Lenora shoved her way through the crowd with a large paper package under one arm. Combined with the bags we all carried from our dragons, it was a sizeable load and it was only her ever-jabbing elbows that carved a path to a door located right in the corner of a building between two of the roads that entered the square. Above the door, a large and slightly aged white sign swayed on its chains with the words, “Proud Rooster” and a picture of the same animal decorating it.

We followed Lenora into what appeared to be a prosperous inn. The common room was clean, large windows looked out over the square, and aside from a few patrons eating at the tables, it was mercifully quiet. An apple-cheeked woman wearing a large white apron bustled out from behind the counter. 

“Rooms?” she asked. “I can only spare two.”

“I’d like three, at the very least,” Lenora said with a frown.

“Well, you won’t be getting them. Not here and maybe not anywhere. There is a meeting of Castelans here this fortnight and with all their retainers, guards, and riders there isn’t a room to be spared. These last two are my smallest and poorest and they’ll be gone by seventh bell. But you must know that, being Dragon Riders.”

“How much?” Lenora asked as I looked out the window. I could see another group of Dragon Riders moving toward the inn. If we were taking these rooms, we needed to get upstairs before they arrived and questioned us. We might pass as Dragon Riders to the average person or a harried guard, but we wouldn’t stand up to much scrutiny.

“Two silver. Each.”

Lenora’s mouth opened, but I put a hand hurriedly on her arm. “I think it’s a lovely inn.”

She scowled at me but her scowl disappeared when she looked behind me. She could see the Dragon Riders, too. 

“Done.” Her words were almost too fast as she shoved the coins into the surprised innkeeper’s hand. “And we value your silence. We would prefer to keep a low profile while we are here.”

“Of course,” the innkeeper said, reaching for two keys from the hooks behind the counter and giving them to Lenora. “Stew’s included in the price.”

I felt my belly rumble at her words. The stew smelled amazing.

“Thank you, but we need to freshen up first,” Lenora said.

“Of course.”

The innkeeper led us up the stairs to a long narrow corridor and to the doors of a pair of cramped rooms and then bustled off.

“You could be more polite,” Artis said. “Why buy dresses and then hustle us up here?”

“Shhh.” Lenora made the Dragon Rider sign – a circle made with a single forefinger - to follow and then pushed into the first room. We followed her, cramming into the tiny space. With our bags, and even standing, we barely were able to close the door. Lenora checked that the window was shut and then gathered us in to whisper. “If we are discovered by real Dragon Riders or a Castelan, then this is over for us. We need to get out of these clothes and stop drawing so much attention. I bought us plain dresses so that we’ll blend in. Well change and start searching. What are we looking for, Amel?”

“A blue sign with a balanced scale on it. And thank you for the dresses and the inn.”

She shrugged like it didn’t matter. Was she so well-off that she could just buy expensive things without a care?

“We’ll divide up the rooms, dress and then break into two groups to search. Artis, you go with Amel and I’ll take the twins.”

“Fine by me. This is an exciting city,” Olla said, but Artis frowned.

“No. I think this is crazy and we’re all risking too much, but Lenora and Amel, you two got us into this mess. You bunk together and search together or I don’t search at all.”

Lenora sighed dramatically, but she opened the large package, threw three dresses almost at random on the bed and then picked up her other bags and the last two and led the way out into the hall and then into the smaller of the two rooms. I followed, feeling anxious. We’d gotten this far and now we were going to have to prove we’d made the right choice.

Lenora handed me a plain black dress as she shut the door behind me. It was cut in a simple style, but it would be easy to move in. There was a woolen cloak that went with it. Her own dress and cloak were almost an exact match.

“With our similar coloring, we can say we are sisters,” she said. 

I stared at her with wide eyes. She certainly seemed at home with this subterfuge.

“Oh, stop looking so surprised.” She almost looked irritated at me. “Why do you think I joined the Dragon Riders in the first place? I like adventure. I don’t like sitting and rotting in the same place forever. Just because I find ignorance frustrating and babysitting an irritating chore doesn’t mean that I won’t help you when you finally have something interesting to contribute. Now, get dressed. We have a city to search and we can’t be caught doing it.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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“Now what?” I asked as we stared down the street. We’d come to a quieter street – at least by Vanika standards. It was still busy, but if you stopped for too long then people noticed. Along the street, there were seven blue signs. Every one of them had a set of weigh scales drawn on them.

“You tell me,” Lenora said. “You’re the one she talked to.”

No, Raolcan was the one she talked to. Had she shown him anything more than that blue sign?

I saw there were hidden rooms. Do any of the buildings back onto other structures? 

They all did. I scanned them while trying to look nonchalant. Lenora was examining a belt buckle at a stall. 

“It’s a lovely buckle,” the hawker said, his eyes glittering with a potential sale. The buckle Lenora was holding was brass with a roaring dragon’s head as the emblem. The eyes glittered with yellow glass.

“I’m afraid I can’t afford it,” Lenora said, putting it back.

I think there was a room beneath the surface.

Was that even possible? Wouldn’t people notice it was beneath the lattice? Did the dragons fly underneath very often?

Are you close to where a tier rises?

A tier rose behind the buildings on the left side. We’d climbed up two of them to get to this point, each tier five steps above the one before, a ziggurat rising upwards in the air, its surface encrusted with buildings, people, dragons, and culture.

“Then borrow money from one of the lenders and come back. After all, this is the street of moneylenders,” the hawker scoffed, pointing to the nearest blue sign. So, that’s what they meant!

A perfect disguise. Any number of people could go in and out of a money lender and no one would ask questions. It would also be handy for financing their aims. If there’s a tier nearby someone could build a lower level and tuck it under the edge of a tier. You wouldn’t notice it from underneath unless you were looking for it. It would be very difficult and expensive, though. You’d need to build it of dragonsteel and magic. And you’d need to do it secretly.

Nothing said secret like a money lender. I looked down the street, trying to see if there were any tell-tale signs of a lower level beneath the lattice of the street. It was impossible to tell. Even if there hadn’t been people walking on it, the holes were just too small.

Perhaps at night, if you knew what you were looking for, you would see the glow of lights.

It was worth a try. We’d just have to come back then. I took Lenora’s arm.

“It’s lovely. Let’s come back when we have the money ... sister.”

Lenora frowned but I pulled her along the street. 

“It’s below one of these money lenders. Which one, is the question. We can return at night and see if there are any clues.” 

“Below? That’s ridiculous!” 

I opened my mouth to answer, but instead, it just stayed open as I watched a compact, baldheaded man in Dragon Rider blacks enter the third moneylender on the left-hand side of the street. He ducked in so quickly that it looked like he was fleeing someone. Was that Leng?
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Chapter Seventeen
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“I’m certain it was Leng,” I said again as I sat on the edge of my cot. I was breathless from trying to keep up with Lenora and she was already pacing a tiny circle in our room at the inn. Did she ever stop moving?

“What would Leng Shardson – a Purple Dragon Rider - be doing here?” she asked.

“Maybe he is looking for Savette, too.”

After all, he’d said he would, didn’t he?

And you should trust him to do it. He is more than he seems. He wouldn’t have been chosen by a Purple dragon if he wasn’t. We are not fools when it comes to people.

Then why did he act so strangely since his illness?

Love does strange things to young men. Even dragons aren’t immune to this.

That was a crazy explanation, but sorting out Leng was more confusing than sorting out our current puzzle. 

“Maybe he was just borrowing money,” Lenora said.

“’You should have let me follow him into the money lender’s instead of dragging me back here.”

“And tip our hand? If that one really is where they have your friend our arrival will tip them off. We need to sneak in at night when no one is expecting it.”

“Then we need a plan. I doubt they’ll leave the place unlocked, and I am not a seasoned criminal who knows how to bypass locks.” I chewed my lip. We were so close. There had to be a way.

“Let’s worry about confirming that it’s the right one first, then we’ll figure out what to do next. Right now, I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”

Lenora strode out the door and I leapt to follow her. She truly was an adventurous Green, leaping into our task without any worries about how we would accomplish it. 

When we reached the common room, the other girls were just arriving from outside, shaking out their cloaks. From out the wide-paned window, I saw snow swirling through the crowds.

“Why is it so cold here when it was balmy on the Ruby Isles?” Olla complained as we took a seat at one of the tables. 

Lenora jabbed her in the ribs with one of her handy elbows, but Artis whispered a real reply. “The ocean is warm, and so are the hot springs of the islands. Some say that a mountain of fire lies beneath them. It makes them warm when the rest of the land is freezing in this unseasonable storm.”

“See? It won’t kill you to tell me things,” Olla said to Lenora.

“Just remember who is paying for your hot food,” Lenora said, waving to the girl who was tending to the tables. She whisked into the kitchen and came out with a tray loaded with stew and bread. Steam swirled up from the bread, filling the air with a mouth-watering smell.

“Are storms like this common here so early in Autumn?” Orra asked Artis. “I didn’t think it would get this cold until much later. It never got like this so early at Dragon School or our home.”

“It’s a freak storm,” Artis said. “Everyone is talking about it. No one’s seen anything like it since our grandfathers’ time. It’s all I heard on the streets and at the stalls. Weren’t you listening?”

“It’s true,” the girl said. “My grandfather says there was a storm this early when he was a child, but we don’t remember one like it. It’s awful strange and I’m worried about what it means for the harvest.”

Once the food was distributed, the girl left and we dug in. The common room was filling up, but our table was in the corner and we had some privacy from listening ears.

“We have good news,” Orra announced. “We found it.”

Lenora and I exchanged a look. They did?

Olla still seemed irritable when she spoke. “There’s a place with a blue sign one street over from here. The only one like it on any of the streets we searched.”

“It turns out that means it’s a money lender,” I said. “There were many in our area.”

“Then how do we know which one to check?” Orra asked.

“We need to watch them at night. By then, normal people will have gone home and we can watch for specific activity.” It was almost certain to be the one that Leng walked into. He must be as hot on the trail as we were. Maybe we should see if we could find him before dark. Would he stay in an inn?

He’s not in the dragon cotes, though Ahlskibi is.

“And what will you do once you find out which it is? We’ll have to sneak in. Do any of the rest of you know how to pick locks?” Orra asked.

“Are you saying that you do?” Lenora looked around as she spoke, clearly worried about being overheard, but no one was looking our way and their own conversations drowned ours out.

“Both of us do,” Olla confirmed. “You know we grew up in a sky city. You don’t think we spent the whole time begging, do you?”

“I didn’t know,” Lenora said.

“Enough.” Artis’ words were cold as the snow outside and her face was grim. “I’ve heard enough. This ends now.”

Lenora waved a hand. “Just be patient until we get Savette back. It will only be a few more days at most.”

Artis leaned forward over the table, her words coming out in almost a hiss. “It was one thing when you suggested that we find Amel and bring her back. That was risky enough. Then to follow her here – that was worse! Now, you’re talking about criminal behavior. I won’t risk everything on your reckless whims! I’ve wanted to be a dragon rider my whole life and you’re stealing my only opportunity. We don’t all have money and important fathers who will save us from our foolishness!”

Lenora’s face colored and she opened her mouth, but Artis was up out of her chair and stalking out the inn door before anyone could say another word. I felt my heart sink. What was she going to do?
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Chapter Eighteen
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“She’ll be back when she sees how foolish she’s being,” Lenora said, but I didn’t agree. She had the look in her eye of a student who went to ‘tell the teacher.’ She was going to find the nearest Dragon Rider and report us. I was certain of it.

“I’m going back out to watch the moneylenders,” I said.

Lenora grabbed my sleeve. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

I wasn’t going to. I was going to do something smart and hide my gear with Raolcan and then keep my eyes peeled on the streets for Leng, Artis, and anyone who might lead me to Savette. I gave Lenora a tight smile.

“Thank you for dinner.”

They weren’t finished, but I was. I’d come too far to be stopped now. I returned to my room, packed my things, gave the cot a longing look – I’d been looking forward to sleeping in a bed – and made my way through the crowded streets back to the dragon cotes.

The guard at the entrance gave me a strange look, but let me through. I didn’t realize why until I was already at Raolcan’s alcove. I was still in the dress. Should I change and risk standing out in the crowd or should I keep it on and risk standing out when I did Dragon Rider things?

Keep it on. People will underestimate you. That is one of your greatest strengths.

It didn’t sound like much of a strength.

Trust me. No one else knows what a deadly flower you are.

It would be amazing if I was as wise and powerful as Raolcan thought I was – or as wise and powerful as he actually was.

I really am quite amazing.

Would he be willing to watch my things while I went back?

Does a dragon flame?

I took that as a yes, deposited my gear in his alcove, checked his food and water and gave him a kiss on the forehead before I left.

Don’t let anyone see you do that. It would ruin my reputation.

You aren’t bound here, are you?

No one knows I’m in training here.

Good. Who knew if I might need him to fly off and save my bacon? 

Knowing you, I will absolutely be needed.

As always, I left Raolcan with a smile on my face. He was the best friend a girl could have. I was willing to bet that there wasn’t another dragon like him in all the world. 

There really isn’t.

Okay, I needed to focus. Dusk was falling, but the sky city was like a flower of light, blooming bright in the gathering darkness. Hanging lanterns lit the inns and taverns and even some of the shops and businesses lit the lanterns over their shop doors. Some of the lanterns on the corners had red glass over them, making the light red. I wonder what that signified.

The law. Those are guard stations.

How did he know that?

I listen.

I found the street of moneylenders and made my way to a shaded area to the side of where the belt cart had been earlier in the day. It was easy to see the whole street here, tucked in beside the stairs that led up to a noisy tavern. But it would be hard to see me. I slipped into the shadows and leaned against the wall. Was it dark enough to make out a hidden level yet?

A hand tightened around my arm and I leapt, fear soaring within me.

“Shhhh. It’s just me.”

Lenora! “Where are the rest?”

“You were right about Artis. She came marching into the inn with full Dragon Riders! They grabbed Olla and Orra while I was upstairs. If I hadn’t been quick they would have grabbed me, too.”

Would that have been better? “Maybe you would have been safer if they had.”

“Don’t be a fool. We came here for Savette Leedris. I’m not accustomed to failure.”

That must be nice. 

There! Two shadows slipped out of the door that Leng had entered earlier. One was tall and lanky and the other bulky. Were they the moneylenders? Or someone else? If only I knew where Leng was staying. We could use a third person – especially one who new what he was doing.

“Do you see it?” Lenora whispered excitedly. A loud man, drunk already despite the early hour, stumbled past with his friends singing loudly. Why did they have a tavern so close to the moneylenders? Did they expect people to loan money just to come and spend it here?

“See what?”

“The glow. Look at the street and unfocus your eyes.” 

Just like she said, I could see a very slight glow beneath the building Leng had entered.  I swallowed, nervous now. With Olla and Orra ‘rescued’ by the Grandis, how would we get in?

“Come on!” Lenora grabbed my arm and pulled me across the street, ducking into the shadows once we got there and then slinking towards the moneylender’s. Unsurprisingly, the door was locked. Lenora tried it three times just to be sure, but I’d never thought that they’d leave it open if they had anything of value within and my friend was valuable.

“Now what?” she asked.

“Now we stop thinking like Castelans and think like servants.”

She snorted. “What good will that do us?”

“Put your hood up.”

I hobbled past her and down the side of the narrow building. It backed up against the lattice of the wall to the next tier, but there was a door at the side and businesses were just closing. I knew what that meant. Someone would be here soon to do the scrubbing. No matter what people were up to, no matter how nefarious or wicked, they still needed someone to scrub. I took a place by the door and waited.

“Now what?”

“Wait and be quiet.”

The waiting seemed to take forever. I had to keep leaning against the wall to keep my leg from falling asleep and every so often Lenora sighed dramatically, but eventually, someone came, bucket and mop in hand and an apron tied tight around her middle. She took a step back when she saw us. 

“We were sent to help with the scrubbing tonight. The master wants it done twice as fast so he sent us from the house staff,” I said, hoping our black dresses would pass for servant attire.

“I’m not sharing his coin, that’s for sure. I don’t need help.” She was my age and very thin with a suspicious squint.

“He didn’t say anything about pay. He just told us to do it.” I put a saucy tone into my voice, the way I’d heard other servants argue. There was a hierarchy and long-term bitterness to that role that could be easily faked.

“I clean just fine on my own.” This time she stepped forward and I knew what she was saying. She didn’t mind the help, but she wanted to know if she should take it as an insult. If I coddled her now, she’d be sure it was one.

“It’s not our business what the master says about you and how you drag your heels, is it? We just go where we’re sent. We’ve been busy all day and would like our rest, so let’s be about it.”

Perfect. Her sullen expression told me I’d hit the right note. She unlocked the door quickly and opened it up, lighting a lantern within. I followed her and Lenora was on my heels like she was my shadow.

A pair of guards stood on either side of the door, short swords strapped to their waists and a bored look that vanished when we entered. I swallowed hard. I hadn’t expected guards.

“Who are these, Sal?” one of them asked.

“They’re here to help me finish up faster,” the scrub girl – Sal - said with her nose in the air. “I’m to tell them what to do here, so don’t put your nose into it.”

The guard looked skeptical, but he ignored us, clearly believing her.

Sal turned to us. She had the beady eyes of someone who had lived too much already. “No one cleans the lending floors but me. I won’t have your dirty hands on the glass cases or the valuables.”

“We’re more than good enough to clean the lending floor,” I said, crossing my arms.

“You? A cripple? And this mute? Don’t insult me! You two can clean the backroom and the lavatory. Mind you don’t go through the door in the back. That’s our orders. Polish the handles, sweep, mop and tend to the lavatory. Now, be quick about it. There are extra cleaning things in the lavatory. I see you aren’t responsible enough to have your own.”

She smirked like she’d won something, and I tried to keep my face sour and irritated when inside I was so excited my hands were shaking. We were in. We just needed to get to that back door and hope it wasn’t locked.
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Chapter Nineteen
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“Is it locked?” Lenora whispered from behind me.

“No.” I pressed my ear to the door, but there were no sounds. Lenora stood in front of me looking furtively down the hall. We’d surveyed the back room and the lavatory – yuck! Other than needing a good cleaning there was nothing in either one to make us think this was anything more than a money lender. There was a strongbox in the back room with three big locks, but we weren’t here to steal. We were here to get back someone who was stolen from us. “I’m going to slip in. Can you watch the corridor?”

Lenora nodded, pushing a broom she’d taken from the lavatory across the floor. She’d clearly never swept a floor in her life.

I eased the door open slowly, hoping it wouldn’t squeak or that light wouldn’t flood an otherwise dark room, and then slipped inside and eased the door closed behind me. I was at the top of a flight of stairs that went down to the right and then jogged sharply to the back the building. Below, a glow of light told me something was going on down there. Voices murmured below, so I crept down, a stair at a time, listening. 

“When is Cadra coming back with food? I’m getting hungry.” Corrigan! But hadn’t Prince Rakturan knocked her out in the battle? What was she doing here?

“You need to focus less on physical things and more on the magic I’m teaching you, girl. You make me doubt the trouble we went to in freeing you from the Ruby Isles.” Magika Hectorus! I crept down another stair until I was almost at the turn. 

“You had no choice. I knew too much, and they would have questioned me. If you hadn’t spirited me away that very night, who do you think would be in more trouble, you or me?”

“There are other ways to deal with loose ends, Corrigan.” His voice sounded very dangerous. “Don’t mistake my fondness for you for weakness. I will do what I need to for the sake of the Dusk Covenant.”

Dusk Covenant? That sounded promising. Maybe if I listened more I would finally understand who was behind all of this.

“Now,” he said, “Forget the moneylender and concentrate. Pull your power up from the source and let it flare the way I showed you. You saw in your last encounter that fireballs only have so much use. It’s time you focused and learned something else of value.”

It was silent for a moment and then there was a cry of pain and a groan. Who was that? It didn’t sound like Corrigan or Hectorus!

“A bit better, but he is still intact. Try again.”

Were they torturing someone? I swallowed and peeked my head out around the corner in the staircase.

In one glance I could see the whole room below, woven from the same dragon-steel as the street above. Strangely enough, there was an open hole at one end with ragged edges, as if the room was not yet finished being constructed. Beneath it was nothing but darkness, but my stomach lurched as I realized there was nothing beneath it but the ground far, far below. Why would they be down here without even a railing? 

A glowing chandelier of candles hung over the room. It lit everything and with horror, I realized who they were torturing. 

Leng hung from the wall, his hands fixed above his head in cruel manacles. He moaned and swayed slightly as Corrigan raised her hands to try her magical training on him again. No one had ever told me that Magikas did things like this! Had they been doing this since I saw him this afternoon? He was bloody and battered, his Dragon Rider leathers ripped and worn.

Another moan escaped – not his - and my eyes darted to the other side of the room. Someone was crumpled in the corner there – a girl. Could it be Savette? I didn’t know if I should hope it was or hope it wasn’t with what they were doing to Leng.

I needed Raolcan. I couldn’t save them alone.

I come.

A bang from the building above startled me. Had Lenora seen something? Should I try to scramble back to her or stay where I was? Moving was too risky. Hopefully, she was clever enough to figure out what to say or do on her own.

“That must be Cadra,” Hectorus said. “Go and get your food. We’ll try again when you are done. Maybe you will be more use with a full belly.”

What was I going to do? As soon as Corrigan came up the stairs she would see me! I shrank against the wall, extending my crutch across the stair within the shadow. If I could trip her before she saw me, at least I’d have that much advantage. I could hear her footsteps getting closer.

“And now we’ll show you what a true Magika can do, Dragon Rider. And this time you will tell us who sent you and how much they know about the Dusk Covenant. Tell me, do they know our symbol?”

A cry ripped from Leng’s lungs and I flinched in sympathy. Why were they doing this to him? I should have come sooner. I should have been more prepared. This couldn’t be happening. My breath was coming too quickly. I fought panic as it tried to grip me. Corrigan’s feet were on the stairs. Her skirts rustled as she walked. I had seconds to act. 

I held my crutch firm, braced myself and refused to allow myself to think about anything except the task at hand. There was another bang from above us – this one loud enough to send a shudder through the stairway. I tried not to think about what that might mean for Lenora.

“Would you hold your patience?” Corrigan’s tone was frustrated as she sped up just in time. Her foot caught on the crutch and she fell forward, arms wind-milling and face crashing into the step in front of her. 

I ripped the crutch out from under her. She moaned, clutching her face, but I didn’t have time to watch. I slid down the steps on my bottom - it was faster this way – crutch clutched in both hands. As soon as I turned the corner I saw Leng, eyes open now and mouth wide in a rictus of pain as the Magika tortured him. Hectorus’ hands were green with rippling lightning bolts tangled around his clutched fists. They extended to Leng’s arm, ripping up and down it, but while Hectorus was unaffected by the ropes of fire, smoke and the smell of burnt meat came from Leng. How could I stop him? I should have brought a weapon.

In the corner, the girl stood on shaky legs, her hands clutching at the lattice of the wall for support. As her dirty hair fell from her face, I saw it was Savette. Her once-fancy dress was torn and dirty beyond recognition, only shreds of it remaining, but her eyes glowed with fire, as if they were reflecting the magic Hectorus was wielding. No, not reflecting. There was something strange...

I threw myself to the ground just in time. Savette raised her hands and from them a burst of blue lightning shot out, striking Hectorus in the chest and flinging him backward. He hit his head against the lattice and slumped to the floor. I rushed to where he was, scrambling through his pockets. A key. There had to be a key in his robes! I needed to unshackle Leng and get them both out of here! And until then I couldn’t afford to feel the injuries they’d been subjected to or the horror of it all.

“Amel?” Savette’s voice was too shrill, like she was barely holding on to sanity.

I can see the addition to the structure. It’s cleverly done. Hard to see from the outside. I’m almost there.

The key! My hand closed over a key ring and I yanked it from Hectorus’ pocket at the same moment that his eyes flickered open. He wasn’t moving yet and I couldn’t wait for him to start.

“Lenora! Get down here!” I yelled and raced to where Leng was, fumbling through the keys to try to find one that might match the lock. I tried not to look at the nasty burns on his left arm or to breathe the smell of his burned flesh too deeply. Poor Leng! I needed to get him out of here now! Was this it? I tried the first key. No.

“Amel?” Savette sounded lost.

“Yes, it’s me, Savette. I’m here for you. Just let me free Leng and I will get you both out of here.”

“Think again!” Corrigan! I risked a glance at her. Both her hands were lit up like holiday lanterns, ready to throw fireballs again. I didn’t have time to worry, or a way to defend myself, so I went back to Leng’s manacles. I tried another key. No. Another key. No. He looked so hurt and vulnerable. How did this happen? Why was he alone doing this when he should have had allies? “Turn around with your hands up or I’ll let these loose.”

Should I flame her? I’m right outside that hole in the floor.

He couldn’t do that without killing us, too. Click. The key worked! Frantically, I unlocked the other manacle, catching Leng’s slumping body as he fell. One of his eyes was open, the other crusted over with blood. 

“Amel,” he whispered, like my name was a blessing.

I gripped him harder, bending under his weight, but a second later Savette slipped under his other arm. Her eyes were wild, like she didn’t know what was going on.

“I’m not bluffing,” Corrigan said, but she still hadn’t let the fireballs loose. “There’s no way out of here but through this door.”

I swallowed, edging toward the hole in the floor. If Raolcan could just line himself up under the hole we could drop onto his back. 

Risky with all three of you and it doesn’t sound like Savette is tracking right or Leng is in any position to land on a saddle. 

It was the only chance we had. Master Hectorus was getting up. He scrambled to his feet, clutching his chest and leaning against the wall. I’d had nightmares about him since he tried to kill me in the woods. They were nowhere near as terrifying as he was in the flesh.

“I mean it!” Corrigan’s voice was shrill as we shuffled towards the hole in the floor. It was just a step away. If we could just make it over there...

The door at the top of the stairs opened with a crash and the sound of feet on the steps broke into our tableau. Corrigan jumped, letting her fireballs go – unintentionally, I was sure as they splashed against the wall where Savette had been, instead of where we were now. The heat of them hurt my skin and they left trails of fire still burning on the wall where they hit. Hopefully, dragonsteel didn’t melt at high heat points. 

There wasn’t time for relief. Magika Hectorus’ eyes were focused on us. A green glow blossomed around his hand. Was Raolcan in place?

I’m ready.

“You’re first Savette,” I said, gesturing to the hole. “Raolcan will catch you.”

A flicker of fear passed over her eyes, but whatever they’d done to her here must be worse than what she feared from the fall. Her expression hardened and without hesitation, she leapt through the gash in the floor.

Caught her. She’s badly hurt.

She hadn’t looked hurt.

In her mind.

No time to dwell on that. Green lightning flared from Magika Hectorus’s hand, hitting Leng on his injured arm. He screamed.

Above us on the stairs, Corrigan screamed, too, I glanced up to see someone hit her on the head. She slumped forward. 

My gaze met Leng’s for a moment and I mouthed “Raolcan” as I pushed him out of the flames and into the hole. Oh, sweet stars and clouds! Raolcan, please catch him! I felt like my own heart had been flung out into the night with nothing to save it but faith in Raolcan.

Hectorus turned on me, his emerald lightnings racing from his hands. No time to guess or fear. I pushed off with my crutch and stumbled to the hole in the floor, but my gaze traveled up to where Corrigan had been on the stairs. Was Lenora the one who had knocked her off her feet?

As I dropped through the hole, my eyes met those of Prince Rakturan, standing over Corrigan’s fallen form, sword in hand and his bodyguards on either side. He had a quizzical expression as if he were amused by something. What was he doing here?

Cold air whistled around me. There was no sign of Raolcan! I was falling, falling, falling with nothing but a sparkling city above me and the cold hard earth below. I’d made a deadly error. I shouldn’t have leapt-

Brace yourself!

I hit his back spine-first, scrambling to catch his saddle in my hands. I’d lost my crutch in the fall. Strong hands gripped my dress and pulled me firmly onto the saddle. I looked up to see Savette, a vacant look on her face and one hand gripping me, the other reaching to grab onto Leng. 

She’d saved me just in time, but I had a sinking feeling that we hadn’t been fast enough to save her.




Dragon School: Sworn
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Swirling snow fell around us as we dropped to the ground, deadening sound and making everything seem other-worldly. Had I been falling through the air only a moment ago? Raolcan – my beloved dragon - spiraled gently as he lowered us, his wings wide and cupped against the air. He was careful about approaching his landing, like he was worried about his cargo of people.

The bright sky city above sparkled like a torch brandished against the night, but it also blocked out the view of the moon and stars. I felt like a massive over-ripe melon was hanging over my head and ready to drop the moment it rotted from the vine. I ducked my head and tried not to think about it.

We have worse trouble coming, Raolcan told me in my mind.  

Of course, we did. We needed to find somewhere warm before we all froze and get some medical attention for Leng. I needed to see how bad things were for Savette and to see if we could help her with them. I needed to find out what happened to Lenora and help her if I could. Oh, and I needed a new crutch. I’d lost mine in our flight.

Before any of that, we will need to deal with Bellrued, Tyalmae, and Enkenay.

Who?

The dragons who will land just after we do.

His feet hit the ground and we skidded through the snow a few feet before we stopped. All I heard was the quiet of three people and a dragon breathing.

Leng stirred, pulling himself up to sit with a straight back. His words were thick with pain and exhaustion.

“We need to move before they follow. The Dusk Covenant has agents everywhere. Someone will have seen our escape and we know too much to be left alone.”

How bad were his injuries? He sounded like a man who was barely conscious. 

Raolcan shuffled slightly to the side, like a nervous horse when danger was ahead. A moment later, three dragons descended, two on one side and one on the other, snow puffing up in clouds from where they landed.

“Too late,” Savette whispered. She looked so pale in the cold of the night. I shuffled out of my cloak – not warm enough by half for a dragon ride on a snowy night – and put it around her shoulders. I missed it immediately, but I bit my lip, accepting the cold. At least I had a dress. Hers was ripped to shreds.

The Dragon Riders who dismounted and approached could have been sisters. They were tall and lean with their long black hair styled in the dragon rider way – some braids interspersed almost randomly with bits of feather and golden talismans within their masses of tight curls. Their eyes – like those of hawks – pierced right through us. 

“Three of you,” the one with two dragons said. Her scarves and dragons were emerald green while her sister’s were white. They exchanged a glance before the one in green noticed Leng. Her expression grew worried.

“What did you do, Leng? We saw the burst of magic and then you were falling through the floor onto this dragon. This isn’t Ahlskibi!”

Leng looked exhausted, his good hand clinging to Raolcan.

“He’s exhausted,” she said to her sister. “We’ll have to bring them all with us, whoever they are.” She turned to Savette and me. “I am Ephretti Oakboon and you have my word of honor that I will not betray you.”

“Ephretti Oakboon of the Green?” Savette’s voice seemed far away. “Sounds familiar.”

“It should, child. I have not fought darkness all these years for nothing. Come now, we must hurry.”

Leng nodded, tiredly, as if that settled everything and the two Dragon Riders returned to their dragons. I fought a shiver that made my whole body tremble.

“Who are they, Leng?”

“Friends. I sought them out before I went to the moneylender’s for Savette. We didn’t know she was there. It was only a wild hunch I was following on my own.” He turned his gaze to me, looking past Savette as she stared off toward Ephretti. “Thank you for coming for us, Amel. We could not have survived what they were doing to us. You saved our lives. Again, I am in debt to you. I owe you so many lives now that I will never be able to repay the favor.”  His expression as earnest and I found myself melting under his dark grey gaze. 

“You could repay it by treating your life with value. Every time I see you, you’re risking it for something!”

He shrugged. “I’m a Dragon Rider. We hold our lives with open hands.”

It seemed like a terrible way to guard something so precious.

Should I follow these dragons, then?

What other choice did we have?

I see more dragons coming this way- Blacks. They could be friends.

Or they could be enemies. Or they could be officials. I was wary of officials. Who knew if they served the laws of the land or laws they made up to get what they wanted? It seemed our best option was going with these Dragon Riders. 

Raolcan leapt into the sky as they rose on either side of us and I reached out an arm to steady Savette. Her blank eyes were fixed on the city above. I wished I had more arms. Leng was already slumping again, as if that brief conversation with Ephretti and then with me had taken the last of his strength. As another chill took me, I hoped they were taking us somewhere close. And somewhere out of the wind.
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My stomach sank as they led us back toward the sky city. Black dragons swirled around the perimeter like hornets when a rock has been thrown at their nest. The guards were certain to stop us and demand answers, certain to detain us once they learned who we were. Even while I was worrying, the Green dragons and the White surrounded Raolcan in formation, shooting up towards the center of the sky city – not far from the stem. 

As we drew closer to the floor of the sky city I saw where we were headed. There was an opening above disguised in the woven floor, but a blue light waved across it like a signal. So, the Dusk Covenant weren’t the only ones with a secret basement. That, or these Dragon Riders were Dusk Covenant, too.

I don’t think so. The Green ones sing of honor.

And what did that mean? Anyone could sing a song.

Not a dragon. What we sing is what is at the purest core of our being.

“They killed Eeamdor,” Savette said, as if the appearance of so many dragons had brought him to mind. Her tone was filled with sorrow. “That’s what they told me. They slaughtered him in his alcove.”

I shivered. Wouldn’t I have heard about it if that were true?

If they did, they were very quiet about it and it was covered up quickly. Things like that are not routine in the cotes.

“They are liars, Savette. There is no way to know if what they said was true.”

I wanted to say more, but a flare of light from across the other side of the city floor drew my attention. A green burst of light filled the sky there. Wasn’t that close to where we had dropped through the floor? It was! And that was a person falling, their hands full of green fire! Black dragons swooped toward the falling figure, orange flames flicking towards the green.

Magika Hectorus. 

How could he be sure?

Dragon eyes are better than human eyes. Looks like he took the fall for what happened – literally.

Could I be so blasé about the death of a person – even a person like the Magika?

Wait until you’ve lived as long as I have.

How long did dragons live? And where was Hectorus? I’d lost sight of him in the swirling bodies of the black defenders.

“Duck your head,” Leng said, his voice raw and pained.

I pulled my gaze from the skirmish to where Raolcan grasped the edge of an opening and with a bunching burst of muscle and flipped up into the room. My head whirled with the suddenness and I gasped. Raolcan, unworried, walked slowly to an alcove. There were six dragon cotes tucked into the sides of the room with that great round hole in the center. Already, a boy a little older than me was lowering a trapdoor back over the hole and the full Dragon Riders were dismounting. The room was deepest over the door, narrowing as they came to the edges of the room. Clearly, this was to keep it disguised from below. Did everyone in this city have one of these? Was it only a secret to outsiders like me?

I doubt it. The dragons are proud of this. It is very clever. 

I was first to dismount, leaning against Raolcan as I helped Savette down. The cotes were fully outfitted with everything dragons might need and beside the trapdoor in the middle was a staircase and a set of shelves filled with supplies. Another rack held weapons of every variety. 

The Dragon Rider who had called herself Ephretti scooped a quarterstaff off of the rack as she walked towards us. Did she mean to threaten us with it? I lifted my chin defiantly. There was nothing I could do if that was her intention, so I’d better focus on what I could do. I offered my hand to help Leng down. He shook his head and dismounted on his own, but his movements were stiff and pained and he had to lean against Raolcan afterward, huffing and clutching at my friend’s side for support.

“You should let other people help you,” I whispered.

“Not now.” His eyes were on Ephretti. “Is this a safe place to talk?” 

Ephretti squared herself up with us and her sister drew up alongside of her. “We can go above to talk.”

“Where were you?” Leng asked, shuffling to stand between Savette and me and the two full Dragon Riders. 

“We had no idea where you were, Leng! You ran off on your own like a hot-headed fool.” She frowned, one hand on her hip like an older sister. She was probably ten years older than him. “Enough of that for now. You clearly found the girl you were looking for, but who is the other one?”

“Amel Leafbrought,” Leng said. “An Initiate. She is the one who rescued us.”

“Her?” The White dragon rider seemed shocked. 

Savette leaned in to whisper to me. “They are powerful Dragon Riders, renowned in the community and sisters - Ephretti and Dashira. They have the authority to demand that Leng listen to them – maybe even to demand that he obey.”

I hadn’t realized that anyone could tell a Dragon Rider what to do, other than the Dominar.

We are all under authority. Even if we don’t all acknowledge it.

Leng straightened himself up. “We should be glad she did, or Savette and I would be victims of the Dusk Covenant.”

Ephretti let loose a foul curse but the other Dragon Rider threw up a hand. “Why did you go there on your own? Were you looking to stumble into trouble like a baby bear into a bees’ nest, or were you really so stupid?” She clucked her tongue. “Don’t bother answering, we are wasting time here. Your wounds need binding. You are ours now, whether you like it or not.”

What did she mean by that? I didn’t like the idea of someone else laying a claim to Leng. Especially not someone beautiful and powerful like Dashira.

And you thought he sounded crazy when he talked about keeping you safe. You’re just as bad with this jealousy thing.

“Are you going to use that quarterstaff?” Leng asked.

“Only if you said they were a threat.” Dashira threw it to him and he caught it. “You don’t look injured enough to need a crutch if that’s what you want it for.”

“It’s not for me,” Leng said, handing the quarterstaff back to me. It couldn’t replace the beautiful crutch he’d carved for me, but it would have to do.

“Enough delays,” Dashira said. “Follow me.”

I felt my face heating as we followed them. The quarterstaff was hard to lean on, much less effective than a proper crutch and I fought to keep up with the others. Ephretti and Dashira led the way, Leng following and I was last. The boy who had closed the trapdoor remained behind and I saw him blowing out the flame on his blue lantern. Who was he and could he be trusted down here with Raolcan?

I can take care of myself.

There was a murmuring from up ahead that sounded like Dashira was asking Leng a question. A moment later her exclamation surprised me as I struggled up the stairs. 

“She did what? Her? No, I think I understand.”

When I finally reached the top of the stairs, everyone was staring at me.
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“So, you are why Tena and Javeen went running out of our meeting today,” Ephretti said to me. They were in a small room with a roaring fire in the hearth. Seats were scattered around a large bearskin rug and small tables were set up around the edges. On one side of the room a wide window was covered by thick blue curtains and on the other side were two closed doors. A strange tapestry of a man on a dragon landing among a pack of dogs hung on one wall. If I were to think of a ‘hideout’ the place I would imagine would be this room.

One more step up and I could join them in the room, but Ephretti blocked the way, hands on hips and face stern. Dashira pulled Leng to a small table with two chairs, her hands already investigating his burnt arm. Despite his wince, his eyes were on me, but Savette had eyes only for the fire. She walked quickly to it and sat on the floor, huddled in my cloak. She needed attention, not me. 

“My friend needs some clothing,” I said, nodding to Savette.

Ephretti looked surprised. “But you are one of the Initiates they found loose in Vanika, aren’t you?”

I nodded. Ephretti smiled, “See, Dashira, I told you she was one of them.” 

She strode across the room, flung open a chest and began to rummage inside. When she found what she was looking for, she crossed to Savette. 

“Here, girl. Take these clothes and dress in the room through that door. Be quick about it or we will worry about you.” She turned to me. “And you can finish climbing the stairs and close the door behind you, or are you frozen in place?”

With a start, I leapt to obey, noting that Savette was doing the same thing. Ephretti had a voice with command in it. She was clearly the one in charge here.

“How is his arm?” she asked her sister. Leng sat slumped in his chair, grimacing as Dashira examined it. Ephretti’s words were harsh in tone, but her face was soft with compassion. She cared about Leng. I felt a stab of something painful in my chest. “You only got what you deserved going off on your own, Leng. We should have found you dead.”

“If you’d come looking right away instead of waiting for approval then it wouldn’t be so bad.” He sounded grumpy. 

“Next time you come to us and ask for help, stick around long enough to get it!” Ephretti crossed her arms over her chest, her face flushed, but the easy way that Leng took her scolding told me this wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation.

Dashira’s words were firm as if she was used to cutting off their arguments. “Enough arguing. We all did what we did for good reason. Now, Leng is wounded and we will deal with that. Was this magically wrought, Leng?”

“Yes.”

“And is it only the arm?”

“No.” He was blushing now.

“Well then, strip down and let’s see.”

He went redder, his eyes scanning the room.

“Oh, for pity’s sake! Save your blushes and strip! There’s nowhere else to do it and waiting will only make it worse. It hurts, doesn’t it?”

He grimaced. His bald head gleamed with sweat. He was clearly fighting pain. My hands wrapped around the quarterstaff worriedly. How bad was it? He began to strip off his leathers. He started with the scarves, but Dashiva grew impatient and began to help him with his buckles. 

“Here, I’ll help you with your shirt.”

As she stripped it off him, I gasped. His chest and arm were a mass of bubbling, black wounds. They were bloody around the edges, but a gleaming black in the center. Dashiva clucked her tongue and then reached for his breeches.

“No need,” Leng said, warding off her hands. “All my wounds are exposed.”

“You’d better not be lying to save your dignity. Sit,” she said firmly, pushing him into the chair and examining his wounds. 

His eyes locked on mine and I felt almost as if he were pleading with me. But for what?

Dignity. He wants your respect despite the fact that you always see him broken.

I didn’t realize I was moving until I’d crossed the room and taken his hand. The lines around his eyes seemed to fade as if my touch had helped. 

“It takes a lot of strength to endure this pain,” I said. Why had Raolcan read his mind for me?

Your mutual misunderstandings make me squirm. It’s like watching a dragonlet flame his own tail.

Leng’s eyes were glassy, and his mouth opened, but he shut it again quickly, like he was afraid to speak in front of the other Dragon Riders. He was a lot younger than them. Did that factor into things? Grandis Elfar had said something about how ranking within the Dragon Riders depended on a lot of different factors and that it was a strict thing.

“I can tend these wounds myself. They are serious, but not mortal,” Dashiva said decisively. “First, we need to leach out the magical residue and then we can bind the wounds. It will take time and you must stay put until I am done. No resting until then, understand.”

Leng nodded meekly and Dashira crossed to a cabinet at the side of the room. The clinking of glass told me she was sorting through bottles.

“If you must be awake, then we should talk about what happened,” Ephretti said. When I looked at her, I saw her eyes fixed on my hand holding Leng’s. I let go, but his firm grip held it in place.

I looked to him questioningly, but his face was assured and certain. He didn’t plan to drop my hand and he didn’t want me dropping his. Ephretti wasn’t going to like this. I gripped his handclasp firmly. As long as he wanted to hold my hand, he could.

Savette emerged from the door, clothed in a long white dress and my dirty cloak. She held it tightly around herself. Leng’s eyes flared with concern. She didn’t look at us as she made her way back toward the fire. Whatever was wrong with Savette was serious. It wasn’t like her to act this way.

You need to talk to her. Her problem is a very serious one.

When I was done holding Leng’s hand I would help her.

Her wounds are deeper than his.

How could Raolcan know? But he’d never been wrong before.

They are wounds of the mind and spirit.

“We need to talk about what to do with these Initiates,” Ephretti said. “Also, the Castelan guard flooded that whole area. If you had anyone with you, they have been taken into custody. We need to know who knows what, so we can act. And we need to know it right now.”

Lenora! In all the confusion and excitement, I had completely forgotten about her. Was she still alive?
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Chapter Four
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“My friend Lenora was with me,” I said, feeling my face heat at the shame of not mentioning it before. “She’s Sworn.”

“Sworn! Running around like a pig off a tether!” Ephretti’s language was as rough as her manners. She wasn’t anything like Savette or Lenora.

Are you prejudiced now against common-born people?

My eyes widened at the thought. Was I?

“Don’t give me that goggle-eyed look, girl. None of you should have been here in this city. You should have been with your instructors. No - you should have been at Dragon School! This nonsense of carting you around with us has gone on long enough.”

“It was at the Dominar’s decree,” I said, watching her carefully. She was like a firework with the fuse lit. When would she explode?

“Glory to his reign,” she said by rote, fist to heart and then her features hardened again. “That being as it may. We can’t have you running around anymore. Not now that you’ve seen this branch of the Lightbringers. And this Lenora girl needs to be found and brought under our supervision. What color did you say she was?” She rounded on Leng before I could answer. “And you should never have brought them into this, or let them into our Order without proper authority!”

“She’s Green,” I said, forcing my words out before she moved on to another topic. “And who are the Lightbringers?”

Her mouth fell open and her gaze spun to Leng.

“I didn’t tell her.” Leng looked amused. “You just did.”

“You didn’t recruit these trainees to help you?” Her hands fell from her hips, hanging limply at her sides.

“We came for Savette,” I said, glancing at her. Savette was standing by the fire like she’d been bolted in place, her hands wringing the cloth of her cloak again and again. Could Dashira fix her like she was fixing Leng? Were wounds of the mind more difficult?

Much more difficult. I am doing what I can for her, but it is not enough.

Thank goodness for Raolcan. He always knew better than me what to do.

“We couldn’t just let them take her and do what they wanted to her. Or at least, I couldn’t,” I said. Savette’s sad gaze met mine for a second before flittering away. A ghost of a smile came and went. “I think Lenora did it out of loyalty. She says that the Leedris Castelans and the Estabis Castelans are allies.”

“And you just happened to find a fist of the Dusk Covenant when the Lightbringers have been searching for the very same thing for months?” Ephretti did not look convinced. What would she do if I couldn’t convince her? Would she think I was spying on her Order?

“Leng found it.”

“We told Leng where to look.”

I hurried to clarify before she leapt off track again. “We questioned Starie Atrelan. She was with them before they took Savette and she told us where to look.”

Ephretti raised an eyebrow, but she was quiet for a moment before she spoke again. “She’s Green, you say? Then I’d better get her - and quickly.”

“And this one?” Dashira asked so quietly that I barely heard her.

“Someone worked magic on your behalf in that cellar. If they didn’t, you wouldn’t be here,” Ephretti said to me. How did she know that? I felt a stab of fear at her intelligence. She was going to know all my secrets soon. “Was it you?”

I shook my head, keeping my eyes fixed on her so that they wouldn’t accidentally look at Savette.

Ephretti turned back to Dashira. “I’ll get Hubric, too. I don’t see a way around it.”

Dashira pursed her lips, a condemning look on her face.

“He’ll know whether we tell him or not,” Ephretti said. “And this has become too complicated to handle on our own.”

“We could give them both to Tena and Javeen and let them escort the students back to their tutors.” Dashira sounded diffident.

“That option passed the moment we brought them here. They are ours now.” Ephretti’s words were harder than the look on her face. I held the staff tightly, trying to keep my hands from shaking. What were they planning to do with us?
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Chapter Five
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Dashira worked in silence after Ephretti left, only speaking to command me to help with holding bandages or passing her bottles from the table. When she finished, she looked Leng over with a practiced eye.

“Now, you rest until the leaching is done and then we remove these bandages and rebandage with a poultice. But I’m afraid you’ll have to stay here until Ephretti returns. I need to attend to affairs in the front room, the others are occupied. We can’t afford to have anyone see you. The lavatories are in the room where Savette changed her clothes. You may all make use of them, just stay here.”

It was clear that we were being told not to leave. My fate – whatever it would be – lay in their hands unless I chose to escape, but that would leave us all in the same place we were an hour ago in the snow. I had to hope that these Lightbringers were trustworthy and that they weren’t going to require something from me that I was unwilling to give.

Always the problem. Everyone wants something from you. The question is always whether it is something you can give.

“I’ll be back soon with food. Make yourselves comfortable.” Dashira left abruptly, her bottles still scattered on the table. I gathered them up and put them back in her cupboard. She wasn’t very tidy for someone who was involved in healing others. I’d hoped she’d done better with Leng’s wounds.

When I turned around, Leng was slumped over the table, his face pale.

“Let me help you into a better position,” I said. “Do you want to lie on the rug?”

“Please.”

I was getting a lot of practice at helping sick people up and down while using a crutch – or in this case a staff. Perhaps I could have been White after all.

Over my dead body.

I kept forgetting that the Whites were somehow in opposition to the Purples.

You will see why when you progress further. Let’s just say that they don’t see things the same way we do. There might be a reason that Leng didn’t wait for them before rushing to save Savette. Other colors aren’t as perceptive as Purples. You’ve already seen that.

“Amel?” Leng asked as I helped him get comfortable. “You know it isn’t appropriate for full Dragon Riders and trainees to have any sort of a personal relationship, right?”

I shifted uncomfortably, glancing at Savette. She was peeking out the window, hidden by the curtain. I needed to talk to her, but I should take care of this first.

“Then why are you always trying to protect me when you could really use my help?”

His eyes were half closed and a strong smell, like camphor, radiated from him. Was the medicine working? Was it drawing out the reaction in is flesh?

“You’re like a bright flame in a dark night. Like a red flower in a field of dead grass.”

I watched his eyes close, watched him turn from a tough Dragon Rider to a vulnerable young man. I sighed.

“Stop thinking of me as a flower and start realizing I can be a help to you. The world isn’t going to let me be a delicate, closely guarded thing. I don’t have a choice but to be tougher than I ever wanted to be.”

His breath came out in a gust. I was sure he was asleep.

“Just trust me,” I whispered. I shifted my position to stand and his hand shot out, catching mine. He held it firmly, but gently, his eyes still closed. 

“I do trust you,” he mumbled, sleep fogging his words.

“I’m glad you’re alive,” I said.

“Glad,” he repeated. “Glad you arrived.”

As he fell asleep, his hand relaxed its grip and fell to the rug beneath him. I stole a glimpse at Savette. She wasn’t watching. I leaned over him and planted the softest, butterfly kiss on his temple. He was a confusing man. Ephretti claimed to own him. But I thought that a part of him might belong to me, and if it did, I wanted to protect it and make it stronger.

I stood, pulling myself up with the quarterstaff. It was a lot more awkward than a crutch was. Maybe if I practiced with it, it would be easier. I hobbled over to Savette, leaning against the wall beside the window.

“I didn’t want to marry that prince,” she said, still watching out the tiny sliver of space between the curtains.

“I don’t think you’ll have to now.” Should I ask her about what happened? Or would that hurt her more?

“But I didn’t want to be kidnapped, either. I didn’t want them to kill Eeamdor. You know that I am no longer a dragon rider, right?”

And yet she was so much more. 

“You practiced magic back there,” I whispered. “Have you done that before?”

“When I was taken I was sure they would kill me. Some of the things they did ... I wish they had.”

I bit my lip. What did you say to that? How did I show her I cared without saying the wrong thing?

“But when I thought they were going to kill you and Leng and I would be alone with them again ...” Her voice was unsteady. She sniffed, rubbing her nose with the back of her hand. “I just couldn’t ...”

I nodded. 

“I didn’t know what I was doing. Didn’t care if it killed me. I just reached out and it was there and now it feels like it’s still inside me. It’s like I’m half in another world and I have to stay there to keep it from burning me up.” Her face was haunted, like she truly was somewhere else at the same time as here.

That explains why she is half here. 

“Thank you for coming for me.” Her eyes were teary when she finally looked into mine and her trembling hand found my arm. “I didn’t expect ... didn’t know ...” She cleared her throat, sniffling. “I didn’t dare hope that anyone cared enough to come for me. And then both you and Leng...”

She broke down into sobs and I pulled her into a hug. What did you do for a friend who had been through what she had? 

You’re doing it. She needs support and a listening ear. Give her that and the ragged edges will start to heal. The other part, though ... that I’m not sure about.

We needed a Magika, but they were evil.

I’m pretty sure they aren’t all evil. What did the Dragon Riders call them? The Dusk Covenant?

Yes. That was it.

I think they are a faction within the Magikas. And there are probably other people involved. After all, that moneylender had to know what was going on in his building, right?

He had a good point. Who were these people? And how many of them were there?

“I wouldn’t have left you in danger, Savette. Not when you trusted me.” She shivered and I released her from the hug. “And I won’t leave you now. There has to be a way to help you with what happened. Someone who knows about all of this. We’ll find them. Does your father-”

She shook her head so suddenly that my words cut off. 

Her face was hard with her words, like a wall of flint rising up to protect her. “This is all his fault. He’s the one who agreed to offer me to Baojang as a bride, and if he hadn’t, then the Dusk Covenant wouldn’t have snatched me away to replace me with one of their own or tortured me for information about my family.”

She was shaking so much now that I was afraid she’d break a bone. Hesitantly, I laid a hand on her arm. 

“Let’s not talk about that now. You need to rest. Come on. Let’s sit you by the fire and find something for you to drink.”

I helped her to a place close to Leng and brought her water from a jug on the stand. A quick survey found blankets in the chest at the side of the room, and soon I had Savette wrapped in one and resting beside the fire. I laid another carefully over Leng’s sleeping form, stoked the fire and then checked on her. She was already fast asleep.

And you should be, too. Get some rest. You’re only human.

There was humor in Raolcan’s tone as if dragons were immune to the need to sleep. How did you stick your tongue out at someone mentally? I focused on a mental image of myself sticking my tongue out at him and was shocked to see one in my own mind. I jumped, dropping my blanket. Mental laughter rang through our link and I clung to the echo of it as I settled myself in for some rest.
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Chapter Six
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“Because you shouldn’t have that sort of friendship with a trainee, that’s why. You know as well as I do that you shouldn’t be holding her hand or gazing into her eyes.” The whisper was pitched low, but I cracked an eye open enough to see that it was Dashira. Leng’s back was to me and she was carefully scraping the black substance from wounds in his back and shoulders. He flinched every time the metal tool she was using dug into his back. “You’re a good five years older than her! And she’s in training! It’s inappropriate at best and coercive at worst. You should know better. Besides, it will be awkward for her if anyone else knows. They’ll assume you have given her more information than she should have. It seems like quite the coincidence that she stumbled on the moneylenders only hours after you did.”

“I didn’t tell her. I haven’t seen her since the Ruby Isles and that hurts, you know!”

“Hold still. I’m telling you this for your own good. I like you, Leng. You show promise. You’ve moved up in our ranks to a surprising level for one so young. Keep it up and you’ll pass Ephretti! But not if you go down this path. Pick a woman your age if you want a close friend. Ephretti, for instance, would be delighted to fill that void in your life.”

“Purples are solitary. You know that.”

“And yet here you are.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that you need people more than you know and that you should listen to my advice. We healers study more than just the body, Leng.”

“Isn’t it enough that I’ve become a Lightbringer?” 

He was one, too! Who were these people?

She laughed sarcastically. “Yes, your allegiance to us means so much when you rarely listen to our orders or advice.”

The door swung open with a crash and I barely suppressed a flinch.

“What’s the meaning of this?” the voice was almost a roar. “I give you two one simple job and you hand me a wasp’s nest!”

I sat up, warily. Savette was still fast asleep beside me, she twitched, but then settled back down. Ephretti closed the door carefully, her eyes wide and her face a mask meant to hide something – fear? Worry? In front of her a wiry man - gnarled and white-haired - stormed into the room and sat on a chair opposite to Leng. Purple scarves wound around his neck and a very wide one was slung around his hips like a loose belt. He was clean-shaven. His hair – and there was so much of it! – was in a Dragon Rider array: loose interspersed with braids. The ornaments tied into it were small bones. I thought they might be snake bones. 

He carried such an air of authority, making even Ephretti jump and obey, that I found myself running hands through my own hair and smoothing my dress to look tidier. 

“Magic wounds on this one. They tortured you, boy? Did you cave?”

“No.” Leng straightened, but then flinched as Dashira dug at another of his wounds.

“Good boy. And the girl? The Leedris Castelan?”

We all looked at Savette and he grunted. “Ephretti says she isn’t right in the head. Does she know what happened to her?”

“Yes,” Leng said. “She knows. They pushed her for information, too.”

“She cave?”

Leng shrugged. “Not when I was there.”

“High Castelan Lyndon Leedris is due here any day. When he arrives we can turn her over to him. She’s not our problem anymore.”

“No!” I gasped. Savette hadn’t wanted to return to her father. She blamed him for this.

“No?” He asked, raising one hoary eyebrow dramatically. “You know who I am, girl?”

I nodded. 

His smile was not pleasant. “Speak up then.”

“You’re a Purple Dragon Rider.” 

He barked a laugh. “I’m Hubric Duneshifter. If you don’t know me by name then Dragon School isn’t what it used to be.”

I’ve heard of him. He’s a legend. His dragon, Kyrowat, is one of the oldest bound to a rider. He is deeply respected by dragons everywhere.

“This is the trainee, isn’t it?” he barked at Ephretti. “Where are her leathers? Why is she in this dress”

I stood, pulling myself up on the quarterstaff. “I wore the dress as a disguise to sneak into the moneylender’s.”

“Ha! You move more slowly than I do. What’s with the cane?”

I felt my cheeks heat. “My leg is crippled.”

He shrugged. “We all have our troubles. Why don’t you want the High Castelan returned to her family, Initiate?”

“She needs help.” How did I convince him? Should I share her real reasons, or were those private?

“Exactly. Help she can get from her father.”

“No!” All eyes were on me. Even Leng’s. I swallowed before I spoke. “She needs magical help. She touched magic. Used it in our battle. She needs help.”

Everyone was frozen like ice had felled the room. Dashira’s metal tool fell from her hand, hitting the wood floor with a clatter. Ephretti began to back slowly away toward the trapdoor, her eyes fixed on Savette. Hubric’s eyes narrowed and then he burst into laughter. 

“She touched magic. And no one said anything? You just wrapped her in a blanket and put her by the fire?”

He leaned over, clutching his knee as his bellows of laughter filled the room.  

“It’s not funny!” Dashira cried, at the same moment that Leng spoke, his words rushing out in panic.

“I didn’t realize. Thought it was a hallucination from the pain.” His face was horrified. Why? What were they all so afraid of?

Hubric recovered himself suddenly, looking around the room with a piercing gaze. “Well, she hasn’t exploded yet, so she probably won’t. Some people – people with very, very strong wills – can manage it on their own without killing everyone around them. It looks like we are lucky. The High Castelan Savette Leedris is made of stern stuff.”

“I’ve never heard of that,” Dashira said, recovering her metal tool and taking it over to the basin to wash it. 

“You doubt me because I don’t ride a White? I’ve seen it twice before,” Hubric said. “But I’ve traveled further than you poor greenhorns can imagine – and I’ve seen more than you will in your lifetimes. Some people live tame lives. That’s never been my way. We’ll bring in a Magika to help her through the early stages. That should take care of that.”

“The Magikas kidnapped her. They want to bring down the Dominion. We can’t trust them,” I said. Maybe someone would finally trust me. 

Hubric fixed me with a weighing gaze, but a flicker of a smile hovered around his lips. “Not the Magikas. The Dusk Covenant. Not all Magikas are a part of that conspiracy.”

“All the ones I’ve met are.” I wasn’t willing to trust one with Savette. Not now.

His smile still wasn’t friendly. Why did he find me so laughable? 

“And you’ve met all of them, have you? A common girl with a bad leg?”

I refused to answer, but I felt my face grow even hotter and my heart was racing in my chest. I wasn’t wrong. We couldn’t trust Magikas. I’d never trust them as long as I lived.

“We have one of our own in Vanika. A Lightbringer. He will help.”

“Lightbringer?” Someone had to explain this to me.

Hubric looked at Ephretti. “Maybe instead of pulling me away from important matters, you could have handled some of these basic explanations yourself. Or are they too much for you? Should I talk to Abreeda about your incompetance?”

“No, of course not.” Ephretti seemed worried. “I was busy retrieving her friend from the Blacks. They had her in custody. She’s on her way right now.”

“What did you tell them? You’ve already let too many people into our secret today.” He looked at me as if I was part of the accusation.

“She’s not my fault,” Ephretti said. “And I told them nothing except that she was my apprentice.”

“A lie?” Hubric asked.

Ephretti shifted uncomfortably.

Hubric tilted his head to one side. “The Dominar – glory to his reign - arrives tomorrow and he has decreed all Dragon Rider trainees should be elevated as soon as possible. This other girl is Green?”

“Yes.”

“Good. It’s not a lie. We raise her to Color today and you will take her on as your apprentice.”

Ephretti gasped.

“You have a problem with my order, Dragon Rider?”

Ephretti shifted, a mulish look on her face. “It’s customary to choose your own apprentice. I don’t wish to take on a girl I do not know.”

“Ha! Should have thought of that before you made this mess. You’ll take her as a penance for that alone and be glad I don’t set you something worse.”

I swallowed. I was struggling to follow the nuances of everything they were saying, but I knew that if I concentrated I could learn a lot from this. Interactions between full Dragon Riders who weren’t teachers wasn’t something I’d ever seen. Leng’s constant moans and sighs as Dashira dug into his wounds weren’t helping me concentrate.

“She’s Estabis Castelan.” Ephretti said, her tone neutral.

“Even better. Estabis has loyalties to the Dominar – glory to his reign - and to Leedris. We will use her well for the Lightbringers.” He turned to me, “Which, for your information, child, are a secret group, formed to fight evil, darkness, and the insidious reach of the Dusk Covenant. Even in the Dominion, we are not free from the grasp of evil and our regular defenses are being breached by spies and interlopers.”

If there was one group I wanted to see fall, it was the Dusk Covenant. Hubric stood and poured himself a cup of water from the pitcher beside the basin. He turned to Leng as quick as a cat hearing a mouse.

“Leng, I of all people, know what it is like to seek independence, but you are now paying the price for your hotheadedness. Learn from this. No other penance is necessary, but as soon as Dashira can patch you up enough to fly, you are needed. Be ready.” He turned to Dashira. “What happened to the ones she was with?” 

“They gathered them up to return them to training.” 

He snorted. “And what should we do with this one?”

Dashira and Ephretti exchanged a glance. Ephretti spoke, “We could return her to them.”

“She knows too much.” Hubric was watching me with eagle eyes like he could see beneath my skin to the inner workings of my mind.

“This isn’t Amel’s fault,” Leng said, but Hubric threw up a hand to silence him.

“We can’t keep her with us. She’ll hinder the cause. Leng is the only Purple here other than you,” Dashira said.

“And that is a problem because ...?” Hubric tilted his head again but Dashira only flushed an uncomplimentary shade of red. Hubric’s gaze turned to Leng who was just as red-faced. He barked a laugh as if he knew exactly why Leng couldn’t take on my education. “I haven’t taken on an apprentice in a very long time, but it seems that will be changing now.” He turned to me. “It’s unconventional to take one who is only Sworn. Usually, we wait until you are in a Color. But it isn’t unheard of. When the Dominar arrives, you will swear to him. And from now on you have the dubious privilege of being my apprentice. First order: stay here and care for that latent volcano you call a friend. I will send for you when I need you.”

He rose, slowly, as if it was as painful for him to stand as it was for me.

“Now that the mess is sorted out, I have urgent business to return to.”

“I thought you were playing cards?” Ephretti said, surprise on her face.

“Precisely.”
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Chapter Seven
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Ephretti and Dashiva kept out of our room as much as possible over the next hours. Their frustration was clear whenever they entered to get something from the cabinets or to bring us fresh food and water. Leng and I passed the time in idle chatter, trying not to dwell on everything that had happened. We spoke of our families, the farms we were raised on and our love for dragons. I liked him this way. Intense and focused, still, but also with his eyes shining with remembered joys and passions.

As we spoke, I tended to Savette, who had yet to wake up, bathing her hot head with water and checking that she wasn’t too warm or too cold. She mumbled constantly and I was worried to see that her hands seemed to glow faintly. Was she winning the battle against the magic within her or succumbing to it?

“If she’s made it this far, she has a chance,” Leng said from his seat in the chair. He seemed to prefer sitting up. Lying down put his wounds in contact with the floor or the blankets. They shouldn’t be keeping us in this room. Leng and Savette should have beds and be properly taken care of. “Stop frowning. Hubric will send someone for her as soon as he can.”

“He was going to play cards.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my tone.

“And where do you think affairs of the nations are discussed?”

I looked away, embarrassed. What did I know about affairs of nations?

“Hubric is a powerful Dragon Rider with influence and with a mind that spins webs like a spider.”

“I can’t tell if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

He chuckled and I looked at him intently for the first time since we’d arrived. His chuckle vanished and he seemed to shrink from my gaze.

“Why do you do that? Why don’t you want to look at me?” I tried to keep the accusation out of my tone, but he had admitted that I saved his life. Why was he still like this when he knew that I was on his side in everything? “One minute we’re friends and the next you’re cold as a winter wind in the mountains.”

He shuffled his feet, and after long moments he looked up at me with a sheepish expression. It was like a little boy who had been caught doing something wrong.

“Every time you see me, I’m broken,” he admitted, twisting his fingers together. He looked like he’d exposed his heart and offered me a dagger. What did he think? That I judged him?

“Leng,” I said gently, hobbling to where he was. “I will always be broken. It doesn’t make me weak. When I see you hurt it doesn’t make you weak.”

“I couldn’t keep you from the grasp of the Order and it’s dangerous to be a part of it.” He picked at the table.

“I don’t need you to do that. I can chart my own course.” I tried to make my expression calm and certain.

“I couldn’t save your friend.” He met my gaze, his eyes pools of dark grey like a stormy sky.

“But, you tried.” Didn’t he realize that my affection for him wasn’t based on what he did? I liked who he was.  I liked that intense look on his face. I liked how he preferred to be alone. I liked that his face lit up when he spoke of his childhood home.

“I can’t keep you from the judgment of Dragon School, even though you don’t deserve it.”

That was a problem. I didn’t know what I was going to do about it. Grandis Elfar had said she’d throw me out of Dragon School if I left and then I’d gone ahead and done it anyway. My only hope was that if I made it to Sworn before I saw her again then maybe I could stay. Maybe I could convince Hubric to keep me. I’d have to work very hard. I’d have to persuade him I was worthy.

Leng wasn’t done, but his cheeks flushed as he spoke. “I can’t even touch you – can’t even tell you how I feel about you.”

It looked like both admitting the fact of that and admitting that it mattered to him was almost too much. Pain and longing filled his eyes in equal measure and I felt a glowing, tender spot in the center of my chest like he’d warmed something frozen in the ice.

I bent over him and kissed the top of his head. “But I can touch you.”

He looked up at me, lips parted and surprise in every feature. “You shouldn’t.”

I really shouldn’t. There was already a good chance I would be kicked out of Dragon School and if Ephretti or Dashira caught us kissing I was sure they would do whatever they could to finalize that. Plus, I wasn’t sure that I should feed into Leng’s hot and cold attitudes, but I found his courage and vulnerability enticing – his willingness to open himself to me, of all people. It was like a precious flower found in a dark forest. I didn’t want to stamp on it. I wanted to tend it and make it grow.

I leaned down, my own lips parting, leaning toward him. I pressed my lips gently to his – feeling their softness, leaning into the warmth of his embrace.  He pulled back gently, smiling at me, eyes bright and gentle all at once. I wanted more. Just one kiss was not enough – not when they were so good. I leaned forward again.

He stopped me, a single finger pressed to my lips. “No more. Not yet.”

He swallowed, and I could tell he was trying to gather himself. How should I take his rejection? I felt embarrassed that I had tried to kiss him only to be prevented? He didn’t want me. I had misjudged.

He’s protecting you again.

“Wait until I can promise you everything,” he breathed. His unhurt hand reached out and clutched mine, like I could rescue him from a fall. 

“I don’t need promises.” I needed him to stop being so elusive and difficult to understand.

“A kiss is a promise. Wait, and I will make you that promise when I can swear my whole self to you.”

That seemed overly extravagant. What did he mean by it?

It’s the way dragons do things. We wait until we can promise our whole selves. Would you want your mind in the mind of someone you can’t respect? Would you want to open your most vulnerable self to someone who might discard you?

I wasn’t asking for a lifelong commitment, I just wanted to connect with him – to prove I was with him.

Maybe you should be asking for one. Maybe he’s right and that’s what you deserve. He’s clearly a Purple. He’s picking up dragonish perspectives.

He could just go ahead and be human again, then. I stepped back, clenching my teeth to keep an emotional reaction off my face. I didn’t want him to see that it hurt.

He let go of my hand and I braced myself for him to swing back to coldness, but instead, he reached a hand up to my face, caressing my cheek gently and said, “You deserve more than you realize, and I will make certain that you get it.”

I gasped. Did he mean that? He stood.

“I need to go.”

“Your wounds are still open!”

He smiled, little lines forming around his eyes. “The real hurts are mending. Time to be back to things.”

He shrugged into his leather shirt - painfully, since he was still a mass of bandages - and then strode to the door. He stopped before he opened it and turned back to me, smiling despite his focused intensity. 

“Trust Hubric. He can help you. And wait for me. I’ll return to you.”

He left so suddenly that I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye.
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Chapter Eight

[image: image]


What in the world had gotten into Leng? He’d practically fled the room after admitting that he cared for me more than I’d ever expected.

That man runs deep.

And he also ran unpredictable. I wasn’t sure I liked that.

Judging by the way your heart won’t slow down, I suspect that you liked it just fine.

I was still staring at the door, completely floored when it banged open and Hubric strode through with another man in his wake. 

“She’s by the fire,” Hubric said. I started to hobble toward Savette, protective instincts taking over, but he pointed a finger at me. “Stop. Let Magika Zavin do his work. What’s your name again, Initiate?”

“Amel.” I was his apprentice and he didn’t know my name? I watched the Magika carefully out of the corner of my eye. He looked too young to be doing this. His robes were a dark blue and made of a dull fabric, completely unadorned. He was nothing like the other Magikas I had seen before. Was he an imposter?

“Stop glaring at my associate, Amel. He’s far better at his work than you are at yours. Here.” 

Hubric threw a sack at me and I caught it one-handed. A moment later I had to drop the bag to catch the crutch he threw my way. It glinted in the firelight and I gasped. Had he bought me a metal crutch? It seemed he had. It was bronze and engraved with a dragon around the armband. I’d never owned anything so fine in my life.

My mouth fell open but when I looked up at him to say thanks he was waving his hand dismissively. “I don’t like gratitude so don’t thank me. An apprentice shouldn’t like her master. She should feel terror at his presence.”

His tone didn’t sound at all like his words. It was a bit crusty, but more like an indulgent grandfather than the harsh master he claimed to be. Were all his harsh words just a cover for the fact that he really did care?

“Go get changed.” He motioned to the lavatory. “The Dominar – glory to his reign - arrived an hour ago and I’ve put in a word with his Hashutan to get us an audience.”

The Dominar? Really? Even though they kept saying that I needed to swear before him, I could hardly believe that they would let someone like me anywhere near him. It seemed far too incredible, more like a dream than reality.

“Stop gaping like a fish on the dock and go put on your leathers, or do you wish to be dismissed from Dragon School?”

“No, sir,” I stammered, rushing to the lavatories to dress. Maybe if I could just get sworn in by the Dominar before anyone found out, I would be allowed to stay in Dragon School. They couldn’t possibly throw me out once I’d sworn ... could they?

I think you might need to confess your plight to Hubric.

Not now. Definitely not before he’d grown to like me. 

I think you’ll find that lies – even lies by omission – tend to follow you around.

But the truth could get us both killed or me demoted and Raolcan killed. It was better to wait.

Dragon Rider leathers felt very good after that dress. I’d grown accustomed to the way that the leather hugged my body, buckling in place. There was just one problem. I exited the lavatory, leaving the quarterstaff behind so I could try out the marvelous new crutch – it buckled onto my arm with a leather strap. What a brilliant idea!  

“Fit correctly?” Hubric asked, his eagle eyes taking in every detail of my appearance.

“Yes, sir.”

“Master is fine.”

“But they are brown, master.”

“No point in buying you grey for a single day, is there? You swear today one way or another, and then the brown will be right. Now, let’s go. We don’t want to be absent when we are called.”

It felt wrong to leave Savette with a stranger. Should I stay? I wanted to follow Hubric, but how could I be sure she was safe?

“Oh, skies and stars girl!” Hubric’s exclamation made me startle. “You are the least trusting person I’ve ever met. Look at me.”

I looked.

“Good. Your friend is safe here. Nothing will trouble her. If she isn’t, your dragon will notice. Ask him if it’s true.”

Was it true?

Of course. So nice to meet another Purple Dragon Rider. They’re the only ones who really understand us.

“He told you he would?” Hubric asked.

I nodded.

“Then stop worrying and follow me. We need to hurry and that is not where your strength lies, is it? Even with that new crutch, we’ll have to factor in a little extra travel time.”

I stepped over to place a hand on Savette’s arm. The Magika flinched when I touched her like he was watching me put my hand in the flame. 

“I’ll be back soon,” I told her. “Hold on to yourself.”

I wasn’t sure whether I should be offended by Hubric or glad that he treated me in the same brusque manner he seemed to treat everyone. At least one thing was likely: I would swear before the Dominar and then no one would be able to send me away.
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Chapter Nine
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Hubric was surprisingly spry for someone his age, though he walked with the bow-legged gait that all Dragon Riders seemed to develop. He slid through the churning crowds like a snake into its den and somehow, he created enough wake for me to follow unhindered. The crutch he’d given me fit my forearm perfectly. It was padded with sheepskin around the leather strap. Perhaps I wouldn’t lose this one – for once.

I had to focus so much on putting my crutch right that I almost stumbled right into Hubric when he stopped suddenly. We were still on the first tier, and the Castel was on the top tier, so why had he stopped?

“Seen one of these before?” he asked and I followed his gaze. We stood at the foot of a pillar. Above us, benches suspended by ropes hung from a cable. What sort of a rig was this? People sat on every bench as it carried them up to further tiers. Impossible! And yet it was right before my eyes. I hadn’t noticed it before because it was only on this street and this one had been assigned to Artis and the twins. I gaped at the contraption. It was certainly faster than walking, though who would have believed such a thing existed?

“It’s incredible.”

“Not as good as a dragon, but suits our purposes for today.” We were following a line of people to where a set of steps took you to a platform to mount on the benches. “Look lively when we get there. The lift waits for no one.”

When our turn came we climbed up onto the wooden platform and Hubric paid our fee. 

“Two to a seat, jump aboard when she comes,” the attendant said. I heard a flurry of activity behind me, but I was focused on making sure I was ready to stumble onto the bench when it arrived. I didn’t want my crutch to catch in the slats between the platform’s floorboards. 

Our seat arrived and Hubric leapt aboard with a cry of, “Look lively now!”

I tensed to spring forward, watching my crutch but the second I was about to leap an arm wrapped around my waist, holding me in place just long enough for the bench to move on. I saw Hubric’s surprised expression and then my chance was gone.

“I’ll pay for two – the lady and me,” a velvet voice told the attendant who touched his fist to his chest in respect. I didn’t need to turn around. I knew who held me in place. I would recognize that velvet-wrapped-steel voice anywhere.

The next bench arrived, and the iron arm released me. “Let’s take a ride Amel Leafbrought.”

I shivered in fear, but I knew he wouldn’t be alone. I stumbled forward, catching the bench and managing to twist into a seated position. I was just in time before it rocked forward again. I clutched my crutch in one hand and the arm of the bench in the other as it slowly moved up and forward. I was fighting to bring my pounding heart back to a normal pace and breathing deeply. I hadn’t asked Hubric how it was powered. What if it broke and I was stuck up here ... with him. I turned to my bench-partner.

“I didn’t know that princes sat on wooden benches.”

Prince Rakturan’s grin was humorless and threatening - as usual. 

“I didn’t know that peasant girls ran off to fight Magikas. We learn new things every day. It’s what makes being alive so exciting, am I right?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came here to find the bride I was promised.” His eyes were hard.

I swallowed before speaking. “They gave you a new bride, I thought.”

“But I liked the old one better. And I thought I had an agent to help me find her. I guess you’ve decided to forfeit the life of your dragon after all?”

“No!”

He grabbed my wrist holding the crutch. His grip was too strong, and I moaned in pain. He let off a little, looking startled, like he hadn’t meant to hurt me, but then his lips pressed firmly together. A little muscular tick began beside his eye. The lift was fast, but not fast enough. We weren’t even halfway to our destination.

“If you want to buy his life, then the price has gone up. And this time, if you betray me, I will kill both of you.”
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Chapter Ten
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I shuddered at his words, but his gaze held mine and I could tell he meant every word of it.

“Can I trust her, that’s the question?” he asked, as if speaking to himself.

“Starie Atrelan?” I asked. He was beginning to sound crazy.

His eyes narrowed. “Not that wayward road. You. Can I trust you?”

“You’ve threatened me, belittled me, mocked me and manhandled me.” My voice shook with fear. He had my wrist. If he tried to fling me off this lift I would smash on the cobblestones below – or, more likely, on the heads of several people, though that would kill me just as fast. It didn’t matter that I was afraid. I needed to speak because there was no one else here to do it for me.

Judge your words carefully and speak slowly. It will help you get them right. You’re right to stand up to him. 

I took Raolcan’s advice and spoke slowly, trying to control the tremble in my voice. It was all I could do to suppress my fear. 

“I’d say that since none of that has achieved the results you wanted, you could certainly afford to choose a different course.” 

He exhaled like he was letting go of something. He had such a personal magnetism to him that it was hard not to offer to give him whatever he wanted. I could imagine that in his home nation there were probably people who would do anything for him – and just as many who had seen him like I did and wanted nothing more to do with him. Eventually, he gathered himself and spoke in a low, dangerous tone.

“Peace between our two countries is essential to prevent the loss of many lives.” He waited as if wanting confirmation, so I nodded. After all, it was people like me who would die in a war - unimportant people. “But forces and conspiracies are at work to prevent that. I have been lied to, deceived and stolen from. Tell me you were not a part of the kidnapping of Savette Leedris. I saw you there when I stormed her captor’s lair.”

“I was there to free her.”

“You could have told me you were planning to do that in the gardens when I questioned you.”

“I’m being threatened by more people than just you, Prince.” Why did he think I would trust a man who did nothing but insult and threaten me?

He smiled triumphantly. 

“I knew you were more than a common cripple.” Was I meant to be flattered by that? “I think we’ve kept enough secrets from each other. I know now that Starie Atrelan has been foisted on me by people bent on the destruction of both our nations. I know that they stole away Savette Leedris – the High Castelan most likely to help me cement peace between nations, and I know that your people are not the only ones with dark forces at work amongst you. In my own land – among my own men! – there are traitors. So, I won’t threaten this time. I will ask: help me stop a war.”

I swallowed. Should I trust him? His charm made me wary. It made me distrust my own instincts. Was my desire to agree just common sense or a desire to please this enticing prince? What should I do?

What do you have to lose?

He could kill me. Or you.

I think he already promised to do that if we didn’t agree to help. We don’t want a war and we might learn something by watching him.

“What do you expect me to be able to do?” I kept control over my expression. I didn’t want him to know that I might be willing to help – not until I learned what was at stake. Is this what Leng meant when he said that Castelans talked about important things over cards? Did they learn to bluff and read their opponents for moments like this?

Probably. Sounds like the silly kind of thing humans would do.

His grip on my wrist intensified and I blinked back tears. “Somehow, you always turn up at the heart of this, like the calm in the middle of the storm. You see things. Your presence intensifies them. I want you to listen and look and tell me what you hear and see. All of it. I want you to start by telling me where Savette Leedris is. I’ll know if you are lying.”

He would, wouldn’t he? He was holding my wrist. He could feel my pulse. We were so close that he could probably see the sweat shining on my face as I thought about lying to him. What would he do to Savette if I told him – and what would the Lightbringers do to all of us? Their building was clearly meant to be a secret.

“I don’t want her hurt,” I said.

“What makes you think I’d hurt her? Haven’t I just told you that I want to marry her?”

“Why her?” If only he could give me some reason to trust him. 

“Her family is a key Castelan family.”

“So is Starie’s.” We were getting closer to the end of the lift line. I could almost see the platform.

“Her family is loyal to your Dominar.”

“There are other families loyal to our ruler.”

“The moment I met her I knew there was more to her than a pretty face.” His eyes grew liquid with a strange intensity. “There was something about her that sang to me. Together we could rule an Empire.”

Was he suggesting he was in love with her? After meeting her once? That seemed ridiculous. I’d need to watch him to see if he meant the things he said or if he just said them to get the reaction he wanted from people.

“I need to see her again,” he said.

“She’s ill,” I said, not able to meet his eyes. “She was hurt by her captors. She needs time to recover.”

He took my chin in his free hand and turned my face back to him. “When she is well again you will inform me. And today, in the Dominar’s court, the Baron Trakten will present himself on behalf of Baojang. Watch him carefully. You will report to me anything you see.”

“How?”

“I’ll be around. I’ll contact you when I’m ready.”

Our bench bumped something, and the prince released me from his grip just as it was time to leap off the moving conveyance. Rakturan half-helped, half-lifted me off the bench and onto the platform where Hubric waited with an eagle eye on us.

“You should teach your trainees how to use transportation better,” Rakturan said to him. “This one nearly missed her ride.”

Hubric inclined his head slightly, acknowledging the prince almost rudely before saying, “Follow me, Initiate.”
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Chapter Eleven
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If I wasn’t so troubled by Prince Rakturan I would have enjoyed being in a palace for the first time. The floors were mosaics of tiles - as large as the end of my thumb - depicting scenes from our storied history. Horses raced down the hall, chariots arcing behind them. In the wider mezzanines, dragons battled, their riders falling from their backs with gouts of flame swirling around them. The walls and arched doorways were similarly adorned but in concentric designs and scrollwork. 

Hubric strode in the main door of the Castel without seeming at all nervous, as if he frequently visited Castels. He didn’t even acknowledge the guards dressed in black plate armor on either side of the entrance. There were at least twenty of them stationed on either side of the door, their leader wearing an elaborate helm shaped like the open mouth of a dragon. 

I followed him as quickly as I could, glad for a firm floor under my crutch and worried about my new role as spy for Rakturan. It did not sit right with me to be engaged in subterfuge of any kind. Especially not as an informant for a nation likely to be our enemy. I wasn’t going to tell him about Savette. Not even if he was claiming to be falling for her after just one meeting. It would be so much easier if I could just be a student instead of always a pawn in a bigger game – and I had no illusions. I was no center of the storm. I was no rook or bishop. I was a pawn and nothing more.

The Castel was a busy place. Like everywhere, servants were on full display – their livery a sign of their station. But servants weren’t the only ones here. The Castel was as busy as the streets outside, but here the people were well dressed and nodded to one another as they passed as if they were all connected. Some were clearly foreign, their dress and accents like nothing I’d ever heard before. I tried not to stare. That would be rude. People were always staring at me and I knew how frustrating that was.

We were well into the Castel when the halls narrowed, and the traffic grew thinner. Hubric led me down a dark, narrow hallway that seemed to be tucked off to the side. Was it for servants? He looked carefully from side to side before grabbing me by the front of the shirt and shoving me against the wall, his face a bare inch from mine as he whispered in harsh tones.

“I took you on as an apprentice, girl. I stuck my neck out for you. What are you hiding from me?” He was surprisingly strong for such an old man. I couldn’t budge his grip. 

“Nothing,” I gasped. Was that a knife he held to my ribs? I swallowed as my mouth felt suddenly dry. 

“Don’t play games with me. In a few moments, you will swear to the Dominar. Then you’re my responsibility. Do you understand what that means?”

I shook my head. My breath was coming too fast. Was my new master threatening me, too?

“If you fail, I fail. If you betray the nation, I pay the price. I am you from that moment on and you are me. Tell me that you come to me without entanglements.”

That would be a lie. What should I do? Raolcan? Hubric’s eyes narrowed. 

“You are asking your dragon for help answering me? You can’t just tell the truth?”

I almost choked on my gasp, it came so fast. How did he know?

“Don’t play silly games with me. I haven’t ridden a Purple dragon for sixty years without learning their ways.”

I glanced down the hall to where a maid was frozen, staring at us, a basket of laundry in her hands.

“Nothing to see here!” Hubric barked at her and then turned back to me as she rushed away. “Okay. It’s confession time, girl. This is where you bare your soul to me and we decide what to do with you.”

“How do I know I can trust you?” He didn’t feel very trustworthy with a knife to my ribs! 

“There are five people in this world who care enough about you to help you. Raolcan. Leng. Savette. This Lenora girl I have yet to meet. And me. Tell me I’m wrong.”

I shook my head.

“That’s right. But none of them – no, not even your beloved dragon - can save you from whatever mess you’ve got yourself into. Except for me. And why is that, Initiate?”

“I don’t know.” I really needed important people to stop threatening me. I felt as on edge as if I was constantly walking past the Dragon ctes without my crutch. Every step was one more person flaming at me as if they wanted me dead.

“Because I’m old, girl, and by now I’ve seen it all.” He eased his hold on me, but the knife was still there. I trembled at the feel of it against my leathers. “Tell me if I’m wrong: you’re afraid to trust me because you trusted Grandis Leman and he got himself killed and then you trusted Grandis Elfar and she was much less trustworthy than you imagined.” How could he know that? “In fact, I suspect that if you went to the Ruby Isles right now she would end your training immediately. Right so far?”

I gaped at him.

“I can tell by your witty repartee that I’ve nailed it again. And no wonder. We have long had suspicions about Elfar. Let’s move on. You don’t trust the Lightbringers because we are a secret society and you don’t like secrets. You didn’t ask to join, and you think the way Leng and Savette ended up being tortured by the Dusk Covenant means that we are all incompetent, or worse, evil.” Was he reading my mind? “Final problem. You are a pretty enough lass and healthy – sort of. But you are low-born, crippled, likely not capable of producing heirs, and not pretty enough to tempt a prince. Don’t get me wrong – none of those things will prevent you from being an excellent Dragon Rider. They simply leave only one reason for a man like that to single you out. Either he knows you are with us and wants information on the Lightbringers – unlikely since you only just came to us – or he wants you to spy for him. Ah. And he maneuvered you into it so you couldn’t say ‘no.’”

I swallowed as he drew the knife back and then slumped with relief as he sheathed it.

I told you he was smart.

He was reading my mind!

“Not entirely. But I’m used to reading dragon minds after all these years and some humans are enough like dragons that I can get hints from them, too. So. Now it’s time for you to trust me and stop wavering like a girl with too many beaus.”

“And if I do?”

“Then you’ll have someone to help you come out of this alive. First of all, you won’t be going back to Grandis Elfar. We’ve had concerns about her for some time. You’ll stay with me, and once you swear you’ll be my problem. I might seem harsh but there’s only one thing I care about: the truth. Give me that and I will take care of everything else.”

It sounded like a dream come true. Someone to help me figure everything out.

“Don’t get excited quite yet. Together, we’re going to fight darkness in all its forms, but especially the Dusk Covenant and I will use you as much as I need to for that end. You should know that up front. For instance, where is Leng right now?”

“He said he was going back to work.”

“I put him on a dragon headed twenty-days flight south of here an hour ago. He’s flying when most men should be laying abed for a week. Make no mistake, I’ll do the same with you if I have to and expect you to like it.”

I was supposed to be worried about that, but it wasn’t any harsher than what I’d expect of myself. If he thought he would scare me with that he’d need to try harder. 

“And now the final thing. If you swear today, know this: I will use you against that prince. Oh, you’ll spy for him. And you’ll report what I tell you and then report back to me on him. Have you heard of a double agent? It means you pretend to work for one side, but you really work for the other. Most double agents end up dead sooner or later. Usually sooner. And we will use you like a sword in the hand against that pretty prince with the satin words and the pretty face. Understood?”

I nodded. 

“It’s too late for you to say no. You know too much. But if you think you can’t live up to it, I know a place where you can spend your days in hiding. It would be a peasant’s life, but you’re used to that. Is that what you want?”

I shook my head.

“Then I want your vow right now. A vow of fealty to me. Apprentice to master. You know how it’s done?”

I’d never even seen someone swear to someone else before. What would Raolcan want?

I want you to be safe.

That wasn’t an option. I wanted this short, useful life Hubric was offering, but Raolcan was involved, too. I wouldn’t offer a vow if he would rather live in hiding. 

I’m your dragon, either way. But if it helps, I’d rather live life flying high.

“Can you show me,” I asked. Hubric smiled  - and for the first time since I met him, I thought it was a real smile. “I want the life you are offering. I’ll swear.”

“I knew you were more than you looked. Sometimes it’s the ones tempered by fire who are strongest when you really need them. Now, repeat after me. I, say your name.”

“I, Amel Leafbrought.”

“You should put your fist over your heart for this part.” He nodded when I did. “Swear fealty and full allegiance to Hubric Duneshifter, Dragon Rider of the Purple, until death takes one of us.”

I repeated his words, my heart feeling both lighter and heavier as I assumed the responsibility and received his protection all at once.

“And I swear this by my honor and the Truth which is all I have to give.”

His knife flicked out of the sheath again as I repeated his words and then he slit the end of his thumb and pressed the blood to my forehead.

“I, Hubric Duneshifter, accept your pledge, Amel Leafbrought, and I swear to protect and guide you,  shelter and provide for you, as my liegesworn until death takes one of us. I swear this by my honor and the Truth which is all I have to give.” His smile widened. “It is done. Now, let’s not keep the Dominar waiting. We have plans to make once you’ve sworn to him, too.”
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Chapter Twelve  
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Like the city, the Castel also rose in tiers, though the back wall was sharp and straight like a mighty cliff. The Great Hall was at the uppermost tier.

“They use the Great Hall as a throne room when the Dominar is here. Provincial compared to Dominion City, but it does in a pinch,” Hubric said.

The long halls were on the outside of the tiers and they were lined with rows of open archways so that anyone walking along the halls could look out over the sky city, like a dragon from his alcove. There were no stairs. The hall simply sloped upward in a spiral, taking us up level by level, higher and closer to the center with every step.

“Hubric?” I asked.

“Master. Ironically, it’s traditional to call your master that.”

“Master?”

“Yes.”

“Is Savette’s dragon really dead?”

“How should I know? You were on the Ruby Isles. You tell me.”

“Wouldn’t she die, too?”

“It’s the other way around. Didn’t they teach you that at Dragon School?”

“Wouldn’t I have noticed dragons dying when their riders did? I saw Dragon Riders die and their dragons still lived.” I was getting a bit breathless, but I didn’t want to think about standing before the Dominar and asking these questions distracted me.

“They don’t just keel over. They start to rot inside. It takes a while to die that way.”

I shivered. What if that happened to Raolcan?

“Don’t die and you won’t have to worry about it.” Was that a joke?

“Why do dragons let their riders fall or die in training if it means they will die, too?”

“In the northern reaches, our borders are enforced with authority. Some of the people there do not wish to be our subjects, but their lands are important to the Dominion. We may not relinquish them. Occasionally, a young man from among them will rush at us, a weapon in hand, and be quickly killed for his rash bravery. Why does he do this if he knows full well he will die?” I was silent and he asked a second question. “Why did you go after Savette knowing you would be thrown out of Dragon School? Sometimes honor is of more value than life.”

Had Raolcan wished he could stand against his fate like that?

I chose to submit to it. And with you, it is not a burden.

I didn’t deserve him.

It’s never been about deserving. Someday, I’ll convince you of that.

“We’re here,” Hubric said, leaning in so close to me that I could smell an unfamiliar herb from his soap. “Now, protocol is a huge priority in the Dominar’s court. If you had come through the ranks at the proper rate you would already know what to do, but since you do not, you will follow my lead and obey any command. You understand?”

I nodded.

“First, we wait in the anteroom. You may speak to others there, but keep your secrets close. When we are called we will enter the throne room. Say nothing then until you are asked to speak. Remember how you swore to me? You do the same thing when called. Nothing else. You understand?”

“Yes.”

He put a hand on my shoulder. “I have confidence in you. Come on.”

A pair of guards were stationed silently on either side of the blue and white tiled arch. My mouth went dry as we passed between them and into the anteroom. It was so large that at first, I wondered if it were actually the Great Hall. A fountain was in the center of the room, a white stone dragon spewing water instead of fire. 

People dressed in fine clothing stood in small groups, speaking in low tones. Hubric led me to the side of the room, out of the center of bubbling conversation. Most of the people were dressed like Castelans in sky silk dresses or sky silk short coats over fitted leather breeches. The women wore their hair loose and long and the men wore theirs short and their faces clean-shaven. 

It made it easy to pick out foreigners. Around us, there were quite a few other modes of dress and styles of hair or beard to denote where these people were from. A group of men with long forked beards were watching Hubric and me with eagle eyes. I was so nervous at their presence that I didn’t notice Lenora until she took hold of my arm.

“Lenora!” I looked her over. She was unharmed – at least that I could see – and in clean, fresh leathers.

“Don’t stray too far,” Hubric whispered and I nodded as Lenora pulled me against the wall to whisper to me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ephretti speak to Hubric.

“I was so worried about you,” I whispered to Lenora.

“Have you really been taken on by Hubric Duneshifter?” Her eyes were wide.

“Yes, but tell me what happened to you! When Prince Rakturan stormed into the room I was afraid you were in trouble!”

She shook her head. “Hubric Duneshifter is a big deal, Amel! He doesn’t take on apprentices and he is one of the best. He must really like you. Don’t you realize what an honor it is?”

“I’m very honored, now forget that and tell me you are okay!”

She smirked. “I can take care of myself just fine. The Castelan’s dragoons stormed the building with Prince Rakturan and some of his people. They thought I was a servant and took me into custody. I would have gotten out on my own, once word got to my father, but Dragon Rider Ephretti came and took me under her wing. She’s going to mentor me into the Green. She’s not the highest ranking Green but that’s okay. She’s close to the middle and still young. She hasn’t reached the full rank she’ll get. It’s a lucky draw for me.”

“I’m glad. I was so worried about you!”

“You were worried? I was the one worried! I heard the shouting and I could see the magical flares and then nothing! They pulled a pretty girl with short hair out of there, but no one else. I thought you were dead!”

Corrigan! She was alive!

“I’m fine.” I looked around, making sure we were not being overheard. Other then the glares from the men with forked beards and oiled leather cloaks, no one was watching us. “So are Savette and Leng – sort of. We got them out of there!”

She nodded. “Good. I’ve been called here to represent my Castel before the Dominar. After that, I go with Ephretti. I’ve been so worried about you and the others that I didn’t want to come. Do you know what happened to them?”

“I heard that some other Dragon Riders gathered up Orra and Olla and Artis and took them back to the Ruby Isles.” 

“I’ll miss them, but I’m glad to see you, Amel. I won’t be glad to part ways with you.”

“We might see more of each other than you think,” I said. “See how Ephretti and Hubric are talking? I think they see each other often.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Are they lovers?”

I laughed. “I doubt it.”

She looked around like I had a moment ago before whispering so quietly that I could barely hear her. “There are rumors that Ephretti is a part of a secret group of Dragon Riders, like a secret society. They have their own mysterious aims.” So, no one had told her about the Lightbringers the way they had told me. “I aim to find out more about that. If there is a secret somewhere, then Estabis Castelan needs to know it.”

I’d never understood that loyalty to a specific family that Castelans had – until now. I felt a stab of concern in me that she would share the secrets of the Lightbringers with her Castel. Was that my new vow of loyalty at work?

“How is Dragon Rider Leng?” Lenora asked, coyly.

I felt my cheeks heating. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t give me that. Every time you talk about him your eyes light up. You probably don’t even admit it to yourself, but there’s something there.”

“He’s confusing.”

“Men usually are.”

“He runs so hot and cold.”

“He should only run cold. He’s a full Dragon Rider and you’re a student. If anyone suspected he was feeling any heat for you he could get turned out of the Dragon Riders and his dragon would be killed. If he did something more – kissed you, maybe? – he could be killed. I know it sounds severe, but Dragon Riders take things really seriously. You haven’t been kissing, have you?” She looked more concerned than triumphant, which must mean she was looking out for me.

“He didn’t let me,” I admitted embarrassed to have to admit it.

“Good. Don’t try again until you’re a full Dragon Rider. The way you’re rising through the ranks it won’t be long anyway. You’ve been an Initiate for only a few weeks and look at you! You’re being sworn in today.” She smiled. “And I hate to admit it, but you actually deserve it.”

“Thank you, Lenora,” I said, but she didn’t answer, her eyes fixed on something across the room and a secretive smile on her lips. I followed her gaze to where Price Rakturan was entering the anteroom with his bodyguards. Was it him she was smiling at? I whispered, “If you think kissing a Dragon Rider is a bad idea, kissing a foreign prince is a lot worse!”

“Some deaths might be worth dying.” 

She couldn’t mean that! Not about that horrifying cobra of a man!

A man in finely wrought clothing carrying a slate in his hands entered from the far door, glanced at his slate, and then made a beckoning motion to Hubric who turned to me and gave me the Dragon Rider sign for follow.

“Good luck, Amel!” Lenora said and we shared a smile before I hobbled after Hubric, trying to still the butterflies in my belly. It was time. 

Amel? Spider? Something strange is going on here.
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What was it? What was happening? I tried to keep up to Hubric while grilling Raolcan.

Savette. Something strange is going on with her. 

Something to do with the Magika who was there? Hubric and I were right behind the man holding the slate now. He led us to the tall white doors - carved with roses and dragon teeth – and across the tiled mosaic of the first Dominar’s battle with Ha’drazen  - the dragon queen. There was so much to see that I could hardly take it in.

Forget the room. I’m sure it’s lovely. It won’t be so lovely if your friend explodes and takes half the city with her. 

What should I do?

Swear quickly and get back here. I will keep you updated.

Probably a good idea. I glanced at Hubric. Should I tell him what was happening? The man with the slate led us through the doors and then paused just inside the room. I looked at Hubric, about to speak, but he shook his head curtly and followed the man and I did the same. 

I gasped as we entered the Great Hall. It was filled with people from the far end where a throne had been set on a dais - surrounded by a half circle of open arches - to where we were at the back. A gold silk runner, embroidered with intricate patterns, ran up the center of the Hall to the feet of the Dominar. I felt drawn to look for him, but his throne was dark, the semi-circle of windows behind him backlighting him so he sat in shadow. 

My mouth felt so dry that I was afraid it would stick permanently closed and my heart hammered in my chest. I was about to see the ruler of our mighty Dominion. Me! A common girl from a tiny village. How was this even possible? Hubric laid a calming hand on my arm and I pulled myself together. Honors, just like difficulties, were to be faced with courage and strength. I straightened my back and held my head high. Time to take the next step to being a full Dragon Rider. Time to swear before the Dominar that I would serve our people all my life – long or short. 

“Follow the Hashutan’s assistant. He will tell us where to stand.” That must be the man with the slate.

I did exactly as Hubric told me, following the assistant step for step. He was considerate enough to walk slowly – or maybe that was how things were done here. 

Behind us, I heard the door open again. On either side of us, people in the fine garb of nobility gasped. I risked a look back. Rakturan entered behind another assistant, his bodyguards behind him and behind them the men with the forked beards who had been so pleased to stare at me in the anteroom. I shivered, but they were not my concern. Not with a Dominar to swear to ahead of me and a friend in trouble across the city.

Hurry.

I hurried, my fancy new crutch propelling me forward across the golden silk banner like no other crutch I’d had before. If I was Lenora, I would probably know each of the people in the crowds on either side of me, but I didn’t envy her that. I was afraid enough of the people I did know in the room.

When we were halfway across the room, I finally was able to make out the Dominar. He sat with a scepter on his lap – a wicked looking thing with a spiked head and some sort of writing engraved on it. Was it like the writing the Dragon Riders had scrawled on their leathers and sometimes on their arms? I should ask what it was. I hadn’t thought to ask until now, since my time at Dragon School had been so hectic.

His garb looked military in the way it was cut, his breeches were leather and belted like dragon rider leathers, but his coat was of the segmented hard-cased style that Savette and the Dark Prince had worn at the ball. His collar was as high as theirs had been, almost obscuring the lower part of his face – except you wouldn’t have seen his face. 

I had heard of the Dominar’s mask, but the stories hadn’t prepared me for what I saw now. It appeared to be wrought of iron, formed like a spiked crown at the top and coming down to cover his entire face, leaving only holes for his eyes and mouth. It took me a moment to realize that the spike effect across the top of his head were shaped of dragon wings, flaring at just the right angle to produce a crown effect. Around the holes for eyes and mouth, at least a dozen dragons were formed into complicated knots and complex battles. Likely, you could sit all day trying to figure out what wing or neck or tail belonged to what dragon. It must have been incredibly heavy – the weight of an empire on the head of one man.

Hubric gripped my arm, and I realized I had frozen in place. I collected myself and began to walk again. Now that we were getting closer to the front of the room, the people were dressed even more majestically - and more martially- than those at the back. That made sense. In Dominion society, those at the top were those who owned and defended Castels.  It was not a task for those who shrank away from violence. Was Lenora’s family there somewhere? Savette’s? The hard stares of those around me gave no clues.

Around the Dominar’s dais, his dragoons stood guard, the toughest and most skilled of his fighters. They wore heavy armor even here on guard duty, their battle staves planted before them with both hands clasping them, swords slung at their sides.

The Hashutan’s assistant led us to the front and then off to the side. He gestured to the floor and walked away. Hubric signed “wait” to me, though it wasn’t needed. I saw another group of supplicants at the other side of the room awaiting their turn before the Dominar. One of them started to move back to the space in front of the dais, but his mouth opened when the Baojang contingent ignored the Hashutan’s assistant and strode right up to the spot before the Dominar without permission.

An angry looking man with a pinched face stepped from the Dominar’s side and spoke. 

“You will be considered when your turn has come, Baojang. Until then you shall wait.”

“I’m afraid we come here on a matter of life or death.” One of the men with a forked, oiled beard stepped around Rakturan to speak. His clothing was richly embroidered and golden ornaments hung from the brim of his wide hat. “And you will see us before this rabble.”
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The crowd gasped and the Hashutan – because that must be who the pinched-faced man in brown leathers was – grew red with anger.

“You come here as supplicants. You may make no demands of us.”

I shifted my crutch nervously. This wasn’t going to be resolved quickly and every extra minute we took was another minute before I could return to Raolcan and Savette. 

“Supplicants?” the bearded man asked. “The Dark Prince of Baojang is no supplicant. He comes to an equal asking for a moment of consideration.”

“There is none equal to the Dominar: Lord of Dragons, Son of the Dawn, King of the Turbulence, Battle Master of the Dominion.”

There was something subtle about the dragoons that changed. What was it? They had been motionless, holding their weapons firmly before he spoke. They had not moved, but there was a sense now that they were poised to spring on the contingent from Baojang if that was required.

“The Dark Prince of Baojang,” the forked bearded man began his own recitation of credentials, but I didn’t hear them all. Rakturan’s gaze met mine and he lifted his eyebrows as if to indicate that the man speaking was one of those I should be watching for him. Behind him, his bald guard whispered in his ear and Rakturan nodded.

“Watch yourself, girl,” Hubric whispered in my ear. I stole a glance at him to see him staring ahead. When I followed his gaze, I froze in horror. The Dominar’s dark-eyes mask was looking directly at me. He had seen Rakturan’s signal! 

The Dominar stood, and everyone went silent, even the man with the forked beard. He nodded to the Hashutan.

“The Dominion received Baojang in a spirit of peace,” the Hashutan said. “The Dominar will receive your plea.”

The Dominar sat again, but he tapped the head of his scepter against his open palm. Did he always communicate without saying a word?

“Baojang insists that the wedding of our prince to your High Castelan take place immediately,” the forked bearded man said.

“Have we not already promised this to you, Baron Trakten? It is why the Dominar travels so quickly to join you in the north. And yet, you are here instead. Does the prince not wish to spend time with his future bride?”

The Baron smiled in an oily fashion. “The prince’s personal wishes are immaterial. As a representative of Baojang, he must serve her needs. And we require a greater bride price than that promised.”

“Greater?” There was a gasp from the court and angry murmurs from those behind me. Even I knew that it was terribly insulting to demand more than the agreed price. “Our generosity is not sufficient? Have we not promised you peace? Have we not promised to concede the Straw Islands to you?”

“Of course, Hashutan, but we also require twenty of your dragons with riders. You have plenty to spare.” He gestured to me and Hubric. 

“We are not open to renegotiations. The price is what we agreed upon.”

The Baron frowned. “I-”

“Or do you wish war between our great empires? Is Baojang so ready to see her streets run red with blood? Is she so full of youth and strength that she longs for us to swallow up her excess and grind their bones to dust?”

I shivered. His threat horrified me. The Baron opened his mouth – no doubt to make things worse! – but Rakturan placed a hand on his shoulder and shoved him aside, taking a step forward.

“There will be no renegotiation, Dark Prince,” the Hashutan said. “Not even if you ask yourself.”

“I do not ask for renegotiation,” the Prince said, his voice low and deadly. His usual flamboyant charm was gone, and instead, he was tense in his movements, his eyes narrowed as if he was thinking quickly. “I ask that you honor our original agreement.”

“Which we have promised to do.” The Hashutan’s voice held a warning. He did not like the suggestion that they were not doing as promised.

“Then you will give me High Castelan Savette Leedris as my bride?”

There was a curse from among the Baojang men, and two of them moved to either of Rakturan’s shoulders, whispering adamantly in his ears. They were not pleased with his request. Rakturan ignored them. He maintained eye-contact with the empty eyes of the Dominar’s mask almost as if they were communicating silently with only their eyes.

There was something that worried me about his men. His two bodyguards from before were not their normal selves. They shifted constantly, their eyes studying the courtiers on either side. Was I the only one who had noticed the other men had moved between them and Rakturan? There was at least a dozen of these others. They wore swords on their backs and their flowing saffron clothing was tied at wrists and elbows to keep it from hindering their movements. All of them but the Baron had about them the sort of resolved calm I had the day I joined Dragon School. Now, why did that worry me?

“No one knows the whereabouts of High Castelan Leedris,” the Hashutan said, a smug smile on his lips.

“I rather doubt that,” Prince Rakturan said loudly, turning as he spoke so that the whole room could hear him. “I saw her in this city only yesterday.”

Gasps were followed by breakouts of chatter. Around the edges of the courtiers, I saw people scurry away, off to check their own sources for information. 

The Dominar rapped his scepter against the arm of the throne and the Hashutan threw an arm up in the air.

“Peace!” he said. “The Dominar has spoken. He will settle these two minor matters that are before yours, Baojang, and then he will give a ruling on this matter. Wait to the side as he deliberates.”

Rakturan bowed slightly, triumph on his face as he and his contingent moved to the side, replaced by those who had been meant to speak to the Dominar when he rudely interrupted. They were all men who escorted him. Men with face-obscuring beards. Perhaps that was why they seemed so odd to me. There wasn’t a female face in the whole group. No. That couldn’t be it. It was puzzling, and yet there was something...

I watched them, trying to puzzle it out as the people before us presented the gift of a large metal pin – the length of my arm - to the Dominar – one from the completed construction of a new sky city. Their pride was clear, and the court applauded the gift, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Rakturan. What was he doing? Why go against both his people and the Dominar to demand Savette?

I almost jumped out of my skin when Hubric took my arm again to guide me forward. It was our turn to kneel before the Dominar. 
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Are you done?

I was only just beginning! Usually, he’d know that.

I have a lot going on here.

That wasn’t good. I tried to keep my breathing regular as for the first time ever, I felt nervousness through our bond. Whatever was going on had Raolcan on edge – and it took a lot to put a dragon on edge.

I let Hubric guide me to our place before the dais and lead me into kneeling correctly before the Dominar. I held my crutch as I knelt, wondering if I looked like a miniature version of the dragoons holding their war staves. Hubric addressed the throne.

“Battle Master, your sworn servant, Dragon Rider Hubric Duneshifter of the Purple presents to you a new vassal, Initiate Amel Leafbrought. By our code we have raised her up and in our knowledge. To her hand, we have given charge of one of your mighty dragons. She comes before you to plead the opportunity to pledge her loyalty and future to your Dominion.”

I was so surprised when the Dominar spoke that I almost dropped my crutch. He hadn’t spoken to the others, but he spoke to me?

“Give your pledge.”

Hubric whispered under his breath and I repeated his words in the strongest voice I could muster, my fist to my heart.

“I, Amel Leafbrought, Initiate Dragon Rider of the Purple, and mistress of one of the Dominion’s great dragons, do swear fealty and full allegiance to the Dominar, Battle Master and Lord of Dragons, until death takes one of us. My dragon and I will fly your truth to any place we are sent, discharging our duties as is fitting for the Dominion Sky People of whom I am a part. And I swear this by my honor and the Truth, which is all I have to give.”

The Dominar stood and I felt Hubric stiffen beside me. Was this not normal? He motioned for me to approach the dais. Hubric nodded to me urgently and I scrambled up on my crutch and hurried forward. The dragoons blocked my path abruptly with their war staves crossed over my path, but the Dominar raised a hand and the staves uncrossed to let me through.

When I reached the dais the Hashutan spoke, “Approach.”

We need you back here ... now!

I couldn’t leave in the middle of the ceremony! Worry had my head buzzing and it made it hard to concentrate on the present. On wavering legs, I stepped up on the dais, and hobbled forward until I stood before the Dominar. His mask was even more intricate than I had thought from far away, and his form was impossible to see in his stiff clothing. He could be old or young, fair or ugly, possibly even male or female. In the shadows behind his mask, I couldn’t even see his eyes, but his words – spoken quietly- felt certain as the mountains.

“Rare to find one rise to the Dominion Sky People from the ashes of such adversity. I welcome you to my service and pledge to rule you with justice and truth. I will command your death only if necessary and seek your prosperity as far as it may be dependant on me.”

From his belt, he drew a knife, pricked his thumb and placed it to my forehead, just as Hubric had done. My knee shook at his touch. This was too close to the mighty for me.

As he withdrew his thumb he whispered, “Watch the Dark Prince.”

What did he mean? That I should watch him and learn, or that I should watch out for him? I wished I had the courage to ask, but my throat was so dry I couldn’t have uttered another word if I wanted to. He took a step back and I retreated, realizing my time was up. When I stepped off the dais, Hubric fell into step beside me. 

“I’ve never seen the like,” he whispered, but I didn’t have time to ask what he meant as Raolcan’s words broke into my mind.

I can’t hold it back! 

A boom filled the room and the Great Hall rocked like a ship on the sea. Out the wide arched windows behind the contingent from Baojang, a blue mushroom-shaped cloud rose up from Vanika, filling the sky. A screeching sound like metal being torn apart accompanied it. My heart thundered. Savette! Had her magic finally overcome her? Raolcan?

“That came from Ephretti’s house.” Hubric cursed, pulling me toward the side of the room through screaming courtiers and past the dragoons forming up around the Dominar.

Raolcan, are you alright?

There was no reply.
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So many things happened at once that time seemed to slow. Hubric grabbed me by the scarf around my neck, pulling me toward the arched windows on the opposite side of the room from the blast. Courtiers rushed to the opposite side of the room, trying to see if they could determine what was happening across the city, while others rushed for the exits. 

The Dominar stood, his Hashutan throwing up a hand for silence, but no silence came. I watched Rakutan’s bodyguards group around him, but a knot of the Baojang men formed around the Baron, and then were moving in the other direction, toward the dais. Were they so intent on the Dominar hearing their plea that they were determined to ask in the middle of a crisis like this explosion?

They seemed very sure, marching together to where the supplicants stood. The Baron moved to the head of the group and took a step forward.

“Wait a moment, Baojang. We are concerned with the commotion outside the Castel,” the Hashutan said.

“Part of the city is just gone!” One of the men close to the window called. “It’s just twisted metal around a huge rip in the structure!”

“Will the structure hold?” a woman close to me wondered.

“There are fires around the center of it,” another called.

Hubric wasn’t stopping to speculate. Now that we were at the far edge of the room, he pulled a pair of long curved knives from under his waistband. He’d had those all along? I hadn’t even noticed them before! It seemed premature to arm yourself when there was nothing to fight.

The room still rocked slightly, as if the city was swaying on its long stem. I fought a queasy feeling in my belly as I watched the Baron from Baojang walk up to the dais. As soon as he reached the dragoons, they crossed their war staves in front of him just as they had crossed them before me when I approached. As if they had been given some sort of signal, the rest of his people pulled back towards Rakturan. What was their game? He couldn’t harm the Dominar with the dragoons in front of him, but why escort him up there and then pull back before he even made his plea.

The Baron looked back at Rakturan and I saw concern fill the Dark Prince’s face and then his mouth opened in horror. Before he could speak, the Baron began to shake, orange light glowing around his outline. He was a Magika? Had no one noticed that? No, wait ... Rakturan had called magical people in his kingdom diviners. He was a Diviner.

The Baron – Diviner -  seemed to swell with the orange light and then with a sudden flare of light he was hidden from sight. The boom that followed filled my ears, air rushed past, knocking me into the arch behind me. I hit my head on the stone and saw stars, pain and fear filling me. I couldn’t catch a full breath and as I fell I couldn’t tell where to put my hands to catch myself.  A cloud of orange rushed outward from the explosion, filling my vision and leaving me temporarily blinded.

Amel? Amel, can you hear me?
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I hadn’t lost my crutch. The strap still held it to my arm. I pulled myself up, slowly. My head was still spinning, a pain like a spike jabbing in and out of it. Hubric leaned against the wall beside me, a gash on the side of his head was bleeding and he seemed dazed, but he hadn’t lost his feet. He coughed, adjusting his weapons.

Was the Dominar hurt? I spun to look. He was retreating backward, his scepter held like a sword. A cluster of his dragoon guards were formed around him, but many more lay dead on the ground. There was no sign of the Baojang Baron. Whatever magic he had used had consumed him completely. Courtiers had been flung backward from the blast, and now lay, still and broken, on the mosaic floor. Screams and cries filled the room as those still alive rushed to the aid of others or fled through the main doors. 

Was the threat passed? No! The other men who had accompanied Rakturan rushed toward the Dominar, weapons drawn. Rakturan yelled in a language I did not understand as five of the men in saffron turned on him and his two bodyguards. They stabbed one of them in the neck so quickly that I thought I’d imagined it before he fell to the ground. Rakturan drew his own sword, standing back to back with the remaining bodyguard as his own men pressed the attack against him.

Were any more of his people diviners? Would they call up enough magic to level those of us who had survived?

The dragoons seemed to have the same worry. They pulled a rug aside behind the throne and opened a trapdoor. The clash of steel on steel met my ears as the charge of Baojang met the wall of the dragoons. I wouldn’t have thought that only a dozen men could be much of a threat to the Dominar, but his dragoons had suffered the brunt of the magical attack and only a handful had lived to fight and flee.

“Can you fight?” Hubric asked from beside me.

I shook my head. I could barely keep up, never mind use my one good hand to fight. 

“We’ll fix that later.”

“I can fight,” Lenora said, appearing beside me with Ephretti. They were out of breath, but Ephretti had a short sword and Lenora a long dagger.

“We were at the back of the room,” Ephretti said. “We-”

There was a scream from the door and I turned to see fleeing courtiers being slaughtered at the door by men in Castel livery, a Magika in the middle of them. His hands blazed with fire. Were they coming to the rescue of the Dominar? But if they were, then why kill our own people?

“It’s the Dusk Covenant!” Ephretti said. “Where is the High Castelan of this place?”

Hubric pointed at a heap of the dead. A grey-haired man in fine clothing lay there. What should we do?

The Dominar disappeared through the trapdoor, with two of his men. One of his dragoons fell with a scream into the hole as the men of Baojang pressed the attack against those who remained. Another closed the door and they stood on it, buying the retreat of their brothers with their own lives.

From the back of the room, I heard the Magika shout, “The Dark Prince! Take him alive!”

They rushed toward Rakturan, but there was a long way from one end of the hall to the other. Rakturan’s second bodyguard was pinned to the wall with a sword through his chest, his eyes glassy. Around the pair, saffron-clad bodies lay in tumbled heaps on the ground. Rakturan had a wicked cut down one cheek and a patch of blood on the shoulder of his clothing. He glanced around him until his eyes fell on me. With a determined look, he rushed toward us. Hubric and Ephretti stepped forward, as if to take his attack on their weapons. 

“Peace, peace!” he called to us. “Please, Amel Leafbrought, ask your people for peace!”

Hubric and Ephretti exchanged a glance before Hubric spoke. “Why should we trust you, Dark Prince?”

“This isn’t my doing! When they are finished killing your Dominar, they will kill me as well!”

A burst of green lightning stabbed down the long hall, missing him by inches as the Dusk Covenant traitors thundered toward us. On the Dominar’s trapdoor, the last of his dragoons died with a groan and the men of Baojang pushed him off of it, calling to one another in their own language. 

“Stop your men, if this isn’t your doing, Rakturan,” I said.

“They aren’t mine,” he said, “they are only of my nation. I can’t control what they do.”

Another lightning bolt split the air over our heads and one of the Baojang traitors gave Rakturan a mocking wave as he disappeared through the hole in the floor. My heart was pounding, my breath coming quicker. I had no way to defend myself against the horde charging toward us. 

“The trapdoor!” I called. Maybe we could make it in time to flee, too.

No! The window. We come.

Raolcan! You’re alright! 

Stay near the window. We are almost there!

Rakturan formed up in line with Ephretti, Lenora, and Hubric. The Dusk Covenant were steps away. They were too close for the Magika to send any more lightning our way without hitting his own men, too, although that wasn’t stopping him. 

A ball of fire arched over their heads, splashing on the wall beside me. I scrambled to the side so that the lingering fire wouldn’t set me ablaze. 

Swords crashed as the front line of the Dusk Covenant finally met our side. I was surprised to see how capable Lenora was with her long knife. As Rakturan took a step forward to push one enemy back, another tried to dive into the space between him and Ephretti. Lenora stabbed that man quickly with her knife, before taking a smart step backward to await another opportunity.

Hold fast, we come!

Hubric fought, finding holes in his enemies’ defenses. His double knives slid in any gap in their guards, keeping their attacks at bay. One of the men in livery dove toward Lenora, but Ephretti turned his blade with ease, slipping her own between his ribs before kicking him back into the mass of bodies pressing towards us. She spun and came up in a guard position, with Lenora tucked behind her.

“Fight smart, apprentice. Don’t let them through your guard!” 

The minutes were long – like every second was weighty and dense as we were slowly pressed back toward the windows. I could do nothing but watch and worry, flinching and gasping at every close moment. 

Sword clashed on sword and grunt was met with cry of pain. I took one more step backward, as Hubric stepped back into me, and felt my backside hit the railing around the wide arched window. There was nowhere further to go. 

“Make room for the Magika, make some space!” There was turbulence in the ranks of our enemies as they scrambled to obey. Through the press of bodies, the Magika was pushing forward. He would utterly destroy us when he came through. 

Rakturan grunted as a blade found its mark in his side. He shoved himself forward, pushing his enemy aside with a powerful roar. The Magika pushed through the final rank of bodies, his hands raised with crackling lightnings. We had only two options left: stand and be destroyed by the Magika or leap to our deaths from the Great Hall. 
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Hug the window frame! All of you! Make space!

“Quick!” I called, “Hurry to the sides! Don’t block the window!”

Rakturan looked confused, but at Hubric’s authoritative nod, Ephretti pushed Lenora to one side of the large arch, pressing flat against her and Hubric dragged Rakturan to the other side. I scooted to Hubric’s side and hugged in tight to the other two. In the scramble, I heard Lenora scream. She must have been wounded as we made a space. Where are you, Raolcan? We can’t wait like this!

We didn’t have to.

A burst of white light, so hot and powerful that I feared I would be seared to the bone, stabbed through the window from the sky outside. It knocked the Magika off his feet, flinging him back into the press of bodies. An enthusiastic fighter moved to fill his place, lunging toward Hubric. Fire splashed across him, searing him and four more behind him, leaving them almost instantly dead, charred beyond recognition. 

I turned to see Raolcan right behind me, hovering in the air with Savette on his back. Her eyes were white and glowing so brightly that I couldn’t look at her. Her hands glowed, too, bright as twin suns. 

Told you I was coming. I’m better at showing up when needed than you are.

I felt a stab of guilt. I hadn’t been there for him. He must feel so disappointed.

I’m just teasing you. Calm down. Now, we have to hurry. There are a lot of them and you are vulnerable at this window.

Flame burst past me as he scorched another wave of fighters. My hair! He’d singed the end of it right off! I smelled it burning and patted it with my hand, watching, aghast as long chunks fell to the floor.

Raolcan darted backward as one of Ephretti’s twin dragons swooped in so close to the window that I was afraid his wing would brush Ephretti off the ledge. I shouldn’t have worried. Ephretti hoisted an injured Lenora onto his back and climbed on herself. As she worked, her dragon and Raolcan fended off attackers. What made them so crazed that they still attacked us after seeing their friends seared to a cinder?

“Amel,” Hubric called to me, snapping me out of my drifting thoughts, “Pay attention. Your friend is occupied carrying Savette so we will ride Kyrowat. He’ll be here in a moment.”

“What about Rakturan?” I asked.

Rakturan’s expression was grim and so was Hubric’s. Was Hubric planning to abandon him here?

“Who is he to us? An enemy. A traitor. Nothing more.” 

I clenched my jaw. “We need to take him with us. He fought beside us!”

“To save his own skin!”

Kyrowat was already moving into place, his purple scales flashing in the sun and his eye murderous as he watched Rakturan and me. I remembered how people said purples were temperamental. Of course Raolcan wasn’t but this Kyrowat looked willing to bite me as soon as let me ride him.

Who says I’m not temperamental?

Raolcan snapped at Kyrowat, lightly, like he didn’t mean it, but the meaning was clear. I belonged to him and he wanted Kyrowat to know that.

“Fine. We’ll sort Rakturan out later.” Hubric decided all at once. “We’ll put you on Kyrowat first, Amel.”

Kyrowat inched closer so his back was right beside us and then Hubric helped to hoist me over the railing and into the saddle. He was moments behind me, but then Kyrowat was dropping away from the window and I watched the horror fill Rakturan’s eyes as he was left in the window.

I’d promised! This went against my honor! Behind him, an enemy approached. I screamed. Too late. The attacker hoisted Rakturan over the railing, sending him plummeting toward the ground.

My heart was in my throat. I couldn’t breathe. I clung to the saddle horn, eyes tearing up. And then, like a shooting star, Raolcan twisted in the air, darting downward and snatching Rakturan out of the air with his powerful jaws.

He won’t be comfortable, but he’s alive. You wanted that right?

I could have kissed him.

Savette probably will. She didn’t want him to die either.

Hubric guided Kyrowat to fly toward the rim of the city, Ephretti following with three Green dragons and Raolcan flying right behind her. I didn’t like flying without him, but we were all alive. Somehow, we were all still alive.

And I, for one, am looking forward to kisses from two lovely human women.

“Why are we heading past the city?” I asked Hubric as he set a course right through the Black patrols toward the mountains. “Shouldn’t we stay and check on Ephretti’s house?”

“The Dusk Covenant is taking the city,” Hubric said. “It will be theirs by nightfall. There’s only one thing we can do now, and we’re doing it.”

I gripped Kyrowat’s saddle and tried not to be frightened by the deadly cold in his words.

Read the next part of Amel’s story in “Dragon School: Dusk Covenant” or “Dragon School: Episodes 6-10.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Extras:
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COLORS:
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DIPLOMACY (GOLD)

War (red)

Truth (purple)

Healing (white)

Towers (black)

Exploration (green)

––––––––
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RIVALRIES:

Gold v. red

black v. green

White v. purple
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RANKS:

Trainees

Inducted

Sworn

Colors

Dragon Riders
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LEVELS IN DRAGON SCHOOL:

Topside

Stables (level 1)

Healing Ward (level 2)

Dininghall (level 3)

Dorms (level 4)

Servants (level 9)

Stores (level 10)
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BELLS:

First bell: waking

Second bell: meditation 

Third bell: breakfast

Fourth bell: first duty

Fifth bell: lunch 

Sixth bell: second duty

Seventh bell: supper

Eighth bell: third duty

Ninth bell: songs

Tenth bell: curfew 

Eleventh bell: first watch

Twelfth bell: second watch

Thirteenth bell: third watch

––––––––
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DRAGON RIDER SIGNS:

Again:  A loop motion - rolling one forearm around the other.

Follow: A circle made with one forefinger

Designated Formations: Fingers tapped on the forearm 

Yes: A tap to the forehead

No: A tap to the shoulder

A question: one finger to an ear.
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Behind the Scenes:
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USA Today bestselling author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves spinning a yarn and if it paints a magical new world, twists something old into something reborn, or makes your heart pound with excitement ... all the better! Sarah hails from the rocky Canadian Shield in Northern Ontario -
learning patience and tenacity from the long months of icy cold - where she lives with her husband and two small boys. You might find her building fires in her woodstove and wishing she had a dragon handy to light them for her.
Sarah would like to thank Harold Trammel, Eugenia Kollia, and Sarah Brown for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same

Visit Sarah’s website for a complete list of available titles. 

www.sarahklwilson.com
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