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      The mailman was late and probably never coming. A recurring theme in my life, which was becoming old. I sat under the shade of Aunt Clara’s back porch, half-listening out for the clink of the letterbox but mostly watching over Lilah.

      The seven-year-old menace stood in the pool, making balls of water rise from the water’s surface. They stopped at eye level and formed a line that curved around her head, occasionally bumping into her blonde pigtails.

      “Lilah,” I hissed. “What did I tell you about doing that kind of thing in public?”

      She turned her huge, blue eyes on me, probably thinking I’d succumb to her cuteness. “But we’re at home.”

      “And if the neighbors saw you?”

      Lilah glanced up at the windows of the houses at either side of Aunt Clara’s place. Her features twisted in a pout, and she let the balls of water fall to the pool with a splash. I shook my head. No matter how many times I’d ask how she moved things with her mind, she could never explain. But then, seven-year-olds aren’t the most articulate of beings.

      Sometimes, I wondered if we were related. My hair was black, and my eyes the color of dark chocolate, and Lila was a blonde-haired, blue eyed little cherub who could perform magic in a world where no such thing existed. But then, Mom was blonde, so maybe I was the odd one out.

      The letterbox rattled, and a tingle of apprehension surged through my insides. I raised myself off the rocking chair, leaned toward the back door, and listened out for the accompanying thud of mail hitting the welcome mat. It didn’t.

      Another false alarm.

      I slumped back into Aunt Clara’s chair, letting its movements settled my frayed nerves. It had been like this all morning. Today was the day that the International Baccalaureate exams came out and the day I would discover if I got the grades needed to qualify for a place on the Mythology course at the Trinity University of London and finally spend the year with Alec, my sort of long-distance boyfriend.

      We’d worked everything out. I’d be a first year, and he’d be in his second, but we would rent an apartment in London with a group of his friends.

      “Wheee!” Lilah bounced on the second-hand trampoline Aunt Clara set up the night before. Her pigtails flew up in an arch, along with the white, chiffon frills of her pink swimsuit.

      “Lilah,” I hissed. “Aunt Clara said she wanted to test the trampoline before you jumped on it.”

      She ignored me and continued bouncing.

      “Lilah!” I shot to my feet, gut wrenching with guilt. I couldn’t blame Lilah for trying to have a bit of fun, but I also couldn’t let her break her neck. It had to be stifling, being homeschooled, constantly reminded not to exercise her unique gift, and never getting to play with the local kids.

      From an early age, Lilah could perform the most amazing feats: levitate objects, pick images out of people’s minds, and even set things on fire. Feats that would get her noticed, and according to Aunt Clara, taken away and locked up.

      “Lila?” I placed my hands on my hips, injecting a warning tone into my voice.

      My gold locket rolled against my breastbone, bringing with it a mild pang of sadness. It was the only thing I had left of Mom, who had disappeared days after Lilah was born. Aunt Clara blamed postpartum depression, but whenever I suggested we hire a private detective, she would clam up and change the subject.

      Clara wasn’t really our Aunt, but I had grown up calling her that, as she was Mom’s best friend and had known her since school. The little menace continued bouncing as though I hadn’t spoken.

      Irritation fizzled over my skin. Why did she have to make things so difficult? I stormed across the lawn of our back yard. “What did I tell you about that trampoline?”

      “Kids jump on them all the time.” Her bare feet hit the mat, launching her body three feet off the air and making the net around it wobble.

      I stood at the edge of the blue monstrosity and folded my arms across my chest. “True, but Aunt Clara hasn’t finished building it.”

      “Looks good to me.”

      I clenched my teeth. “Can you get down, so I can check all the nuts and bolts? It will only take ten minutes.”

      She ignored me and continued bouncing.

      My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my back pocket. A message from Alec flashed up on the screen. Hey, Piper, did U get the results U wanted?

      I tapped out a reply. Still waiting for the mailman. How is France?

      Busy.

      I frowned at the screen. What on earth did that mean, and how was I supposed to reply to a message like that? Cryptic communications and frequent disappearances were the reason I only referred to Alec as my sort-of boyfriend. His heavy schedule at Trinity College meant he wasn’t always able to stay on video calls for long, but I’d always hoped things would be different when I finally joined him in London.

      Moments later, the phone buzzed in my hand.  We’ve found an apartment, but there’s no space for you.

      My stomach dropped to the lawn, and I tapped out a frantic message. You’re breaking up with me?

      Of course not.

      Frustration welled in the back of my throat, and I growled at Lilah to get off that trampoline and tapped. Then what?

      U will C what I mean when U get 2 Trinity. Apply for a hall of residence.

      My nostrils flared. We’d planned this for years, only for him to change his mind at the last minute. I was about to suggest we make a clean break, when two things happened at once. The letter box creaked open with a satisfying thunk of letters hitting the welcome mat, and the appearance of an ominous, dark shadow.

      Lilah’s heels bounced on the mat, then she launched herself twelve feet up in the sky, right into the arms of a creature the size of a pony. Except ponies didn’t fly. They weren’t green with scales that glinted in the sun like emeralds, and they didn’t sprout membranous bat wings that stretched out and cleaved through the air with a loud swish.

      Every ounce of blood drained from my face and settled into my thrashing heart. My phone slipped from my loose fingers and hit the lawn. If this was a TV show, I’d have no trouble identifying the creature holding my seven-year-old sister in its arms. But this was real life, and flying reptiles like that belonged in the realms of myth and fantasy.

      Dragons didn’t exist.

      Lilah let out a high-pitched scream and stretched her arms out toward me. “Piper!”

      The creature—right now, I was having trouble calling it a dragon—hovered above the yard, making the gentlest of flaps with its wings.

      On shaking, quaking limbs, I scrambled up onto the trampoline and positioned myself beneath them, arms outstretched. “Wriggle out of its grip.”

      Lilah’s face scrunched into a determined frown. She balled her little fists and thrashed at the dragon’s paws. “Let me go!”

      The pulse in my throat pounded like a drum, sending tremors through my entire skeleton. Lilah was too small and too weak to make the creature release her. I bounced on the mat and when I landed, pushed hard with my leg muscles, using my weight to propel myself higher. If I could snatch Lila out of the creature’s arms, I’d roll off the trampoline and sprint into the safety of the house.

      “Give her back, you… thing!” I yelled at the creature.

      It fixed crimson eyes on mine and flapped those terrible wings, rising several feet out of reach.

      “Piper!” screamed Lilah.

      The joints of the trampoline groaned under my weight, the structure trembled, and bolts rattled with the force of my jumps. A sob caught in my throat. If I didn’t do something, the trampoline would collapse, and that thing would fly away with my sister, or worse, make her its dinner.

      “Lilah… C-can you make me float, like you did when you were a baby?”

      “No!” she sobbed.

      “Come on. Lift me up. I saw you do it to the water.”

      “I’ll try.” She squeezed her eyes shut and scrunched her little face.

      This time, when my feet hit the mat, an invisible force propelled me twelve feet in the air. Then eighteen, and then to a level that gave me a sense of weightlessness. Hope soared in my heart, and I stretched out my arms and grazed Lilah’s hands with the tips of my fingers. Triumph roared in my heart. One more jump, and I save her.

      The creature threw Lilah up. As I plummeted to the trampoline, Lilah somersaulted through the air, face frozen in terror. Then it swooped down and caught her onto its back.

      “Piper!” she screamed.

      Just as my feet hit the bouncing mat, the creature shot a warning blast of fire into the lawn next to the trampoline, and flew off with my sister.

      With a series of several clangs, the trampoline’s legs collapsed, and I fell onto my hands and knees. A spike of adrenaline cushioned the pain of the impact, powered me onto my feet and propelled me after the dragon.

      Now that I’d seen it breathe fire, there could be no denying what had taken my sister.

      The dragon flew in the direction of Hexagon Heights, the largest building in our small town.

      I sprinted through the back door, through the house and out the front, without any kind of plan but to keep running. Our street was one of those dead-ends that no-one ever passed unless it was to stop at one of the identical, two-story houses, and I sprinted through the parked cars and into the middle of the road, keeping my eyes on my sister, who squirmed atop the green dragon.

      The 129 bus passed, one of those retired, London double-deckers with an open door at the back. It would pass Hexagon Heights in about three stops, and if no passengers flagged it down and all the traffic lights were green, we might overtake Lilah and the dragon. I picked up my pace and pumped my arms and legs, but the bus accelerated down the road.

      I glanced up at the sky. The green dragon continued on its flight path. Lilah hooked a leg over the creature’s back, looking like she was preparing to jump. Panic burst through my chest like fireworks. Except for jumping extraordinarily high on a trampoline, Lilah hadn’t demonstrated any abilities for levitating herself. If she fell off the dragon’s back, she could die.

      “P-please…” I said between panting breaths. “Keep still!”

      Fifty feet ahead, a car pulled out in front of the bus, making its driver slam on the breaks. This was my chance. Ignoring my burning lungs and my frantic heart, which felt like it would burst with all that thrashing, I quickened my pace and leaped through the bus’ open entrance.

      “Hey, Miss.” A short conductor stepped forward from the middle of the bus’ interior and held up his palm. “No boarding outside of stops.”

      “It’s an emergency!” I pushed past the man, rushed to the nearest empty seat, and peered out of the window. The dragon was still going towards the tower.

      For the next few nerve-wracking minutes, I sat with my face pressed to the window, gaze glued to the progress of the dragon who had stolen my sister.

      It probably didn’t know I had chased it. Probably didn’t know the purpose of public transportation, but it kept a steady pace, and soon, the bus caught up with it on Sestina Street, the stretch of road leading to Hexagon Heights. I held my breath, willing the traffic gods to give us a fast journey.

      Hexagon Heights was a corporate development of a twenty-story tower and four smaller buildings all arranged in an open hexagon shape. In the middle was a huge garden that held themed markets, depending on the day.

      As today was Wednesday, it was the Bizarre Bizarre, the meeting place for every one within a fifty-mile radius who fancied themselves as a vampire, witch, or someone with psychic powers. Most regular people avoided the markets on that day, leaving it to those who enjoyed dressing up and making spectacles of themselves.

      The bus paused at a stop, and my heart shrank.

      An elderly couple struggled onto the high platform, the old lady needing the conductor’s help, and the old man refusing it to struggle on his own. I turned back to the window, pulse pounding so hard between my ears, they drowned out the old man’s protests. The more the old man fought against the conductor, the more the distance between us and the dragon lengthened.

      “Come on,” I hissed through my teeth at no one in particular. “Come on!”

      The bus lurched forward, along with my hope, and we passed three sets of green traffic lights until we were mere feet away from Hexagon Heights.

      But instead of perching on the top of the tower, the dragon flew over it and landed in the massive courtyard garden behind the building.

      I jumped off the bus, expecting to hear the screams from the esoteric market, and dashed across the road, narrowly missing a motorbike.

      As I stepped through the garden’s entrance, I collided with a hard body. It belonged to one of those goth weirdos. This one was an olive-skinned guy about my age with long, black hair, dressed like a vampire. He clutched at his chest, as though the impact of our collision was the most shocking thing since the day his mom threw away his fake coffin.

      I shoved him to one side. “Excuse me!”

      His indigo-blue eyes flashed, and his hand wrapped around my wrist. “Pickpocket!”
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      The market was full today, mostly open stalls and the occasional white tent. I searched around for signs of a pony-sized dragon—screams, running people, fire—but everything seemed normal, except for this vampire wannabe’s hand around my wrist. I tugged hard, but his hold stayed as strong as steel. I kicked him hard on his shin, but he gave me the barest of flinches.

      “Let me go!” I snarled. “I haven’t stolen anything.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Of course not. You’ve already passed my purse onto an accomplice. I’ve been warned of the scams.” His gaze flickered down to my cleavage. “Pretty, half-naked girls bumping into innocent young men to steal their money.”

      A hot, prickly flush crept up from my chest like an army of fire ants. “It’s called a tank top, you idiot. Anyone would know that who didn’t spend their days reading vampire romances.” I pulled at my arm. “Now, let go, before I do you some serious damage.”

      He sniffed. “What are you, a simpleton? Security!”

      “No, but I’m beginning to think you are.”

      People crowded around us. Most looking on with disapproval and others laughing, as though I was some self-styled femme fatale of pickpockets, finally getting her comeuppance. I snarled at them all. My sister was somewhere in this market, being carried away by a dragon, and nobody seemed to have noticed.

      A loud snort caught my attention from a spot several feet behind us, and I twisted around in vampire boy’s grip.

      In a gap in the crowd, at the end of a wide walkway between the stalls, the green dragon stood in front of a cotton candy stall, made up to look like a cart. Lilah thumped on the creature’s back and howled.

      Panic spiked through my heart. “Lilah! Jump down.”

      “Who’s this Lilah, then?” asked the annoying guy who wouldn’t let go. “Your accomplice?”

      The cotton candy seller, a chubby woman wearing a red-and-white striped apron over her long dress, placed her hands on her hips and wagged her finger at the dragon. My mouth fell open. Why was she lecturing the dragon and not snatching poor Lilah off the creature’s back? And why wasn’t Lilah trying to save herself?

      “Jump down!” I yelled.

      The dragon dropped a coin in the woman’s hand. After a second’s pause, the woman twisted around to her stall and offered Lilah a transparent bag filled with pink and blue cotton candy. Lila hesitated for a moment before reaching out and accepted the bag.

      Panic surged through my veins. After all those lectures Aunt Clara and I had given her on taking candy from strangers, she took it from a dragon! I pulled on my arm.  “I’m warning you. Let go now, or I’ll—”

      “Your threats mean nothing to me, human.” The goth maintained his steel grip. “I’m—”

      “Shut up!” I drove my knee straight into his crotch. Snickers and jeers filled my eardrums, and the crowd closed in on us, as though sensing blood, but I ignored the onlookers and focused on my captor. His indigo eyes widened, and he stumbled forward and doubled over. I slammed my fist into his throat, and the goth grunted and let go of my arm.

      “Lilah!” I ran to the edge of the crowd, but two oversized thugs stood in my way, leering down with wolfish grins. The one directly in front of me had bleached his hair white and wore sapphire-colored contact lenses. I didn’t bother to look at his friend, as they clearly craved attention. “Let me through,” I said through clenched teeth, “Or you’ll get what he got.”

      “I’d like to see you try,” said the white-haired man.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you!” Before I could raise my knee, the pretentious lout stepped aside and swept his arm out in a theatrical bow. But by the time I pushed through the rest of the crowd, Lilah and the dragon were gone.

      My heart sank like lead, and my insides hollowed out with despair. Had the dragon flown away already? A quick glance toward the tower building told me it wasn’t perching up there. At least not on the side overlooking the market.

      I jogged through the crowds, past a number of stalls selling incense, crystal and other new age paraphernalia, to the cotton candy saleswoman. “Excuse me, that dragon and the little girl—”

      “Dragon?” Her brows drew together. “What are you talking about?”

      I shook my head. No-one could miss having done business with a mythological creature that shouldn’t exist. Especially not when the transaction had taken place less than a minute ago. Maybe the dragon had appeared as something else to her, like a pony. That would explain why no one had screamed at the sight of the creature walking through the market.

      “Alright.” I tried a different angle. “There was a little, blonde-haired girl with pigtails and two missing front teeth—”

      “Lilah?” The woman walked around the stall and dipped behind the cotton candy machine. It roared to life like an engine, and the little motor inside the empty drum spun.

      I clenched my teeth. Aunt Clara and I had also told the little fiend not to give her name out to strangers. “Yes. She’s my sister.”

      Her gaze flickered up and down my form, as though assessing the truth of my claim. “I can’t see the resemblance.”

      My lips flattened. Yes, because all families looked exactly alike and little seven-year-olds were replicas of their seventeen-year-old sisters. “Where did she go after you sold her the cotton candy?”

      She poured sugar into the middle of the machine, and strings of candy shot out like spider silk from its middle. “I didn’t sell it to her. I sold it to the dragonling.”

      My jaw dropped. “What?”

      “The dragon.” She placed a wooden stick in the machine and spun it as the cotton candy gathered along its length.  “Since Lilah’s your sister, I reckon you know what’s what.”

      “About?”

      Her pleasant expression shuttered, and she narrowed her eyes and edged around her stall, holding the stick of cotton candy like a weapon. “What’s your name? I didn’t catch it the first time.”

      I gulped and edged away. Had my ignorance triggered this newfound hostility? At the back and to the left was a stall that sold bean bags in a range of tie-died fabrics. If I could dart around it, I’d get enough cover to run further into the market and continue my search. “I-if you can tell me anything about my sister or where the dragon took her, I’d really appreciate it.”

      The woman flicked the candy off her stick and shot out a stream of pink light. I dodged left, rolled across the ground, and sprang to my feet. Before she could land another strike, I dove to the side of the cushion stall amid a flurry of white feathers.

      “Oi! What do you think you’re doing?” yelled the owner of this new stall.

      “A mundane has infiltrated the market,” said the cotton candy woman.

      “Where?”

      Before she got the chance to point me out, I raced down another walkway. The white-haired man from before grabbed my arm, and I snarled, “Not again!”

      “You’re causing a lot of ruckuses over here.” He grinned down at me, revealing prosthetic teeth that became popular with that show about the teenaged werewolf. “What’s the deal?”

      “A dragon took my sister.”

      He let go of my arm, stepped back, and gave me a gallant bow. “My name’s Dolph, and I’m at your service.”

      “Eer… Thanks?” What else could I say to a man who grabbed me one minute and showed deference the next? Right now, I knew two things for sure: dragons were real, and so was magic. This Dolph guy might be a wizard or something, but I doubted that they walked around like thugs. I glanced around for signs of the cotton candy woman, but she must have searched for me down a different aisle. “Do you know where the dragon might have gone?”

      He tilted his head and scratched a path along where his huge, white sideburns met his cheek. “Probably where they usually go.”

      My heart flip-flopped. “Where?”

      “The dragon-nip tent. I’m headed that way. Come with me if you like.”

      What was that? The flying reptile version of catmint? The last time I showed my ignorance, I had to dodge a stream of magic, so I forced my lips into a smile. “Thanks.”

      Dolph led me through the market, and we passed even more stalls filled with scented, dried herbs, and leather-bound books. Everything here was what my soon-to-be ex boyfriend would call esoteric, but it would have all looked like mumbo-jumbo to me if it hadn’t been for a dragon I’d chased here and the witch disguised as a cotton candy sell.

      “Do you live close by?” asked Dolph.

      “No.” My gaze dropped to his empty hands. Had he also pegged me for a mundane? Thankfully, he wasn’t reaching for a wand. “How about you?”

      “Far from here.” The man stuffed his hands in his pockets and whistled a happy tune. I studied his features through the corner of my eye. Warm undertones from his long, white hair caught the sun. It was a layered, shaggy style that skimmed the collar of his leather jacket and tapered onto his face in onto sideburns the size of chicken drumsticks.

      We reached the edge of the market and headed toward a white tent large enough to fit a dragon. My breath quickened, as did my steps. The little creature who had stolen my sister might still be in there. But when a tawny haired man strolled out of the tent, cradling his distended belly with one arm and stretching into a yawn with the other, I stopped.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Dolph.

      “What’s that tent?”

      “It belongs to a friend,” he replied.

      The tawny-haired man reached into the inside pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a toothpick. His amber eyes caught mine, and his gaze flickered down my body and up again in a lingering manner that made me shudder.

      I stepped backward. Why would a strange man who looked like he’d swallowed a child stroll out of a tent that sold dragon-nip? “What did you say it sold?”

      “I didn’t.” Dolph reached for my arm, but I ducked out of the way.

      Fear rumbled through my belly as terrifying thoughts rolled through my head. These thuggish men weren’t wizards. They were something else. From the leers on their faces, I guessed they were a type of monster that fed on girls.  “D-did the dragon really take my sister in there?”

      “It’s the most possible outcome.”

      “A-and what is that tent?” My voice shook.

      “A food court, I suppose.” He advanced toward me, his pupils lengthened and thinned into slits, and his nostrils flared as though soaking in the scent of my fear. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      I clasped my hand over Mom’s locket and took deep, steadying breaths. If there was a food court within that white tent,  I had a good example of what was on the menu. People like me…. And Lilah, who had been subdued with candy. Had the dragon given it to her so she would submit to her fate with something sweet in her belly? The cotton candy saleswoman hadn’t seemed the type who would facilitate the consumption of little girls, but I didn’t think she would be a witch, either.

      “Come on.” He flicked his head toward the tent. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

      I seriously doubted that. Still backing away, I said, “M-my boyfriend’s waiting for me on the other side of the market. We had an argument, and—”

      The back of my feet caught on a piece of tarpaulin, and I stumbled backward and fell onto my behind into another tent. A thick, musty scent rose from a burgundy rug and filled my nostrils, making me sneeze. I turned around to find a tall, thin woman with steel-gray hair sitting behind a round table within an empty tent of about ten feet in diameter. She wore a purple, paisley kimono over her black dress, and her thin hands rested on a crystal ball. Everything about her screamed fortune teller.

      “Sorry!” I pulled myself to my feet. “Wrong tent.”

      “You have come to the right place, child,” she said in a voice sharp enough to cut throats.

      I peeped out through a gap in the tent’s flaps. Dolph stood outside with his hands clasped over his belly, Rocking back and forth on his heels. Clenching my teeth, I swallowed back the disgust crawling up my gullet. The man was desperate to take me to that food court.

      “You know,” said the lady. “At the rate you keep blundering about the bazaar, you’ll get yourself killed.”

      My lips pressed into a thin line. I kind of gathered that already. If I could find a way to sneak into that tent without being seen, I could check to see if Dolph had been telling the truth that Lilah might be there. “Do you have another exit around the back?”

      “And you’re likely to be parted forever from your sister,” she added.

      Icy fear seeped into my veins, and I spun. “What do you know about her?”

      She took her hands off the crystal ball and leaned back into her seat. “Only that she’s on the back of a dragonling who means to take her home.”

      “To eat?” I eyed Dolph through the flaps. He now paced in front of the tent and muttered to himself. It might have been my imagination, but he’d also bulked up since trying to lure me into the food tent. Something about this fortune teller’s structure had to be repelling him, as I didn’t strike him as the polite and reserved type. I turned to take a closer look at the fortune teller, who I suspected was also a witch. She styled her gray hair into a loose bun, and ivory-colored spectacles perched on her long nose.

      “Dragons don’t eat people unless they have a good reason,” she replied.

      I let the comment wash over me. Being a noisy little girl was no good reason to hurt Lilah, considering the dragon had chosen to abduct her and could have sent her back home anytime during the journey. “How can I find my sister?”

      “She’ll be at the dragon stronghold at the realm of the dragons.”

      “Ummm…” I chewed my lip. “Did you just make that up?”

      The old woman bristled. “I most certainly did not.”

      “How do I get to this… stronghold? I asked.

      She rose from her seat and walked around the table with confident strides. At about five foot eleven, she towered over my five foot six frame. “Break your shackles.”

      With the speed of a viper, she stretched her arm across the table and snatched the chain from around my neck.

      “Wait! That’s the only thing I have left of my Mom!”

      “It’s the only way the magic will allow you passage to the dragon realm.” She yanked hard at the chain and pulled out my locket.

      My hand flew to my chest. Mom had warned me never to take it off. It was a charm to stop my luck from draining away. “What do you mean—”

      The ground rumbled underfoot, making the soles of my boots vibrate. Then the rug gave way along with the ground, and I fell down a giant hole.
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      The fortune teller stood at the edge of the hole, staring down at me with the same dispassionate expression Aunt Clara would use when waiting for water to boil. My stomach rose to my throat as I plummeted, and a scream ripped from my lips.

      “Heeeeelp!”

      It was futile. She’d done this to me. Thrown me down a chute to goodness-knows-what kind of fate. Light from her tent made the ends of her gray hair shine like molten silver. The fortune teller drew the ends of her kimono together as though protecting herself from a gust of cold… or a splash of blood from wherever I would land.

      Cold, blank panic took over my senses, and my gaze dropped down to the infinite darkness beneath my feet. There would be no dragon dimension for me. I’d somehow made a diabolical deal and was on my way to hell. My head snapped up, and I squinted at the fortuneteller’s face, fully expecting her to pull off her disguise and reveal her true, monstrous nature. But she was too far away, and I couldn’t see any changes in her coloring.

      The fall continued until a numbness overtook my body, easing the lurching of my stomach to a vague sense of impending dread. I glanced around, trying to get my bearings, and stretched out my arms to catch them on a bit of wall, but they just met thin air.

      I tilted my head up, but the opening was now the tiniest pinprick of light. A sob caught in my throat. I’d failed. In less than twenty minutes of searching for Lilah, I’d already gotten myself condemned to death. Or confined to an interminable fall for venturing into a territory where regular people weren’t welcome. The fortune teller, if that’s what she really was, must have recognized Mom’s necklace for a luck-keeper charm. Taking it off so suddenly must have drained every ounce of my good fortune and confined me to this.

      Lilah.

      Had Dolph lied about the dragon taking her to that huge tent? Surely, a child-eating creature would have flown off with her to its lair, and not bought her cotton candy. I hoped the dragon would return her to Aunt Clara at the end of the day. My throat thickened, and I gulped. Otherwise, poor Aunt Clara would succumb to grief. She’d already lost Mom, and I didn’t think she’d be able to cope well with losing Lilah and me.

      The fall continued, and my surroundings became so black that closing my eyes made no difference to the quality of the darkness. My mind drifted to Alec, who had held me at arms length for a year except for the times he visited home and wanted to make out. And this morning, when I’d been on the cusp of getting my place at Trinity University, he had decided to distance himself further. In the calmness of this interminable drop, it was clear that I’d been dumped. He’d only worded things so he could keep his options open in case he changed his mind.

      A faint breeze meandered under the hem of my jeans and curled around my ankles. I glanced down to find a pinprick of light beneath my feet. The numbness vanished, replaced by a pulse-pounding panic that had me clutching at my chest and gasping for air. If that was another opening, how would I land without breaking my neck? And if I survived the landing, where would I end up? The fortune teller had said I would go to the realm of the dragons, but if it wasn’t hell, then it had to be a barren, sun-drenched, mountain landscape… or worse.

      The breeze snaked around my ankles like invisible vines and jerked me around in a series of stomach-wrenching cartwheels and somersaults until my body couldn’t tell which way was up or down. My eyes rotated around in their sockets, and waves of dizziness threatened to drown me. I struggled to stay conscious, but the movements wouldn’t stop, and my eyes rolled to the back of my head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey.” A boot nudged me in the side. “If you want to rest on those, they’re a silver piece each.”

      I glanced up and met the hazel eyes of a man with a scar that ran across his nose and stretched around to his cheekbones. Deep puncture marks ran along the edges of his slash mark, as though he had tried to stitch his wound together with a blunt needle. The sky behind him was blue, with a thin covering of white clouds, instead of the black or red or amber I’d expected of the underworld.

      I blew out a long sigh of relief. The climate here was similar to home: a warm, summer’s day, but slightly more breezy.

      The man’s brow lowered into an irritated scowl, and the flesh at the sides of his face wobbled. “Didn’t you hear me, girl? Out!”

      Feeling around at the pile of cushions, I blinked myself out of my stupor. “Oh! Sorry. I’ll get off them.”

      “Now, please,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Yes, yes!” I scrambled off the cushions, landed on my hands and knees, and glanced about my surroundings.

      This was a market about the same size of the Bizarre Bazaar, but instead of a landscape of buildings, we were surrounded by rocks. Even the ground consisted of reddish-brown mineral that looked like it could soak up water, much like a flat version of the Grand Canyon. Except for the hexagonal-shaped mountain in the distance and the five smaller hills at its sides. If I hadn’t fallen through a hole, I would have told myself I was hallucinating our town as a deserts landscape.

      My gaze caught on the same kind of huge, white tent as the one Dolph had claimed the dragon had taken Lilah. And opposite that was a smaller tent identical to the one belonging to the fortune teller. I pulled myself upright. “How did I get here?”

      The man rubbed the back of his bald head. “One minute I was packing up a nice set of antelope-hide cushions for a customer, and the next, I found you here taking a nap.”

      He turned around to deal with a customer, and I spun in the direction of the fortune teller’s tent. She’d robbed me of my locket and chain, thrown me down a chute and left me here with no explanation of how to find Lilah or the dragon stronghold. I glanced over my shoulder to see if Dolph had somehow followed, but he wasn’t anywhere in sight. Hopefully, he’d gone to the white tent and gotten himself eaten by something worse than a cotton-candy-buying dragon the size of a pony.

      I pushed the flaps open to her tent. It was the same, empty, white space with a round, burgundy rug, but a man in a turban and black robes glanced up from his crystal ball. “Welcome. How may I be of assistance?”

      “I was looking for the lady.”

      He pulled himself out of his seat and loomed over me. “To whom do you refer?”

      “Um…” It sounded dumb, even in my head. This clearly wasn’t home, and just because the configuration of tents and stalls sort of looked similar, I didn’t need to assume that this was the same market. But now wasn’t the time to feel embarrassed, so I blurted what I needed to say. “I’m looking for the one who works here. She took my good-luck keeper and sent me here through a hole in the ground. Has she finished her shift?”

      “I know nothing about a woman. If you’re not looking to get your fortune told, step outside. I have customers waiting.”

      I glanced over my shoulder into the busy market. There wasn’t a single person waiting to see this self-proclaimed customer magnet. I shook my head. Whatever. Just before I stepped out, I turned away and asked, “Where can I find the dragons. A little green one has taken my—”

      “Do you have gold?” he asked.

      “No.”

      He waved me away with a long-fingered hand. “Then I’m not interested. Good day.”

      No sooner had I poked my head out of the man’s tent than a shadow blocked the sun. My head snapped up to the skies. A black dragon the size of a private jet glided over the market, its wings outstretched. My jaw dropped open. This really was the realm of the dragons. But where was their stronghold? The tall, hexagonal mountain?

      I stepped back into the tent. The man hunched over a crystal ball the size of his head. Clearing my throat, I asked, “I do have a question for you.”

      His lips flattened into a thin line, and he held out his hand. “Silver.”

      “What?” I frowned.

      “Cross my palm, and I’ll give you the answers you need.”

      I made a show of patting down my leather jacket. “It must have fallen out of my pocket.”

      “Sure.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t need to use my insight to know you’re a penniless human trying her luck. Clear out, or I’ll call security. The sentence for vagrancy is six months hard labor.”

      “Right.” I stormed out of the tent, fists clenched. What a loser. The black dragon flew toward the mountain, which, according to some myths, was their habitat of preference. I squinted into the distance, placing my hand over my brow. Winged creatures, too large to be birds, flew in the distance.

      I exhaled a long breath and squared my shoulders. At least I had an idea of where to find the dragon stronghold. But first, I needed a means of transport.

      “I’m warning you!” I turned around to find the fortune teller sticking his turbaned head out of his tent. “If you don’t clear out from the front of my establishment and stop scaring away my customers, I’ll make you sorry.”

      Angry heat rose to my cheeks, and I backed ten paces away. How could anyone be so deluded? “Is that far enough?”

      He stuck his pointed nose in the air. “A little further.”

      I rolled by eyes and took two more steps.

      “Further.”

      The next backward step had me bumping into a large body. I cringed. If this was Dolf—</p>

      “Hey!” snapped a female voice.

      I whirled around and stared into a girl of five feet eleven in height and nearly half as wide. A mane of coarse brown hair curled around her face with strips of garish, sunset-yellow highlights. Her outfit consisted of leather body armor, fashioned to look like a mini-dress, matching leather pants, with thick boots. She snarled, revealing two horn-shaped earrings studding her an upper lip, so it looked like she grew tiny tusks.

      A low, guttural sound rolling in the back of her throat made me flinch.

      Her blue eyes flashed. “Are you mocking me?

      “No.” I took a step back. “I didn’t mean to—”

      She bared her teeth, revealing lengthened lower incisors.

      My stomach flip-flopped, and I tried to school the shock off my features. Some people placed points on their upper incisors to look like vampire fangs, but I’d never seen anything like that. It made her look like some kind of beast.

      “Did you see that, Boots?” The girl glanced at a large boy who stood a few feet away. “That human is looking down on us.”

      My nostrils flared. “I-I’m not! Besides, I didn’t notice your friend until you spoke to him.”

      “What’s your problem?” she shoved me on the shoulder, making me stumble back several steps.

      “What’s yours?” I shoved her back and met solid muscle.

      Passersby stopped to gape, and enough of them gathered to form a crowd, just like they had at the Bizarre Bazaar. Even the people standing at stalls turned around to watch this aggressive girl’s attempts to start a fight. They were a mix of larger individuals dressed in worn, leather clothing, like the pair in front of me, and smaller people with pale hair, wearing regular fabrics but in washed-out colors. I looked for signs of the  market’s security guards, but nobody seemed to wear a uniform of any kind.

      She held out her arm, palm out at her companion. “Boots. Stand back. This is about to get messy.”

      “Right-ho.” Boots took several steps backward and removed his baseball cap, revealing hair just as streaky as the girl’s.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      With an inhuman speed, the girl reached at her back, pulled out some kind of double-sided, ceremonial battle ax, and swung it at my neck.

      I jumped back, but her sharp blade nicked the skin of my neck. It stung like a paper cut. “Are you crazy?”

      Her nostrils flared. “She insulted me again!”

      “I heard that, too.” Boots folded his arms across his chest and shook his head, as though I was the pathetic one.

      The girl bared her peculiar teeth. “This time, I won’t let you weasel out of this battle.”

      “Battle?” I spread my arms wide. “All I can see is someone trying to decapitate me for no reason. Calm down!”

      Red blotches appeared on her rounded cheeks. “Now you’ve done it.” She rushed at me, swinging her ax into an overhead arch. “Prepare for retribution!”

      Cold fear hit me in the gut, and my heart galloped with the horsepower of an out-of-control Kentucky derby. If I didn’t get out of here now, this girl would kill me. I scrambled back into the crowd, but the onlookers stood shoulder to shoulder, forming a tight barrier. Someone shoved me back into what I could only suppose was the ring. I would have turned around and given that person a filthy look if I didn’t have a deranged madwoman coming at me with a sharpened ax.

      “Help me,” I dodged left and sprinted along the edge of the crowd, looking for an opening. “Someone!”

      The girl chased after me like a charging hog, brandishing that wickedly sharp ax. Just before she swung, a long-haired figure in black stepped between us and held onto her wrist. He stood about six feet, a couple of inches taller than the girl who strained against his superior strength.

      Boots, the girl’s male companion stepped away from his vantage point at the side of the ring, his face twisted with annoyance. “What are you doing to my—”

      “Peace, friend. There’s no pride in attacking a simpleton. Back away, and no one will get hurt.” He turned around, revealing the face of the olive-skinned goth who had grabbed me in the Bizarre Bazaar and delayed me from catching up with the little dragon who had taken Lilah.
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      The male and female thugs cast Mr. Tall, Dark, and Vampire a sullen look before sloping off through the crowd, who quickly dissipated at the absence of conflict. Even the people who had paused in their shopping to gape now turned back to the stalls to conduct their business as though a girl hadn’t nearly gotten her head chopped off. The goth slung his black cloak across his front. He gazed down at me, eyes alight with eagerness, as though waiting to be thanked for being my dark savior.

      Angry, prickly heat flushed through my veins, and my nostrils flared. I glowered up at the idiot who had gotten me into this entire mess. If he hadn’t been for him, I would have reached Lilah in time to pluck her off that horrible little dragon’s back.

      I stepped forward and prodded him on the shoulder. “You!”

      “Yes, Me.” He beamed and straightened. Did he want a reward or something?

      “This is all your fault—”

      “I beg your pardon?” His black brows drew together.

      “If you hadn’t grabbed hold of me, none of this would have happened.”

      He tilted his head to one side. “Those two berserkers?”

      “The what?”

      “Berserkers.” He gestured in the direction the girl had stormed off with her companion. “The pair from just a moment ago. You must have said something to them, as they don’t attack unless offended or challenged first.”

      I rubbed the back of my head. “She had anger issues.”

      He placed a hand on my shoulder. “If you don’t have a berserker’s strength, antagonizing them can be deadly. You could have lost your head.”

      The girl and her male friend stopped at the end of the row of stalls to glare. From the way the girl swiped her index finger across her neck, it looked like she still wanted me dead and beheaded. “Um… thanks.”

      My savior stepped back and bowed with a flourish. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Prince Sheridan of the Dark Elves.”

      “Hi.” I gulped. Some people had fancy titles for names, like Prince Rogers Nelson, Lady Gaga, and King Kong. Sheridan was probably someone whose parents had watched the Purple Rain movie too many times and wanted their kid to have some kind of musical prowess. If he really was a prince, he wouldn’t have bowed. I held out my hand. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Piper Ocean.”

      Instead of shaking my hand or kissing my knuckles as might be expected from someone who claimed to be a handsome prince, he twisted it around and placed his lips on my pulse point. The contact sent a jolt of shock up my arm into my heart.

      I shook off the sensation. It was hard to stay mad at someone who had saved my life, even if they had earlier caused me to miss out on rescuing my little sister from that dragon. “So… I guess we’re in the dragon realm? How did you get through so quickly?”

      “There’s a white tent that conceals the gateways to the other realms. Didn’t you use that?”

      “Ummm…” I glanced away, irritation sizzling across my skin at my earlier paranoia about Dolph, the white-haired stalker. He might not have wanted to eat me. Perhaps he only tried to show me how to follow the little, green dragon, and I’d misinterpreted him. “I took another route.”

      His brows rose. “I trust it was a pleasant journey?”

      “You could say that… not,” I muttered under my breath. Out loud, I asked, “I’m looking for a pony-sized dragon. I heard it came this way.”

      He nodded in the direction of the hexagon-shaped mountain. “Dragonlings all reside in the walled city on Mount Hydrus.”

      I gazed into the horizon, hope soaring through my chest. The cotton candy woman had also used the same word to describe the green dragon. “Is there transportation?”

      Sheridan beamed and crooked his arm. “As it happens, I’m going in that direction. Would you care to ride in my chariot?”

      I nodded, took his arm, and we strolled past stalls that sold regular things people found in artisan markets, like baked goods, honey, fruits and vegetables, cut flowers, and a few other things I didn’t expect to see, such as an elephant carcass cooking on a spit next to that of a cow. Sheridan stopped at a stall that sold medieval weapons like the crazy girl’s double-headed ax.

      He picked up a huge, Van Helsing-style crossbow, bounced it up and down to test its weight, then moved onto the next stall and glanced at a selection of wooden blades and clubs that were too small or blunt to be anything but ceremonial.

      We reached a parking lot at the end of the market, and I scanned an array of modern-looking vehicles adapted for rough terrain. My gaze caught a little Smart car that had been converted with wheels nearly as tall as the vehicle itself. I looked around for an old-fashioned vehicle or one without wheels that needed horses.

      “Where’s your chariot?” I asked.

      He pointed at the space next to a double-decker bus. The chariot turned out to be a convertible Bentley fitted with the same kind of oversized wheels as all the other cars. A driver hurried out, opened the passenger door, and bowed.

      I sucked in a breath and took a closer look at Sheridan’s outfit. Like most others I had seen in this realm, he wore some kind of animal skin. More opaque than leather but thin and soft enough that it appeared to be fabric on first glance. The style of his pants and shirt were typical of what I’d seen goth boys wear in vampire conventions: black and closely fitted. He also wore a jacket which I couldn’t scrutinize under his long, black cloak, which was lined with a fabric the color of blood.

      I couldn’t tell if he was really a prince or just someone with wealthy parents and a fixation with looking like a vampire.

      “My lady.” Sheridan took my hand and helped me into the back of his Bentley.

      A backpack and a large, steamer-style trunk took up most of the space, blocking our view of the right window.  The driver shut the door and returned to his seat.

      “What’s all this?” I asked.

      “The Dragon Academy Trials begin today,” he replied. “It’s the only way a civilian can get close to the walled city without being a diplomat.”

      I blinked. “You’re talking about Mount Hydra, right?”

      The Bentley drove through the outdoor parking lot, passing smaller vehicles, and even a few busses. This realm sure was an odd combination of ancient and modern. It was as though someone had come from the regular world, taken a few of the things they had liked and adapted them for life in a dry, rock-covered realm of dragons.

      “Mount Hydrus.” Sheridan tilted his head. “How much do you know about King Sarkany?”

      “Nothing.”

      “The five realms?”

      I shook my head. “Until this morning, I didn’t even know dragons were real.”

      Sheridan frowned. “The Excelsior is a tree that holds a realm in each of its five branches. We’re in Brand, the home of the dragons and King Sarkany.  Jord is where the humans reside, Mork for the dark elves, Latt for the light elves, and Ojur is the realm of the beasts and berserkers.”

      My throat went dry. This sounded like something I would study in Trinity College… If I ever returned home in time to get my exam results. “A dragon took my sister, and I’m sure it brought her here. Would you know how to get her back?”

      “Well, King Sarkany personally takes care of all the dragon eggs and dragonlings until they’re old enough to serve as cavalry for his Drake Guard.” The only people who get to see the young dragons are those who work within the walled city. That’s what the Dragon Academy Trials are about. They’re accepting applicants for those who wish to apprentice with the dragons.” He raised a shoulder. “I assume you want to try your hand.”

      “Not at all.” I peered through the window. Mount Hydrus loomed over the horizon. From this angle, I couldn’t see all the smaller mountains surrounding it, but the closer we got to the dragons, the more I realized how much they varied in size.  “Can’t I make an appointment to see someone from the walled city and tell them to hand back my sister?”

      He frowned and rubbed his chin. “It takes weeks for them to approve a diplomat to gain access the walled city. I doubt they’d let you get close, but if you enter the trial and win, you’ll see her in just  three days.”

      “Is it dangerous?” I bit down on my lip.

      His chest puffed out. “Not for one such as me. If you stay by my side, I’ll help you through the trials, and we can apprentice together.” He leaned across the back seat and unlatched his trunk. The door flew open, revealing an expanded closet containing an array of weapons, camping equipment and protective clothing. “I brought enough for a team of four. That’s the basic unit in the Academy of Dragons.”

      My brows drew together. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought Sheridan was trying to impress me. He probably felt bad about his part in making me miss out on rescuing Lilah before the dragon traveled through the dimensions.

      I blew out a relieved breath. Even with the loss of my luck-keeper charm, I had been fortunate to find someone in this strange world willing to lend me a hand. “I don’t get it. If dragonlings are so well protected, how did that one enter the human realm and take my sister?”

      “No one can stop a dragonling who has been summoned.” Sheridan swung the trunk door shut.

      “Huh?”

      “Your sister is a summoner.” His gaze turned wistful. “Lucky little thing. She’ll never need to run the trials to get her place, and she won’t go through the long bonding process required to become a full rider.”

      “What?”

      He leaned close and smiled. “When I was little, I used to squeeze my eyes shut and try to summon a dragon, but dark elves rarely have that ability.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think Lilah’s…” Sheridan’s violet eyes lingered on the little cut on my neck made by that female berserker. His tongue darted out to lick his bottom lip, revealing the barest trace of fangs. Why hadn’t I noticed them before? His left thigh lay flush against my right, and his chest practically rested on my arm.

      My hand traveled up to cover the wound, and his gaze jumped to my pulse point. My throat dried. “Prince?”

      “Sheridan…” he said, still staring at my quickening pulse. “Call me Sheridan.”

      Maybe I was imagining things. He might just be someone who had read too many vampire novels while growing up and wanted to emulate the beautiful undead. It might be normal for vampire geeks to wear prosthetic fangs and have fixations with girls veins. I lowered my fingers from my wound, and he lurched forward.

      Both hands shot out and pressed on his shoulders. “What are you doing?”

      He drew back, gaze darting from left to right. “Nothing.”

      “You keep looking at my bloody wound.”

      After a pause, he said, “No, I don’t.”

      “Do you drink blood?”

      Another unconvincing pause. “No.”

      The Bentley stopped at an intersection to let a pair of buses pass by on rumbling, oversized wheels. Now was my chance. I leaned forward, opened the door, and stepped out. Sheridan scrambled across the seat. “Piper?”

      “Thanks for everything, but I’ll hitch-hike the rest of the way.”

      “But—”

      I shut the door, and the Bentley sped ahead.

      As the car disappeared down the highway, the largest breath of relief whooshed out of my lungs. Dark elf, my foot. Sheridan was some kind of day-walking vampire. With a lust for my blood! I shook my head. If I had remained in the back of that Bentley any longer, he would have drained me and left me a desiccated husk for the vultures… If such creatures existed in this realm.

      I continued along the road, sticking out my thumb each time a vehicle approached.

      This part of the region reminded me of Sestina Street, the road that led to Hexagon Heights, except for the whole part about it being a rocky wasteland. Someone had smoothed out the ground to create roadways wide enough to accommodate vehicles traveling in each direction. I continued down the road, hoping someone would give me a ride before the heat became unbearable and I had to climb the mountain.

      A single decker bus pulled up, and the hydraulic doors opened with a hiss. The rider, a rotund male with a coarse beard that covered his entire face boomed, “Going to Mount Hydrus?”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Yes. Are you?”

      He hooked his thumb at the back. “Get on. There’s plenty of space. No charge!”

      “Thank you!” I hopped onto the bus, heart soaring, and took the nearest seat to the driver.

      As soon as the doors eased shut, and the bus pulled out into the road, a female voice sniped, “That’s the one!”

      Dread rolled in my belly like the wheels of an out-of-control jeep. Somehow, I’d managed to get on the same bus as that awful berserker girl. I threw the driver a helpless look, but he kept his gaze on the road.

      The girl sauntered through the aisle, baring her teeth. “Well, well, well. It looks like the weak human girl is going to Mount Hydrus. You dress too tidy to be a slave. Are you a runaway?”

      I bristled. “Of course not. What gave you that idea?”

      “In Brand and anywhere outside Jord, your type serve ours.”

      I pressed my lips together, trying to remember what Sheridan had said about the five realms. We were currently in Brand, the realm for the dragons, and Jord was where humans lived. The girl’s brows rose in the kind of expression that said, ‘I’ve just insulted your kind. What are you going to do about it?’ But I kept my lips firmly shut. She was just looking for an excuse to bring out that ax and take off my head.

      She smirked. “Where’s your master? Did he decide you weren’t worth protecting?”

      “He’s not my—” I shook my head. The girl already heard I wasn’t a slave. She wouldn’t goad me into infuriating her.

      “Are you that dark elf’s discarded concubine, then?”

      My shoulders rose up around my ears. Telling her that he had saved me for my blood would only make her laugh or mock me. “I wanted to make the journey on my own.”

      She stuck a clawed finger under my chin and tilted my head up to meet her eyes. “The only thing stopping me from killing you is the enjoyment I’ll miss from watching you get torn apart by dragons.”

      “Ha!” Her male companion beckoned me over. “Sit with us. We’ll make sure you get to Mount Hydrus in one piece.”

      “But you won’t leave it intact.” The girl gave me a hearty slap on the back that sent me stumbling toward her friend. “I’m Smudge. Remember my name, because you’ll be calling it out before you die!”

      I groaned. Were things about to get worse?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Once the berserkers had assured themselves I would die a grizzly death during the dragon academy trials, they were actually quite a friendly group of people, if not a little rowdy. Oddly, sitting among them and enduring the volume of their banter was far less harrowing than the prospect of being trapped in the back of a Bentley with a vampire who claimed to be a dark elf. And had a thirst for my blood. A shudder ran down my spine at the thought of those sharp fangs making their way toward my neck.

      Smudge explained that she and Boots were twins, and they lived in Ojur, the realm of beasts and berserkers. They were from the boar clan, the largest and most friendly in the realm, and the other two types of berserkers belonged to the bear and wolf clans. I held back a grimace, wondering how bad these other clans might be if Smudge had been so aggressive.

      Their bus sped down the road, passing more rocks and even a little canyon in the distance. The landscape emulated our town but on a much larger scale. For example, where there would have been the Hexagon Shopping Mall stood a rock formation about the same height and width.

      I turned to Smudge. “Is there anything here except for the market and Mount Hydrus?”

      “There are lots more dragon bases in this realm, but those are for fully conscripted cavalry soldiers of the Drake Guard.”

      My entire body stiffened, and I gnawed at my bottom lip. Sheridan hadn’t mentioned dragons being at multiple locations. What if Lilah was on one of those mountains? “Can children live on those other bases?”

      “Not unless they’re fortunate enough to be military offspring. When they turn sixteen, they get the chance to get a non-combat role in the Drake Guard or they can join the trials to become apprentices.” She picked dirt from under her nails with a stiletto knife. “But young summoners study at Mount Hydra until they are old enough to graduate into the academy.”

      My shoulders relaxed, and I slumped into the hard seat of the bus. This would be the right location to find Lilah.

      “Lucky little beggars.” Boots shook his head and let out a dry chuckle. “Imagine eating off gold plates every day and learning to fight with silver swords.”

      That was probably an exaggeration, but it was good to know that Lilah would sleep in a bed instead of on a straw pallet next to the little dragon. I hadn’t known what to expect, but the more I spoke to the berserker twins, the better I felt about my little sister’s plight. Sheridan might have been exaggerating that the only way to see Lilah was via the trials. If I could speak to someone in charge and explain that the dragon took Piper by mistake, they might just let me take her home with me. Even with her odd little abilities, she was too still young to be trained in anything but schoolwork.

      As the sun emerged from the clouds and drenched the landscape in its yellow light, we passed by a chain gang of ragged people chained together at the side of the road, holding mallets and pick-axes. Beside them stood a well-fed man dressed in a black hide uniform.

      “What’s going on over there?”

      “They’re indents,” replied Smudge. At my blank look, he said, “Humans who enter Excelsior markets and either cause offense or enter into bargains they can’t fulfill.”

      Boots smirked. “Like you.”

      “Nah,” said Smudge. “Pipes wouldn’t have remained alive enough to have been arrested.”

      All this talk of human slaves and killing people for saying the wrong thing made my insides squirm. “But we’re friends now, aren’t we?”

      Smudge and Boots exchanged a smirk and burst into snorting laughter. I was pretty sure they were just teasing, as Smudge didn’t seem the type to hide her animosity under a fake facade only to stab someone in the back.

      The road became rockier, causing the bus to bump up and down. I glanced out of the window to find we had reached the bottom of the road leading up to the mountain. The engines roared as the bus tried to ascend the slope.

      “Should the bus be doing that?” I whispered to the twins.

      “These vehicles can navigate any kind of terrain,” said Boots.

      “They struggle a bit, but it’s better than hiking,” added Smudge.

      “I suppose it is.” I pictured the chain gang beside the road. Things could be a lot worse.

      Eventually, the busses engine spluttered into action and with one forward lurch, it spluttered up the mountain road. A silence spread across the bus. Even Boots and Smudge didn’t speak, and their odd lip ornaments receded into their faces, leaving dimpled skin.

      Each berserker looked as solemn as the next, and my heart skipped. What kind of dangers would I find up in the mountain? And had Smudge been exaggerating about people getting eviscerated by dragons? It didn’t make sense to train them to attack those who might become their riders.

      The road wound around the mountain and ended in a cave whose stone entrance had been carved to look like the mount of a dragon. Stalactites hung down from the entrance to form a set of jagged fangs, and stalagmites protruded from the ground at the edges of the roadway, forming the dragon’s bottom teeth.

      The bus drove through a large chamber the size of four football fields, which was filled with vehicles. Apprehension fizzed through my insides. How many contestants would compete at these trials? Hundreds, by the looks of the number of parked cars and coaches. At the other end of the chamber was another empty chamber, lit by tall lamps.

      “Mount Hydrus, Foothill One,” said the driver. “This bus terminates here.”

      “Foothill?” I whispered. “I thought the trials would take place on the mountain?”

      “Only those who pass the trials are allowed into Mount Hydrung.” Smudge stood and straightened out her top. This is the closest hopefuls like us get for now.”

      Boots also pulled himself to his feet. Each twin slung an overstuffed backpack on their shoulders with battle-axes strapped to the sides for easy access. I glanced down at my empty hands, and my throat dried, along with my ability to stand. Each berserker who passed down the aisle of the bus carried packs and weapons and even sleeping rolls.

      Whatever these trials were, they required people to sleep in the wilderness and fight, things I wasn’t ready to do. I exhaled a long, ragged breath. There was another way to get to Lilah without having to compete. If I could find someone in charge and explain the misunderstanding, they’d find Lilah for me, punish the little dragon who stole her, and help us return to our realm. Right?

      Smudge poked her head through the doors. “Are you coming or not, Pipes?”

      Even though she spat my name like an insult, my heart lightened at the thought of having made a frenemy who only wanted to spill my blood, not to drink it. I pulled myself to my feet and walked on trembling legs down the aisle, thanked the driver, and stepped off the bus.

      Boots waited for us in the first chamber, and together, we made our way into the second chamber, where hundreds of young people filled the space all the way up to an empty, lit stage.

      “Boots,” I whispered. “Where did all these people come from?”

      “See the ones with the pale clothes?” He indicated at a group of people wearing overalls, robes and two-piece combat suits in an array of pastel shades. Many of them held wooden staffs, some topped with crystals. Those staff that contained no crystals either ended in flattened points or curled into shapes of animal heads. “They’re light elves. Except for summoners, they’re the only race in the five realms that can wield magic.”

      My brows drew together. “Does that mean there’s such a thing as a dark elf?”

      “Yeah, but they can’t abide the sun.” Smudge elbowed me in the arm. “Your boyfriend who saved you in the market must be half-human.”

      “He’s not—”

      “They’re the worst.” Boots shuddered. “Without the typical weaknesses of dark elves, they’re unstoppable killing machines.”

      I rubbed at my temple. Sheridan was a little creepy and a little too fixated on my blood for my taste, but I couldn’t picture him ever going on murderous rampages. My gaze caught a group of humans who looked even less prepared for the trials than me. Most of them wore rags and some didn’t even have shoes to cover their blackened feet. And none of them carried weapons. “What about them?”

      “Your type,” said Smudge. “Human slaves who volunteered for the trials as a way to escape their bondage. They never win, most always die, but it’s one or more days off from the drudgery of forced labor.”

      “Are the trials that bad?” I asked.

      She raised her shoulder into a one-sided shrug. “See for yourself… if you survive that long.”

      Boots snickered.

      We stood around for about another hour, waiting for the trials official start time of noon. I looked around for Sheridan but he was lost in a sea of berserkers, light elves, and the occasional human.

      An elegant, middle-aged woman strolled onto the stage, clad in a fitted jacket of black leather, and a matching skirt that skimmed the ground. She carried a staff of about six feet in height, which was topped with a foot-long amethyst. She wore her iron-gray pulled off her face into a tight bun, and her amber eyes seemed to pierce through everyone crowded in the chamber. If I wasn’t so far from the stage, I would have said this was the woman who had sent me through her trapdoor, except she was much tidier.

      “Is she a light elf?” I asked.

      “Her?” asked Boots. “She’s far more dangerous.”

      “All Hail King Sarkany,” she said in the same sharp voice as the fortune teller in the tent.

      My teeth ground together. It could be no one but her.

      The woman spread her arms wide. “My name is Morgan. I am the matron of the Sarkany Academy of Dragons, but for the duration of the trials, I will take care of your wellbeing.” She placed the hand that wasn’t holding her staff on her thin hip. “Everybody, look to your left, then to your right.”

      I glanced from Boots to Smudge, who looked equally as confused as I felt. Most of the candidates around us exchanged confounded whispers. Was this part of the trial, a test of obedience, or a psychological trick?

      Morgan’s thin lips formed a tight smile. “Of the three of you, only one will make it through the first trial alive. It is my job to ensure that those injured beyond healing have quick, painless, and dignified deaths.”

      Nausea swirled through my insides. She had to be joking. No entrance exam in the world could kill two-thirds of its candidates. Only the suicidal or the insane would risk those odds.

      Morgan turned to the group of ragged humans huddling on the far left of the room. Her voice softened into something that sounded almost compassionate. “Anyone unable to bring their own armaments may help themselves to rudimentary weapons at the start of the trial. Any questions?”

      My hand shot up.

      Morgan placed her hand over her brow in the kind of gesture people used to see long distances. “Yes, candidate?”

      “I’m not really here for the trials,” I said loud enough to make my voice carry. “My sister was taken by a dragon, and—”

      Outraged gasps filled the chamber, and everybody, including the ragged humans, turned with eyes full of accusation. Boots stepped back several paces, yanking his twin away. Gulping hard, I went over my words. There was nothing wrong with saying I wasn’t interested in the trials. That would be one less person to compete against, right? Hard stares pierced through my insides like a volley of invisible throwing daggers, and angry whispers broke out among the other candidates. What else had I said? That a dragon took my sister. What was the big deal about that?

      “You’re a summoner,” muttered Boots from behind. “Why would you compete with the likes of us, when your place at the Academy is guaranteed?”

      “I… I….” What would happen to me if I wasn’t eligible for the Academy of Dragon. An image formed in my mind of Morgan escorting me through the mouth of the dragon, ending my chances of ever reaching Lilah. In a voice as loud and as clear as I could muster, I said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      When the exclamation of shock and outrage finally died down, Morgan spoke. “We’ve had a few others claim to have relatives within the academy. Claiming a familial connection with someone in Mount Hydrus will get you nowhere. The only way to contact someone during the trial is to amass enough kills to earn yourself some writing materials and letter-sending privileges.”

      “Kills?” the words came out a high-pitched squeak. “I’m not attacking anyone.”

      A few of the nearby candidates snickered. Whether it was because of I’d been naive enough to think I could get through the trials without killing anyone or because I’d just announced that I wouldn’t defend myself, I couldn’t tell. But I immediately regretted not keeping my mouth shut.
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      I thought the other contestants would turn around and look to Morgan for further instructions, but they didn’t. Hundreds of eyes either sized me up or burned through me with resentment. I wrapped my arms around my middle and cringed. What was so bad about being related to someone who had been taken away by a dragon? Even if Lilah was a summoner which she wasn’t, it was probably because of her unique powers. It didn’t mean that I could command dragons. I couldn’t even levitate a scrap of paper.

      Morgan cleared her throat. “The Academy of Dragon Trials are three-fold. The first is a test of your basic survival skills, the second is a test of your ability to work in teams, and the third is a series of written and practical exams.”

      Some people groaned at the sound of exams, but I scratched the side of my head and frowned. Wouldn’t it make sense to filter people out with exams, first? It would be far less deadly, but then I supposed more administration. I rocked forward on my heels to glean anything I could to survive this challenge.

      “For this first trial, there’s only one task.” Morgan folded her arms across her chest and surveyed the crowd from left to right and back to front. I gulped. It would have to be something nearly impossible if so few of us would survive. “There is a barracks somewhere on this mountain, accessible by a toll bridge. The first hundred who reach it before sundown may continue to the next stage. All those who fail must leave the mountain will be culled.”

      My mouth dropped open, and a huff of disbelief wheezed out of my throat. “What?”

      Shouts of protest filled the air, and some larger contestants rushed forward to the stage, only to hit an invisible barrier and bounce back into the crowd. I turned around to where Smudge and Boots stood, pretending not to know me. They held their heads together and exchanged hushed words. I chewed the inside of my cheek and tried to make out what they were saying, but the yelling around us drowned everything out. The twins weren’t phased by Morgan’s announcement. They had a plan.

      White, blinding light filled the chamber, seared my pupils, and made me flinch. I held a hand over my brow and squinted. All around me, contestants were doing the same.

      Morgan, the source of the light disturbance, raised her glowing staff. “Silence… Silence!”

      Everyone stopped talking. Maybe the magic also contained some enchantment to calm crowds. My heart rate slowed, even though the back of my mind throbbed with a nagging ache.

      “The Sarkany Academy of Dragons only accepts the most determined,” Morgan said in a crisp, admonishing tone, as though it was perfectly fine to slaughter a bunch of young people for failing to finish a test. “Those who wish to stake their lives in the protection of the realms. Anyone who fails to meet these requirements is free to leave these premises without repercussions.”

      Over a quarter of the people in the chamber pushed their way out to the exit, amid a torrent of grumbles. The leavers consisted of a mix of different races, including a quartet of boar berserkers who had travelled with us on the bus. Dread rumbled through the lining of my stomach. I should be among the leavers. If such well-prepared candidates didn’t believe they could reach the end of the first trial, what chance did I have of survival?

      Once the last of the leavers cleared the chamber, Morgan raised her staff and sealed the exit, making my heart jump into my throat. But the worst part was that now, the people standing in front had more space to eye me. A pang of regret pierced through my chest, and my breaths became shallow. Perhaps I should have left. If I was a summoner as Boots had suggested, couldn’t I bypass these deadly trials, get a dragon to pick me up, and have it fly me directly to the academy?

      My shoulders drooped. Who was I trying to kid? I didn’t have an ounce of Lilah’s talent, and if I didn’t go through these trials, I’d never get to see my sister again.

      “Congratulations,” said Morgan. “You survived the first stage of the first trial. All the cowards who left are in the process of being culled.”

      My heart reverberated throughout my chest, and my muscles stiffened. Shocked silence spread out across the chamber. She had lied. If I had left with the others, I would never have gotten the chance to see Lilah or Aunt Clara again. There was only one feasible option, and that was to pass this accursed trial. And my only chance would be to tag along with Smudge and Boots.

      Morgan raised her staff, and the stone wall behind her vanished, revealing an idyllic looking forest, complete with its own field of bluebells. A worn, earthen path the size of a highway bisected the trees that led to a low platform of boulders. The candidates in front sprinted around the stage and into the forest, weapons clanking as they left.

      Boots turned to Smudge. “Ready, sis?”

      “Let’s do it.” She clasped his hand and gave him a firm nod.

      Instead of racing ahead like all the other candidates, the twins jogged toward the stage at an even pace. The pair made a formidable team. Both carried slimline packs, strapped with more weapons a person could handle. There would be plenty for all three of us to use during the trial. I ran a few strides behind them. The lights in the chamber dimmed, making the sunlit forest our only source of illumination. Not that it mattered. I suspected that anyone who remained here after Morgan closed the barrier to the forest would be culled.

      Smudge glared at me over her shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “I thought I could join your team.”

      “We’re a duo.” Boots gave me the barest glance.

      “Won’t you need someone to watch your backs?” My heart sank. I knew the answer already, but I had to ask.

      Smudge snorted. “We will if we team up with the summoner everyone wants to kill.” She nudged her brother. “Let’s not be a target, eh?”

      As we passed the barrier of the chamber and stepped into the sunshine, Boots sent me a pitying smile. “Good luck, Pipes.”

      The twins sprinted down the path at an inhumanly fast pace, leaving me jogging alone. I stared at their broad backs and ignored the ache in the back of my throat. While we hadn’t exactly been bosom buddies, I’d hoped they would keep me around as a sort of side-kick. They might have if I hadn’t spoken up about Lilah being taken away by a dragon.

      Further along the path, Smudge and Boots rounded the boulders, where a group of the ragged humans climbed to the top like crazed zombies. A breath caught in the back of my throat. This was probably where Morgan had left the rudimentary weapons.

      Hope surged through my insides, giving me the boost I needed to break into a sprint of my own. More and more humans left the boulder, carrying with weapons and packs and other supplies. Morgan had probably understated what she had left, so the non-human candidates wouldn’t bother with the humans’ stash. I pumped my legs faster to reach my destination before everyone took all the useful items.

      I scrambled up the side of the boulder and found a huge, blond guy dressed in chef whites, standing next to a  petite girl with pale, blonde hair. She wore a frayed dress that looked like it had been fashioned out of sackcloth. In front of them lay a pile of swords and daggers covered in rust. A few loaves of bread lay trampled on the stone. My shoulders slumped. The others must have hogged all the useful supplies.

      “I’ll take that!” He snatched a metal shield out of her hands and shoved her to the ground.

      “Ah!” The girl landed so hard on her hands and knees, the impact made me wince.

      The large man surveyed the remainder of the weapons, sifting through them with his booted foot. “Trash!”

      I curled my lip. If he was such a big shot, why didn’t he get to the pile with the faster people and select the best of the weapons? Did he think bullying a smaller person would give him a better chance of winning? He obviously hadn’t noticed that his real competition were the elves and berserkers.

      I stepped forward. “Hey—”

      The girl whirled around and threw a knife into the man’s chest.

      Every ounce of blood drained from of my face. I clapped both hands over my mouth, feet grinding to a stop. What on earth had just happened?

      Something clanked onto the ground. Most likely the shield, but I was too busy staring at the man. His mouth gaped open, and his gaze dropped to the metal hilt protruding from between his large pectoral muscles. “Y-you…”

      “I-I won’t let you hurt me any longer.” The girl darted forward and snatched the metal shield from where it had fallen. “You should have known that things would change as soon as we got to the trials.”

      Walking forward on legs that shook, I held my hand over my thundering heart and approached the injured man. None of the contestants who scrambled up to grab what was left of the weapons seemed to care that someone was standing around with a knife in his heart, needing urgent medical attention. The man dropped down to one knee and swiped at the girl with his huge hand, but she jumped back and out of his way.

      “Bye, Bruce.” She picked through the pile of weapons. “I’d spit on you, but you’re not worth the effort.”

      Bruce fell onto his second knee, his gaze flickering from the hilt sticking out of his chest to the girl. His mouth opened and closed, and he gasped out. “W-why?”

      My heart pounded in my throat. From the few words the pair had exchanged, I gathered that they were servants or slaves in the same location. Bruce had clearly done something terrible to the girl, but it was hard to tell what.

      The girl picked up a dagger and attached it to her belt. “Are you that stupid?

      “I protected you,” he rasped.

      “From everyone but yourself.” Just as I got close, she jumped off the stone platform and sprinted down the path.

      My throat flexed, and I gulped hard. A metal object whizzed past my face and embedded itself in the man’s shoulder, making him cry out. A throwing star. I jumped back and glanced left, only to see a figure in blue duck behind the boulder’s edge.

      Blood drained from my face. Smudge and Boots had been right. Five minutes hadn’t even passed, and I was already a target. Sending Bruce a silent apology, I leaped off the boulder and landed into a low crouch. Another metal object whizzed over the top of my head and clanked against the stone, confirming that I was the target, not Bruce the chef.

      I sprinted hard off the path and into the forest, zig-zagging from tree to tree. My heart thumped against my ribs, urging me to run faster, to duck, to find somewhere to hide from these attacks. Flying missiles whizzed past, missing me by mere fractions of an inch. One of them tore through the arm of my leather jacket but didn’t break the skin.

      A series of gnarled trees twisted ahead. They might have been one ancient plant or several, but they were the exact shelter I needed until I could work out my options. Just as something sharp and spherical grazed the side of my cheek, I dove underneath a branch that had grown close to the ground. The shadows from the misshapen trees provided me with the cool shelter I needed, even if it stank of moss.

      I shuffled further into a mass of low branches, bent over double and clasped my knees. My heart clattered in my chest like castanets, and I gulped lungfuls of damp air.

      Why hadn’t Sheridan the so-called dark elf warn me that mentioning my sister being taken by a dragon would make me a target? He had even called her a summoner with a wistful gleam in his eye. I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time to think about blood-addled vampires. Someone out there wanted to kill me, and if I didn’t think of something, I would die.

      I gasped through my tightening throat. If I failed, Lilah would be stuck here forever.

      Heavy footsteps cracked across the ground. “Pssst!” said a low, deep voice that likely belonged to my attacker. “Summoner. I want to talk.”

      My nostrils flared. If he wanted a conversation, he should have stepped out and introduced himself and not attacked like a ninja.

      Each step became louder, the sounds turning my blood to ice. It was probably best to answer him, since he knew already my location.

      “Yes?” I whispered.

      “What do you say about teaming up?”

      “Why should I listen to someone who just tried to kill me?” I hissed through clenched teeth.

      He chuckled low and deep. “If it was your death I wanted, I wouldn’t have missed you by inches.”

      My throat dried. Either that was a massive bluff, or he was as great a marksman as he had boasted. Anyone who introduced themselves with a flurry of sharp missiles wasn’t the kind of person I could trust. But I wouldn’t tell him that. I stared at my surroundings. The gnarled branches were twisted so tightly where I crouched, there was no way he could attack until he entered the trees. But I couldn’t stay here all day. If I didn’t complete this blasted trial, I’d be culled.

      “All right…,” I said. “If we work together, what do you want from me?”

      “You can summon dragons,” he said.

      “I can’t—”

      “A dragon took your sister, yes?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then you are a summoner, too. It’s in the blood. You and I will join forces. I will keep you safe during the trial and help bring out your magical ability.” He paused as though letting me consider his offer. “My name’s Rufus. I have the best nose of any wolf berserker. I can sniff out magic, and its teeming under your skin. Join me, and I will help you reach your potential.”

      “This all sounds too good to be true,” I said. “What do you want from me?”

      “In return, you will let me have the first dragon you summon.”

      I closed my eyes and blew out a long breath. “And what if I can’t summon anything?”

      “Then we part our separate ways as friends,” he said in a voice too casual to be believable.

      My eyes squeezed shut in a long, incredulous blink. Sure, he’d let me live if I failed him after he’d put so much work into me. “And if I refuse your offer?”

      His footsteps came closer. “You won’t.”

      The assuredness in his tone made my flesh pucker into goosebumps. A thousand scenarios spun in my mind like a kaleidoscope, each more grizzly than the other. Saying no to the throwing-star berserker would result in a slow, nasty death. Maybe not right now, but he would track me down and make sure I couldn’t summon a dragon for myself or anyone else.

      “What do you say, little summon—”

      The screech of rusty metal filled the air, followed by the crunch of bone, and a low, gurgling scream. Cold sweat broke out across my skin, and I poked my head out from my hiding place.

      A tall, white-haired boy about my age, with the same pale coloring as Dolph from the Bizarre Bazaar, stood within the jaws of a giant trap. It was one of those circular ones with jagged edges that lay flat like Venus fly traps until something stepped on a trigger in its middle. Blood-covered metal had pierced through his chest, arms and back, holding him in place. His pale, sapphire eyes widened, and his mouth opened and closed in a series of silent screams.

      My stomach plummeted to the forest floor, and I backed away, heart hammering at me to flee. Even if I had wanted to save him, I couldn’t.  No one could survive so many huge puncture wounds.

      Pushing down the guilt roiling in my stomach, I headed back through the bluebell woods and the huge oak trees to the boulders holding up the raised platform of weapons. It was time to continue this wretched trial and hope something would bring out this latent ability to summon dragons that everyone seemed to think I possessed.

      Up ahead, someone gurgled.

      Bruce.

      My heart sank. I’d forgotten about him since that berserker had attacked with the throwing stars. I rushed up the boulders, scrambled past the pile of weapons and to the other end. The large man lay on his back, green eyes wild, chest heaving like bellows.

      My lips parted, and the question ‘are you all right?’ tumbled to my lips. I clamped them shut. We were in the middle of a deadly trial, and he’d gotten a knife through the heart. Of course he wasn’t all right.

      I pulled off my leather jacket, folded it into a ball and placed it under his head. If he would die, I wanted to make sure his last moments would be comfortable.

      The corners of his mouth twitched into a contented smile. Then he blinked a few times, as though fighting through the fog. When his green eyes focussed on my face, his features fell. “You’re not Brie.”

      “Umm… No. I’m Piper.”

      “That summoner,” he said.

      “Not really,” I muttered. “But everyone thinks I am.”

      His eyes closed, and he sucked in several deep, slow breaths. My heart wrung itself tight with sympathy. The poor man was probably dying, and I wasn’t the person he had expected by his side.

      A cloud covered the sun, casting us in shadow and cooling my skin to goosebumps. I’d never comforted a dying person before. Maybe I could have stayed to help Rufus, but from the sheer number and the direction of the missiles he threw, I suspected he had an ally.

      Bruce’s green eyes snapped open, then his beefy hand wrapped around my neck. “I’ve been serving your type for the best part of my life and I’ve resented every moment,” he said from between clenched teeth. “It will feel good to murder one of you elites.”
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      My windpipe tightened under the strength of the man’s grip, and I clutched at the hand around my neck. Tried to dig my nails between beneath his meaty fingers, but he held onto me like a constrictor. The dying man’s squeeze was so tight, I could barely breathe.

      “Stop…” I wheezed out, writhing on the stone.

      “Elite scum,” he said between clenched teeth.

      I thumped at the fist at my throat, but he continued his tight, punishing grip. My eyes bulged, and my lungs burned. Ragged-looking, human stragglers appeared at the edge of my vision and snatched the remnants of the weapons on the stone platform. I gurgled out a plea for help, but none came forward.

      Blood trickled out of my attacker’s chest wound, pooled beneath on the stone, and soaked into the knees of my jeans. A shudder ran down my spine. Getting drenched by someone’s bodily fluids was the least of my problems—I had to get free of this man before he died and I got trapped within his rigor mortis.

      I thumped at his muscled forearm, but it wouldn’t budge. I pounded on his snarling face, but he didn’t flinch. Spots appeared before my eyes and danced to the beat of my clattering heart. My vision swam, my muscles weakened, and even punching this man became too much of an effort. My stomach, which had dropped the moment the man’s hand had gripped my neck, now plummeted through the ground, dragging with it the last of my hope. 

      My blood turned to ice. If I didn’t do something drastic, I would die.

      As the edges of my vision grayed, the sun emerged from behind the cloud and shone down on the metal hilt of the blade sticking out of his chest. With hands that shook, I wrapped my fingers around the cold steel and twisted the blade.

      His grip loosened a fraction, and he bellowed like an angry pig. “Y-you filthy elite!”

      I jerked back, and a stream of air whooshed into my lungs. Before I could breathe out, he re-tightened his grip. Through clenched teeth, I snarled, “Get off me!”

      More humans at the edges of the podium crept forward. A small figure, I couldn’t see if it was a man or woman, rushed forward and grabbed a sword. The others dashed in and followed suit. All around me, they scrambled and fought to get the last few weapons, not even taking the time to whack my attacker across the head.

      My vision swam with tears of frustration. What kind of realm held people who couldn’t even help another person in dire distress? I kicked at the man’s side with my right foot, but he only grunted and tightened his grip.

      With my trembling right hand I reached for the knife in his chest, but his other arm shot out and grabbed my wrist.

      “If I die, I’m taking you with me,” he snarled.

      “I’m. Not. An. Elite,” I rasped. “Or. A. Summoner.”

      He bared yellow teeth and hissed.

      My left arm was free, but at the position he held me, I had to twist to reach the knife in his chest. This time, I turned the blade.

      “S-stop,” he bellowed.

      My fingers faltered, and guilt slid through the gaps in my crushed windpipe, leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. I’d come to help the man, not torture him. If I continued like this, I’d probably damage his heart beyond repair, and I’d be responsible for his death. 

      But my survival instinct kicked me in the gut. He meant to kill me, and if I didn’t fight back, it would be me who died, and I’d never rescue Lilah. 

      “Let. Go,” I said between clenched teeth.

      “Never,” he growled.

      I twisted the knife as far as the ribs on either side of the blade would let it go. Bruce’s green eyes bulged, and he coughed out a mouthful of spittle and blood, which splattered on my face. The fingers around my neck loosened, and I jerked back. He held too tight for me to get completely loose, but I gasped out much-needed breaths.

      “Y-you wretch,” he snarled.

      “Why don’t you just die?” I snapped. Every ounce of compassion for this man had evaporated, along with my patience. “I’m none of those things you accused me of. Let me go, and I’ll stop twisting the knife.”

      His nostrils flared, and he re-tightened his grip around my neck. His fingers, which were previously warm, now cooled. My heart flip-flopped. Was he dead? Was this rigor mortis?

      “Stay calm,” whispered a little voice in the back of my head.

      I ignored it and twisted the knife, but it was like turning a lever. His fingers only got tighter, and now completely cut off my air. The ruddiness in his cheeks ebbed into the pallor of spoiled milk, and my chest tightened with panic.

      A man dressed in a jumpsuit made from patches of different fabrics leaped onto the platform and stood over the dwindling supplies. He rubbed his chin as though trying to decide the merits of each weapon.

      “Help. Me.” I rasped.

      His gaze flickered at me for a microsecond, then he reached down into the pile and selected a huge version of the throwing star that Rufus, the wolf berserker, had used to get my attention. Then he turned to me, holding the weapon, and flicked it in my direction.

      I flinched within the grip of the dead man. Jumpsuit man laughed and leaped off the platform.

      Darkness crept from the edges of my vision. I tried blinking it away, but it was no use. A heavy stupor  wrapped around me like a blanket threatening to smother me in its dark grip.

      “Let go of the knife,” said the little voice from before, which I was thinking was probably my conscience. I’d just sort of killed a guy, even though it was in self-defense. “And pick me up.”

      The words gave me a jolt, and the darkness before my vision retreated to the periphery. How could I pick up an aspect of my personality? It was probably my own near-death experience messing with my mind.

      “I’m on the ground by your knees. Hurry, I don’t have much power left.”

      My gaze zipped to the space at my right, but all I could find was blood. Then I looked to the left. A small maraca lay on the ground. I reached down and grabbed the object, just in case it really could talk.

      The second my fingers wrapped around it, the round end of the maraca lengthened and flattened into the shape of a wooden chisel. “Wedge me under that brute’s fingers.”

      Without thinking about the wider implications of a shape-shifting maraca, I obeyed its instructions and loosened the man’s little finger. A small gap formed in my airway, and my breath spluttered out. Inhaling as much air as I could I wedged the lever under his next finger, loosening more of my windpipe.

      “That’s it,” said the voice. “Keep going.”

      “Who are you?” My words were more gurgle than speech.

      “A friend. We can talk about that when you’re free. Hurry. Someone’s behind you.”

      That was all the motivation I needed. Once I wedged the last two fingers off my neck, I scrambled back and sucked in a loud, noisy breath.

      “Ah,” said a sharp voice from behind. “You won’t need culling.”

      I spun to find Morgan, the academy matron, standing behind me with a clipboard. The sun shone on her back, reflecting off her steel-colored hair.

      “Y-you!” I blurted. “Why didn’t you give me any warning before sending me here?”

      Morgan tilted her head to the side. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’re the lady from the tent. That fortune teller.”

      Her thin brows drew together. “That would be my sister, Neve, who lives in Jord. I take it that you met?”

      I pulled myself to my feet and stepped away from Bruce’s body. A breeze blew over the high, stone platform, cooling the blood that had seeped into the knees of my jeans. “She knew all about the dragon who took my sister. Then she dropped me into this realm through a hole in her tent. Why didn’t she warn me I’d be embroiled in a deadly contest?”

      Morgan strolled around the pile of weapons, her gaze darting between her clipboard and what was left. “Neve works in ways I cannot fathom. If she sent you to Brand, it must have been because she thought you might make a difference.”

      “A difference to what?”

      The woman’s face blanked. With her eyes on her clipboard, she said in the lightest of tones, “To the plight of your sister, of course.”

      I narrowed my eyes. That answer had the feel of a lie by omission. I was about to call her out, when she spoke again. “Since you made the killing blow, I’ll award this death to you. My clipboard says your name is Morgan. Do you have a last name?”

      “O-Ocean.” I gulped. “He was like this when I found him. Some girl called Brie threw a knife into his chest.”

      Morgan’s hand glowed with blue magic, and she pointed her finger at the dead man. The light engulfed him, and his body crumbled into blue sparkles. “He may have been salvageable, but now he’s dead at your hands.”

      My throat dried up. “T-there’s a wolf berserker, out by a set of twisted trees—”

      “Rufus?” she asked. “I had to cull him. He one of your kills, too.”

      “N-no!” I stepped back, holding the maraca to my chest like a shield. “He stepped into that trap all by himself.”

      “According to his companions, a human girl lured him into the saber-toothed bear trap. I’m assuming you are her.”

      “He was chasing me.” I pushed the image of carnivorous bears out from my mind. “What else—”

      “The kill is yours, then.” 

      Dread filled my belly with a heavy layer of stone. It was bad enough that everyone resented me for supposedly being some kind of dragon summoner, but there were now a group of wolf berserkers their friend’s death. Never mind that he had targeted me in the first place and given me no choice but to hide within the gnarled trees. They probably wouldn’t see things that way. I tightened my arms around my middle and glanced at Morgan. She’d clearly didn’t need to stick around and cull me, so maybe she wanted me to ask her a few questions.

      “Is Lilah Ocean at the Academy of Dragons? She’ll be with a pony-sized, green dragon.”

      Morgan narrowed her eyes. “Someone out there needs culling.”

      “Okay, but can you—”

      With a sharp nod, she vanished into thin air. The maraca slipped from my loose fingers. “T-that was t-teleportation!”

      “She’s an elite, isn’t she?” said the little voice. “They can do all kinds of stuff. Now, pick me up and let’s get out of here before someone else comes to kill you.” 

      I stared at the wooden object by my feet, which had now reverted to its previous shape. Upon less panicked inspection, I suspected it was a very small mace. “What are you?”

      “An enchanted weapon, of course. Wood-class. What else could I be?”

      Answers spun in my mind like a merry-go-round, the worst of which was that the voice was a disembodied evil spirit trapped in the object for an eternity and now bided its time until it found someone ignorant of magic to secure its release. I didn’t voice that thought because that thing would only deny its true nature. That’s what malevolent beings did.

      “A magical weapon?” Skepticism dripped from my voice. Sure, I’d seen it in action, but why didn’t any of those grasping humans pick it up when they had the chance?

      “Yes.” I might have imagined it, but the wooden object puffed out with pride. “Only the very best.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Pak. Blodigel Pak.”

      “My name’s Piper Ocean.” I scanned what was left of the supplies. A trampled few loaves lay on the podium, but their bottoms were now soaked in the man’s blood. Disgust rippled through my stomach, pushing away all traces of hunger.

      The weapon rolled from side to side. “So, should we partner up, then? I’m your only chance of survival. A mace that can turn into lots of things is invaluable in a deadly trial.”

      I stared down at the weapon at my feet. Even if it was some kind of trap, it was right. Half an hour hadn’t even passed, yet two people had tried to kill me in this accursed trial. “Thanks. I’d like that.” 

      “Well, I’ve expended the last of my energy turning into a lever. If you want me to continue saving your life, you’ll have to give me some of your blood.”
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      I narrowed my eyes and examined the bloodthirsty weapon, immediately picturing a movie about a little plant that required blood to survive. When the human it had duped got tired of cutting his fingers to bleed into the plant’s mouth, it demanded that the man go out to murder others to feed its desire for blood and human flesh. If I didn’t think the mace was a malevolent being before, I certainly did now.

      “You must be in a lot of pain,” the mace said in a seductive tone. “I can help you.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I touched my aching throat with the tips of my finger. “How?”

      “I know all the ways of the plants, don’t I?” It said, as though it was obvious.

      “Do you?”

      “Seeing as I’m plant-based, and all.” Its handle rolled toward my boots. 

      “How do I get rid of this pain, then?” I held my breath. If the solution was to feed it my blood, I would throw it over my shoulder and manage the rest of the trial on my own. I still hadn’t gotten over the horror of Prince Sheridan, the self-styled dark elf.

      “See that willow tree over there?”

      I raised my head. “Where?”

      “At three o’clock.”

      I turned left and found a twisted oak. Beyond it was a bright green shrub with black bark. “I don’t see any weeping willows.”

      “You’re looking at the black willow over there,” it replied. “Go over to it and collect some bark.”

      I stepped down the series of boulders that made up the stone platform, passed the oak, and headed toward the black willow. Up close, it still looked like a giant shrub. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Certain,” snapped the weapon. “If you don’t want to bumble through this trial and get yourself killed, you must listen to me. Now, scrape off a bit of bark.”

      To my right, a loose piece of bark jutted out of one of its thick branches. I edged toward it and stretched out my hand. “What are you getting out of helping—”

      THWOCK!

      A throwing-ax sliced through my upper arm, through the branches of the black willow, and embedded itself into the trunk of a nearby oak. I leaped back, fell onto my rump and scrambled around another tree like an upside-down crab. My heart thundered in my chest and sweat broke out across my brow. Was it that wolf berserker’s allies, come to seek revenge?

      “Want me to turn into a shield?” asked the mace.

      “Y-yes.” A portable, wooden barrier was exactly what I needed in the face of someone skilled with the throwing ax.

      “Give me the blood that’s pouring down your arm.”

      “What?” I gasped out. “Didn’t you get enough from that Bruce guy?”

      “He woke me, but his life-force was weak. Your blood and magic is potent enough to deflect that ax.”

      My stomach churned and nausea crawled up my gullet like a bucketful of slugs. Giving my blood to an object that was most likely evil seemed like a fool’s bargain. Maybe if I ran—

      THWACK!

      Another ax landed above my head, making me yelp. There had to be more than one attacker!

      “You have two choices,” said the mace. “Give me that blood, or wait for one of those axmen to stop missing, and I’ll be glutted in enough of your blood to last me a decade. Then one of those lucky wretches will use me to pass the trial. Either way, I’m getting that drink.”

      “Fine.” With a grimace, I placed the rounded part of the mace onto my wound. The enchanted object didn’t suck on the blood but instead, soaked it in through the surface of the wood with the efficiency of a sponge that never got full.

      “You taste even better than you smell!” the weapon exclaimed.

      A shudder ran down my spine and mingled with the nausea in my gut. I pushed away my disgust and asked, “Have you finished?”

      “Not ye—” In an instant, the mace’s bulbous end lengthened and flattened into a shield. An object reverberated against its surface, then a second later, someone up ahead gasped. “I just bounced back that berserker’s ax.”

      My throat dried. “Is he…” I gulped. “D-dead?”

      “It’ll happen soon enough, I suppose,” replied the weapon. “The ax embedded in her skull, and she’s just blinking right now, looking shocked. I probably wouldn’t go over there to check if I were you.”

      Two pairs of heavy footsteps landed several feet behind and to the right of the trunk I used as a hiding-place. Their owners sprinted close, cracking twigs and dried leaves with every step. 

      The mace shrank back into its original size and shape. “You’d better run. It’s best not to hang around when they discover you’ve killed their friend.”

      “M-me? I wasn’t the one who bounced an axe into someone’s head.”

      “Move,” it snapped. “I didn’t take enough blood to help you fight two huge opponents.”

      Gripping the weapon’s handle, I darted left and ran as lightly as I could through the trees and around a coppice of hazel that had grown so dense, its thin trunks formed a wall. Two sets anguished cries filled the air, and my heart exploded with panic, making me pick up my pace. Whoever had been hiding within the trees would blame me for the girl’s death. They wouldn’t care that an enchanted weapon had struck the fatal blow, or that they had started the fight by throwing axes at me. 

      The mace pulsed three times. “They’re coming. Find somewhere to hide.”

      I ran past a thin, blonde-haired girl and scrambled into the hollow of a fallen tree trunk. Dried wood crumbled from its walls as I crawled, and the scent of rot filled my nostrils. None of this mattered when a snarl filled the air, and the footsteps got close.

      “Human!” barked a female voice. “Where is the summoner?”

      I held my breath and hoped I’d crawled deep enough into the trunk to hide myself. My heart pounded so hard, my ribcage vibrated like a boom box. The blonde girl would tell the berserker for sure, just to eliminate the competition.

      “I saw her run down that hill toward the stream,” said a small voice.

      A breath slid from my nostrils, and my entire body sagged with relief. She hadn’t betrayed me. 

      The berserker grunted her thanks, and a pair of footsteps sprinted away. They disappeared, and I glanced over my shoulder, paranoia creeping down my spine. What if one of them had remained to search the area?  

      “You can come out now.” The girl’s voice echoed through the tree trunk. 

      The backward crawl out was far worse than going in. For instance, Bruce, the murderous chef. It had probably soaked up his blood by now, and I didn’t want it back. I kept my head down, but that didn’t stop things from dropping into my hair and crawling around.

      As soon as my shoulders became free of the trunk, I jumped to my feet and shook my hair like a dog. When that didn’t stop the itch, I ran my fingers through my hair and dislodged bugs and dried wood particles. “Thanks for covering for me.”

      “No problem.” The blond girl stood under the shade of a birch tree whose branches sprawled across the forest canopy, casting her in shade. Clasping her hands together in a nervous gesture, she frowned and backed toward the tree trunk, gazing up at me as though I’d gone mad and twitchy. “I’m Brie.”

      “That dead man called you that.” The moment those words slipped from my lips, I cringed. Killers probably didn’t want to be reminded about their lapses in judgement. I certainly didn’t. 

      Brie’s eyes filled with tears, and she swiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You saw that.”

      I dropped my gaze to the dried leaves littering the forest floor. “Quite a few people did, but you didn’t land the killing blow. When I tried to help, he went for my throat and tried to strangle me, so I twisted the knife.”

      “Did Morgan award the kill to you?”

      My face twisted into a grimace and I raised my gaze to meet her pale eyes. “I tried to tell her it wasn’t me who threw the knife, but she didn’t really listen.”

      Brie’s lips formed a tight line, and she glanced away. I couldn’t work out whether she’d found it distasteful that I’d twisted the knife on a dying man or had benefitted from her kill. Maybe this trial had turned me into a skeptic who saw the bad in everyone. I turned my eyes toward a hill, finally noticing the faint gurgle of a stream.

      “We’d better go,” said Brie. “Those two will eventually realize I covered for you, and they’ll return even more furious.”

      “Don’t trust her,” said the mace. “She’s just as likely to stab you in the back.”

      I ignored the weapon’s warnings. Brie had had the chance to condemn me a grizzly death, but she risked her self and lied to a pair of angry berserkers. If I stuck around here, waiting for her to leave, I’d probably get an ax in the skull, too. We hurried along a trail that meandered through a thicket of ferns toward high ground.

      “Don’t you think this place is strange?” she asked.

      “How so?” There were lots of odd things about this trial. It was hard to know which she meant. 

      “I’ve seen these mountains a thousand times from the outside, and they all look like dry columns. Did you ever expect they would contain a dense forest?”

      I chewed my lip and raised my head to gaze at the blue sky through the canopy of tall, leafy ferns that grew from thin trunks protruding through the bushier ferns. Fluffy, white clouds floated in the distance, which were a far cry from the thin streaks I’d seen earlier from the market. The sun shone down at the calf-high ferns at our feet, making them glisten like wet jewels. Perhaps the mountains acted like the fortune teller’s hut, and they transported people to another realm. But without the harrowing fall. “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

      Realization smacked me across the back of her head, and I recalled something she’d said. “You’ve seen the mountains a thousand times? How long have you been here?”

      She dipped her head. “Three years. I shoplifted a necklace at some outdoor market. The stall-holder called security who pushed me through a huge, white tent, where an old man sentenced me to twenty years of servitude. I’ve been here ever since.”

      Cold horror struck filled my gut. When I had bumped into Sheridan, he’d almost gotten me arrested for being a pickpocket. Maybe Dolph, that creepy white-haired guy was a plain-clothes security guard for the Bizarre Bazaar.

      “Who was Bruce?” I whispered in case someone else was lurking about.

      “The chef to one of the elites who worked for the king. Bruce was my sort-of jailor for the time I was in this realm.”

      “He kept you in a dungeon?”

      “Sort of. He never let me out of the kitchen basement except to scrub and… other things.” 

      I bit the side of my lip. “Oh, I’m so—”

      Her arm shot out, and she shoved me hard, making me stumble to one side. “Careful, that was a snare trap.”

      I stared down at the forest floor and squinted. A camouflaged loop of rope lay on the ground. “Thanks.” I walked around it, avoiding the clump of low ferns on my left. “How do you know all this?”

      “Bruce told me,” she replied. “In exchange for the elites’ leftovers, one of the grooms told him all about what to expect from the trials.” 

      “How would the grooms know?” I asked.

      Something dashed across our path, making us both jump back. It disappeared into the thicket of ferns, rustling the undergrowth with its frantic movements. I hoped this meant there wasn’t a saber-toothed bear on its tail. When the sounds of the creature faded away, we continued walking down the trail.

      “Anyone who survives the second trial is offered the chance to quit and work as a dragon groom,” said Brie.

      “Why would they accept that?” I asked. “Is the third trial that scary?”

      She raised her shoulder. “It’s paid work with a comfortable room and working as a groom counts toward your sentence.”

      “Would winning get a person pardoned?”

      Brie turned her pale eyes up to me and blinked. “You’re human, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Did you make a deal with someone to get here? Or were you sentenced?”

      “Ummm… Neither. There was a fortune-teller’s tent, and she kind of sent me here through a chute. I’m looking for someone, you see.”

      She gave me an absent nod and stepped over a small tree trunk that had fallen across the clearing. “Be careful on your side. There’s a pit trap on the left.”

      I walked around to her side of the trail and followed exactly where she had stepped. A small layer of dirt and leaves covered ground on my left side, but when I stared, a outline of a latticework of twigs became visible under the camouflage.

      Running water sounded up ahead, reminding me of the thirst and pain mingling in my throat. I rubbed my aching neck and groaned.  That Bruce had been such a thug. If he hadn’t been dying, he would probably have crushed my windpipe. We continued several feet toward the banks of a narrow stream where the branches of weeping willows dipped into the water. 

      “That’s safe to drink, by the way,” said the weapon.

      “Thanks,” I whispered. 

      “What’s that?” asked Brie.

      “Don’t say anything about me to her until she proves herself  trustworthy,” it said.

      “Thanks for partnering up.” I knelt at the waterside, dipped my hand into the freezing stream and swallowed it down. The cool liquid soothed my throat and slid down to my empty belly. I gasped out my relief. “Ah, that feels good.”

      “It’s a pity we don’t have water skins.” Brie scooped up a few handfuls of water to drink, then stood and took a running jump across the stream. “Come on.”

      We walked a little further, this time through a part of the forest containing trees with long roots that sprawled overground. A shimmering fabric lay at the base of one of the trees, and Brie walked over and picked it up.

      She held it to her body and smiled. “It was nice talking to you.”

      My brows drew together. “Are we separating, already? What are you holding, anyway?”

      “Piper,” said the weapon. “Now’s a good time to run.”

      I backed away from Brie in case she had another throwing knife under her dress. “This is an invisibility cloak.”

      “Uh-huh?” I took another step back and nearly tripped on a root. “That was a lucky find.”

      She shook her head. “Not at all.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. 

      “Run!” yelled the weapon.

      I spun on my heel just as a group of about twenty light elves stepped out from behind every tree. Each wore white jumpsuits, looking like they were part of the same team. 

      One of them stepped forward, a short elf with cropped, silvery hair that showed off the points of his ears. “Thank you, Brie, for bringing the summoner. As promised, you have an invisibility cloak as payment for delivering her to this spot.”
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      My muscles seized, and I froze at the sight of so many light elves. They had to be other contestants, but what were they all doing here, hiding behind trees? I gave myself a mental slap upside the head. This was an ambush, and somehow, Brie had led me here. The short one has said just as much. The two flanking him tapped the butts of their staffs on the ground, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. What was this? Some kind of ritual?

      “I told you she couldn’t be trusted,” said the weapon. “We haven’t got a chance in Latt against so many enemies.”

      Blood drained from my face, and my heart thudded so hard, its vibrations made my bones rattle to the marrow. Young elves, male and female, gathered around me, each holding staffs, wands or some other magical-looking foci, and each glaring at me as though they had a personal grudge to settle.

      A tight band of panic wrapped around my chest, and I forced a breath through my flared nostrils. Casting a glare at Brie, I spat, “You set me up.”

      “Don’t take it personally.” She held the shimmering fabric to her chest. “Humans don’t have a chance of surviving these trials. These guys offered me a cloak that will help me breeze through. I wasn’t exactly going to turn them down.”

      My teeth clacked together. There were a hundred things I could say to her, but none of them would make a jot of difference. I was a stranger in a deadly battle, and she had tricked me to ensure her own survival. What did I expect from a girl who threw knives at people’s hearts?

      Brie eased on the cloak with the closed-eyed ecstasy I’d only seen on TV where women slipped on fur coats. My entire body shuddered with disgust. She opened her eyes, caught my glare, and her face dropped. “You’ve got to understand… This coat will make me invisible, weightless, scentless, and as quiet as a still day.”

      “What do you want?” I spat. “Forgiveness?”

      “Understanding.” She fastened the cloak, and her body disappeared, leaving her head floating in mid-air. “You don’t know how hard it is for humans, here. Today’s what? Your first day? You’ll be dead soon and at peace.”

      “You’re pathetic,” I spat. “If I ever catch up with you, I’ll wring your scrawny neck.”

      “Then it’s a pity you won’t leave this clearing alive, isn’t it, Summoner?” said the short elf. His cheeks were still rounded from childhood, making him look about fourteen or fifteen. 

      Brie slipped the hood over her head and vanished. She was probably halfway across the clearing by now and keeping her eyes front, so as not to see the carnage.

      I held the mace to my chest and took a step away from the short elf. “What do you want?” 

      “Answers.”

      “Why should I answer your questions if you’re going to kill me anyway?”

      “Because we’ll torture you if you don’t,” said a female elf with hair the color of straw. Like the others, she wore a white jumpsuit which didn’t show a scrap of dirt.

      I took another step back and bumped into a wall of muscle. Strong arms wrapped around me and squeezed my middle. A big, blonde-haired, blue-eyed brute of an elf grinned down at me. Some might have considered him handsome with his high cheekbones, straight nose and square, dimpled jaw, but right now, he was holding me against my will, which made him uglier as a beast.

      The brute lifted me off my feet and snarled into my ear, “Now that we have your attention, you will tell us everything you know.”

      “Or you’ll crush me to death?” I sneered.

      “Something like that.”

      A spike of panic shot through my system, making sweat break out across my skin. I could guess how this would play out. When I told them the truth that I knew nothing, they’d find ways to torture the truth out of me. The consequences for not giving them the answers to things I didn’t know would escalate, and I would die a painful, lingering death.

      I elbowed the blond guy hard in the gut. His hands loosened, then he doubled over and coughed. I stepped out from his grip and gave him a kick in the shins, making him topple over. For such a big guy, he really couldn’t take a mild beating. Dead Bruno was ten times tougher than this pretty boy.

      The short elf pointed a crystal-tipped wand at me, which shot red mage into my breastbone. Lightning-bolts of pain lanced through my chest, wrapping around my lungs and ribcage like wires of an electric fence. A shriek tore from my lips, and I fell onto my hands and knees.

      “Ouch,” said the mace. “Be careful how you land.”

      I couldn’t answer. Not when that short elf strode forward, youthful face twisted into a malicious smirk, and pointed his wand between my eyes. “If I hit your brain with this enchantment, it will send you into a painful sort of paralysis that lasts for hours. Very unpleasant, I’ve heard.”

      “What do you want to know?” I spat through labored breaths. Pain crackled across my ribs, and my lungs felt like they’d shriveled to half their breathing capacity.

      “Why does a summoner need to join the Dragon Academy trials?” asked the elf boy. 

      “Why would you steal a place from those of us who have to compete?” sniped a female elf who wore her platinum hair in hooped pigtails.

      I sat on the ground and balled my fists, trying to use my arms to push myself up, but they trembled so much from the pain in my torso. “Stop telling me what I am. I’m not a summoner!”

      A mean-looking red-haired elf, with hair cropped close to her scalp, pointed her staff at my belly. “If you don’t stop lying, we’ll throw pain curses at you until something breaks.”

      “I’m telling you the truth,” I gasped out. “I came from the human realm a few hours ago when a little dragon took my sister.”

      She sniffed. “You somehow stumbled into Brand and decided to join its most prestigious academy?”

      “Yes.” I shook the haze of pain out my head. “That’s a simplified version of what happened.”

      I launched into a description of the morning, starting from how I was waiting for my exam results and ending with leaving Sheridan’s vehicle and arriving with Smudge and Boots. The stream gurgling in the background accompanied my story, and the occasional bird flapped its wings overhead. I drew it out for as long as I could, and the light elves listened with a preternatural attention. 

      They were probably analyzing my every move for signs of deception. I showed them none, because everything I had said was the unvarnished truth.

      “Why don’t you summon a dragon now and see if you can get fast-tracked?” asked the shortest elf.

      “How do I do that?”

      He snorted. “I wouldn’t ask you for pointers on how to be an elf, so why would you ask me how to be a summoner?”

      “But one of you must know how they do it.” I glanced from the short elf to the mean-looking red-haired female and then to the big pretty boy who had grabbed me from behind. Each shook their head. 

      A fourth elf, a male who looked around nineteen and had long, white hair that made him look like a girl, sauntered over from the crowd. “Summon a dragon, or we’ll attack you with magic.”

      I glanced down at the mace and mumbled, “Do you have any ideas?”

      “Give me more blood, and I’ll be happy to share them.”

      Ignoring the opportunist, I pulled myself to my feet and pressed my hands together in a prayer position. I closed my eyes and thought about the green dragon that had taken Lilah. Breathing hard, I sent it pleading messages to fly down from the mountains and land into the clearing. 

      But when I opened my eyes, nothing happened. 

      “She’s making a mockery of us,” said the pretty boy.

      “N-no.” I raised my hand. “I-I’m not. A dragon isn’t coming because I’m not a summoner.”

      The red-head snorted. “Of course, she’s a summoner. It runs in the bloodlines, unless you’re a changeling.”

       “W-what’s a changeling?”

      They ignored me and pointed their staffs at my feet. I shuffled back, heart in my throat, and turned to sprint out of the clearing. The huge pretty-boy picked me up, while the other elves’ magic twisted into barely visible creatures. Only their outlines shimmered in the sun, and their insides were completely hollow.

      Every ounce of blood drained from my face and into my legs, readying to run. Fast.

      “A-are they ghosts?” I asked. 

      “Air elementals with a touch of metal,” said the smallest elf with a smug smirk. “You can’t hurt them, but they can sure hurt you.” He raised his hand, and the pretty boy dropped me to the ground. I glanced from left to right, looking for anything that might help, but only found a clearing of tiny twigs and fallen leaves.

      The pretty boy gave me a gentle shove in the back. “Good luck, little summoner.”

      I sprinted to the edge of the clearing, but one of the air monsters appeared in front of me and swung its club. A left dodge brought me out of its trajectory, but into the path of a red stream of magic that pierced my left arm to its marrow.

      I howled with the pain and darted around the air monster which swirled around and swung its club at my head. With bent knees, I dipped low and swiped at its belly with my mace, which had lengthened and thickened into a full-sized cudgel. The weapon slipped through the silvery creature as though it was made of thin air. Which was exactly how the elves had described it.

      “Forget about those things!” shouted the mace. “Find cover. Somewhere small enough to avoid those heavy clubs.”

      “Do you have any ideas?” I ran through the air creature, only for it to whack me between the shoulder blades with its club.

      Pain thundered through my back, making my spine arch.  I clenched my teeth and shuddered. I had experienced worse, and I’d get much more if I didn’t take the weapon’s advice to hide.

      “Won’t it follow me?” I darted around a sycamore tree.

      “Not if the elves can’t see you,” it replied. “Keep moving.”

      “I never thought summoners could be such cowards,” crowed the red-haired girl from within the clearing.

      I sprinted to a giant sequoia and glanced around for signs of shimmering air. The elves could say what they liked about my lack of bravery. They were magical, traveled in a pack, and were determined to eliminate me so I wouldn’t take one of their precious places. I had nothing but an enchanted weapon that seemed to want to drink my blood.

      “Don’t stop!” snapped the mace.

      I sprinted from tree to tree, dodging spell-fire and jumping away from swinging clubs until the weapon pulsed in my hand.

      “Fox hole at two o’clock.”

      “I can’t go in there,” I said between panting breaths. “I’ll be trapped.”

      “No. Animal warrens are protected against magic users to preserve the supply of food for the dragons.”

      “And what if a family of foxes are in there?”

      “Then you’ll chase them out.”

      A tree with a thick trunk stood at one-thirty, and I dashed toward it, keeping my upper body low. Up ahead stood a tree with tall roots and with an opening at its base large enough for a fox, but a tight squeeze for a human. If I’d had thirty seconds to spare and a group of elves and their magical constructs weren’t at my back, I might have complained, but I didn’t.

      Instead, I dove through the hole, tumbled through the earth and hit my shoulder on an underground root. Then I scrambled back, held my breath, and waited.
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      I crouched in the dark against the cool, earth wall, clutching the weapon to my chest. The scent of damp earth filled my nostrils, and my feet sank into the ground underfoot.

      Outside, the elves hooted with laughter and made irritating taunts for me to come out from where I hid. My teeth ground together in a silent growl. Without their magic, light elves were weak. That’s why they traveled in such huge packs, and why it had been so easy to break away from that pretty boy. And it was why they took so much delight in being in control. A person in the midst of being attacked was hardly likely to remember to fight them with brute strength. 

      “We’ve got to find her,” snapped the shorter elf. “If she summons herself a dragon before we eliminate her from the competition, she’ll kill us all.”

      “Piper,” said the weapon.

      “What?” I whispered. 

      “We should communicate telepathically.”

      “How?” If the answer was my blood, I would throw the wretched thing across the den.

      “If I soaked enough of your bloo—”

      The ground rumbled up above.

      My heart squeezed into a little ball. “What’s that?”

      A whimper reverberated in my throat. If the light elves could affect the air, maybe they could affect the earth, too? They’d probably worked out a way to cave me in and eliminate me from the trial. 

      “W-what are you doing?” cried the voice of the red-haired female. “Stop!”

      “Someone’s attacking them,” the weapon whispered into my mind. It was probably as frightened as me, although I couldn’t fathom why.

      “What on earth could be strong enough to counter the magic of over twenty light elves?” I hugged the weapon tighter to my chest. At a time like this, I needed all the comfort I could get. Even if it was from a blood-thirsty piece of wood who may or may not be malevolent.

      “Did you summon a dragon?” it asked.

      “I-I don’t think so,” I whispered. “If I did, wouldn’t it be roaring?”

      A sharp screech pierced the air, its sound grating on my nerves. The walls of the warren seemed to close in on me, its space contracting to the point where I couldn’t breathe. It might have been my imagination, but the air thickened, and the temperature rose. Sweat gathered around my hairline and trickled down my back and down the sides of my face.

      “I-it might be a gang of berserkers trying to eliminate the competition,” the weapon said in a tone that probably meant to be helpful. 

      “W-wait!” The pretty boy’s voice echoed from above. “We have the summoner.”

      Cold terror rippled through my insides. Of course the elves would announce I was here. It seemed like everyone was gunning for me, either to make sure I didn’t take one of their precious places or to coerce me into summoning them a dragon. The sweat trickling down my back felt like a series of icy fingers trying to goad me into screaming and revealing my position. I clamped my lips shut. Once the thugs had murdered the light elves, they would come after me.

      The elves’ screams made my blood curdle, and I closed my eyes, trying not to imagine the carnage up above. I was going to die. Horribly, by the sounds of the mayhem reverberating through the ground.

      “Piper, listen to me,” said the weapon. “When that monster or monsters finishes off the light elves, he’s going to storm this burrow. I know I said they were magically protected, but this is no normal contestant.”

      “I…” The membranes of my throat stuck together, and I swallowed hard. “I know.” 

      “You’re suspicious of me, but I’m your only chance.” It pulsed between my fingers. “Make me strong, and we can fight together. But to do that, I have to feed on your blood.”

      “How much?”

      “Not enough to make you weak. I promise.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip. So far, the weapon hadn’t steered me wrong. It could be a complete liar, but I feared whatever was tearing through the light elves more than a potential threat it posed at some time in the future. “All right,” I whispered. “What do I have to do?”

      “Give me permission to feed on your blood. I can make a few small cuts on your skin and absorb it through my surface. They’ll heal quickly, and you’ll barely feel the difference.”

      I seriously doubted that. But a deep war cry shook the ground, making the lining of my stomach vibrate with terror. “I-I g-give you permission.”

      “I won’t betray your trust.” 

      The weapon made several sharp pricks as thin as splinters slicing through my skin then sighed into my head. The pain receded, and I tried to wriggle my fingers, but they wouldn’t move. My pulse thudded like a boom box in my ears, muffling the cacophony of carnage above.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      The mace made three happy pulses. “Nearly there. I really haven’t taken much.”

      I breathed hard, trying to stop myself from keeling over. What kind of person willingly let an object of unknown origin feed upon their blood?

      “One who has no choices left,” said the weapon. “Don’t worry, Piper. I’ve nearly finished.”

      “You can read my mind now?” I hissed.

      “Yes, and there’s no need for you to speak out loud. From this moment on, we’re bonded.”

      A stream of hot, angry breath whooshed out of my nostrils. “What? You only told me this would help us fight together.” 

      “Which requires a bond,” The weapon replied with the same tone of voice I’d once used when I had to explain to Lilah that the man on the TV wouldn’t eat her toast, and she’d have to finish it herself. “And please, call me Pak.”

      I huffed. “Excuse me for not knowing the ins and outs of magical weapons!” 

      The ground stilled. 

      “Uh-oh!” cried Pak.

      I glanced around the darkened warren. “What?”

      “The battle has finished. It’s time to fight.”

      The snapping of the huge roots at the burrow’s entrance echoed across to where I hid. My heart leaped into my throat. Whoever was coming after me hadn’t been small enough to fit through the narrow gap. Picturing  an angry berserker wielding a giant ax, I shuddered. 

      “There isn’t enough space for a fight down here,” said Pak. “Go out and meet him. You need space to swing, but he only needs to reach into this burrow, wrap his fist around your throat.”

      My bruised skin ached in remembrance of Bruce, the murderous chef, and I crawled out, holding the little mace in my right fist. I would order Pak to expand at the right opportunity and cudgel my attacker when his guard was down. 

      A breeze blew in from outside, cooling my fevered skin. I breathed in lungfuls of fresh air, trying to calm my frantic heart in preparation for a fight.

      Just as I approached the entrance, a strong hand wrapped around my wrist and yanked me out. The light made my eyes sting, and I squinted and tried to get a clear view of my captor.

      Before I could react, a familiar voice said, “Piper?”

      I stared up into the worried, violet eyes of Sheridan, the vampire also known as a dark elf. Several trees behind him stood the clearing. And behind a thick trunk whose roots curved around the ground, I thought I saw a scrap of white fabric. “Where are all the light elves?”

      “They won’t bother you anymore.” He placed a warm hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

      “Did you…” I couldn’t say the words. Gentlemanly but slightly creepy Prince Sheridan couldn’t be the orchestrator of that massacre. He was too nice. Except with the whole deal about him having fangs. “What happened?”

      A flush bloomed across his cheeks. “They outnumbered you, and it looked like you were losing, so I evened things up.”

      Words stuck in my throat. That had to be the biggest understatement, but I wouldn’t complain. Those light elves were going to kill me, and if it wasn’t for Pak watching my back, it would be my corpse cooling on the leaf litter. “Th-thanks.”

      “Have you changed your mind about partnering up?” he asked.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Is this about my blood?”

      Sheridan broke eye contact, and his features blanked. After a moment of hesitation, he said, “No.”

      Irritation fizzled across my skin at the unconvincing lie. “Then my answer remains the same.”

      I stormed in the opposite direction to where he’d likely hidden the bodies and hurried to a part of the forest carpeted with poppy-like flowers. Tall trees leaned into each other like sentinels, creating a walkway that stretched for about a quarter of a mile. I wanted to partner up with Sheridan, but the guy clearly lusted after my blood. How much could I trust someone like that?

      “Not at all,” said Pak.

      Sheridan scrambled in the other direction and picked up his backpack, then he trailed after me, keeping up with my fast strides. “Why not?”

      “My chances of survival with a vampire are zero. How long before you drain me dry?”

      “I’m a dark elf,” he replied.

      “What’s the difference? You have fangs.”

      “Vampires are fictional creatures, and dark elves are real.”

      I threw my hands up. “Then maybe Bram Stoker wrote Dracula based on an encounter with a dark elf and named them vampires in his book. It doesn’t matter. You want my blood, and I won’t give it to you.”

      “Well said!” exclaimed Pak.

      My nostrils flared. It stood to reason that the mace wouldn’t want me to partner up with Sheridan. They both wanted to consume the same substance. My lifeblood. 

      “But I don’t need blood to survive,” Sheridan said.

      I stopped and placed my hands on my hips. “Why are the tips of your fangs poking out from your lips if you don’t want to drink my blood?”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t want to drink it.” His wretched fangs grew half an inch. “I just don’t need it.”

      “No.” I turned on my heel and walked in another direction.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re not getting an ounce of my—”

      Something wrapped around my ankle and yanked me up, past the trunks and past the canopy of the trees into the sky. My face froze into what was probably a rictus of horror, and my stomach lurched, feeling like it was attached to my body by an elastic rope. A scream ripped from my lips as I reached the top, and a groan rumbled in the back of my aching throat on the way down. 

      This had to be a snare of some sort. After walking around with Brie and learning that the woods were full of booby traps, I should have checked the ground before storming away from Sheridan. 

      When the trap lost momentum and stopped jerking me so violently, I hung upside-down, bouncing between the ground and the highest branch of a giant sequoia. 

      “Are you all right?” asked Sheridan from below.

      “Does it look like I’m hanging from the tree for fun?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “It’s hard to tell. You have a lovely midriff, by the way. That ring on your bellybutton is very decorative.”

      That’s when I noticed my top had ridden up, and the fabric of my tank top had gotten stuck around my bra. I shoved my hem back down, or was it up, to my waistband and scowled. “Do you have a knife? I need to be cut loose.”

      “I could help you…” he said.

      “Y-yes?” My pulse reverberated between my ears. He wouldn’t leave me dangling here like a target, would he? 

       “But only if you agree to be my partner during the trials.”

      “Get me out of here!” I shrieked. I was pretty sure every ounce of blood in my body now pooled in my head, which felt twice its usual size and pounded triple hard.

      “Not until you’ve agreed to my request.”

      “This is blackmail.”

      “Not really,” he replied. “I’m not demanding money or anything like that.”

      “Extortion, then,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Upside-down Sheridan inclined his head. “I suppose it is. Will you be my partner, then?”

      “Say no,” said Pak. “I can fashion myself into a saw and cut us down.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to reach my ankle.”

      “A saw on a pole, then.”

      “Do it.”

      My mace lengthened, widened, and formed serrated edges at its end. I gave it an approving nod and positioned the saw at a spot of rope by my foot. It seemed hypocritical that I would allow an inanimate object to soak up my blood but not Sheridan, but I couldn’t tell how much a vampire of his size could drink. Quite a lot, considering the way he practically salivated at my neck.

      “Nearly there,” said Pak, its voice smug.

      I narrowed my eyes. The mac probably thought it had scored some kind of triumph over its fellow blood-sucker. “Don’t think you’re getting an all-you-can-drink buffet from me, either.”

      “Not me. That’s the other guy.”

      A giant vulture landed on the branch seconds before the last of the rope broke. Instead of letting me fall straight down, the rope bounced like a bungee cable and hurled me high in the air. Blank terror overtook my senses, and a scream tore from my throat. In seconds, my upward trajectory would end, and I would plummet to the ground.

      Just as I was about to administer my last rites, strong arms wrapped around my middle and shifted me into the bridal position. My head lolled back, and I locked eyes with a smiling Sheridan.

      I blinked once. Twice. Three times to make sure I wasn’t imagining the black wings keeping him airborne. My arms wrapped around his neck… just in case.

      “Thank you,” he murmured, violent eyes softening. A tendril of black hair came loose from where he’d tucked it behind his ears and curled around his cheekbone.

      “Shouldn’t I be thanking you for saving me?” I blurted out.

      “No need,” his voice held the wonder of someone who had just been offered a rare and delectable drink. “You called out for me, and we’re partners, now.”

      I shook my head and loosened one arm from around his neck. “That doesn’t count if it’s under duress.”

      “According to the laws of the dark elves, it does. And it means our bond partnership is irrevocable.”
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      As we descended to the forest, a breeze blew black strands of hair into my face. I blinked hard, trying to process what had happened. Not the part about getting stuck in a trap. The landscape teemed with deadly hazards, and I’d already accepted that this trial was set up to kill as many candidates as possible, including those who failed to reach the barracks by Morgan’s deadline.

      Somehow, I’d gotten myself involved with two blood-sucking beings, and the worst part was that I needed both their help. Sheridan continued his slow descent down to the forest, using those huge, membranous wings like a parachute. 

      A weird mix of excitement and apprehension filled my belly. It was like the butterflies in my stomach had turned into bloodsucking bats… with claws. Sheridan gave me a toothy grin. The types vampires make when they have the girl trapped, and there’s not a thing she can do about it but accept her grizzly fate. Half smug, half seductive, and all fangs. I tilted my head up and squinted into the summer sky through the canopy of converging tree trunks and scattered leaves. Anything to avoid looking into those self-satisfied, violet eyes. 

      Eventually, he landed on the ground with a soft thud, picked up his cloak and backpack, then carried me out of the grove of tall trees and through a clearing filled with wildflowers of varying shades of red. Their floral scent filled my nostrils, and heat filled my cheeks. He’d just saved me from a platoon of magic-wielding light elves, but it didn’t mean I was now incapable of walking.

      “Y-you can let go of me,” I muttered.

      “Hmmm?” His nostrils flared, and flecks of crimson appeared on his irises, changing them from violet to an alarming shade of ruby. “Did you say something?”

      “Oh, no,” Pak trembled in my hand. “He’s going into blood lust. Get away from him before he loses control and bites you!”

      A panicked breath caught in the back of my throat and wouldn’t budge. Without thinking, I balled my fist and whacked him in the shoulder.

      Sheridan’s eyes widened, and his irises darkened to a less threatening violet. His fangs retreated behind his upper lip. Brow furrowed, he turned down his lips into a moue of hurt. “What did you do that for?”

      “I asked you to release me, but you seemed a little…” Thirsty was probably the wrong word, as was mesmerized. “You were a bit preoccupied.”

      He lowered me to my feet and onto the spongy ground. “Sorry. I’ve never met a summoner before. You’re very distracting.”

      “Right.” I crossed my arms over my chest and wrapped both palms around my neck. “Thanks for the rescue, but I don’t think it’s wise for us to partner up.”

      “Why not?” he asked.

      I pursed my lips. Even if Sheridan was a good guy who happened to be cursed with a strain of day-walking vampirism, he clearly needed to feed. It didn’t matter that he claimed not to need blood to survive. He craved it, and I wouldn’t give him any of mine.

      “Let him down gently,” Pak whispered into my ear. “Dark elves have been known to abduct human women.”

      “How do you know that?”

      The little mace sniffed. “Despite appearances, I am capable of learning, you know.”

      Sheridan leaned close, eyes expectant.

      “I don’t trust you.” I snatched my gaze away and turned to the edge of the wildflower meadow, where a grove of pine trees stood. It was the first evergreens I’d seen in this trial, and maybe it would lead me to a clue on the location of the barracks. 

      Sheridan followed a pace or two after me, and in the corner of my eye I spied his sullen expression and squared shoulders. I tamped down the guilt writhing through my insides. In normal circumstances, I wasn’t this ungrateful but the guy clearly had ulterior motives.

      “But you need me,” he said.

      Irritation rushed over my skin like an infestation of ants. Turning around to glare at him, I snapped, “I can manage by myself.” 

      His hand shot out, and he pulled me into his chest. “Is that why you almost stepped into another trap?”

      “What?” I turned in his arms and peered at a clump of wildflowers with transparent, red petals. “There’s nothing there.”

      “Not to the naked eye, but there’s a faint, upward draft disturbing the meadow’s floral scent. That usually means a pit with at least one tunnel.”

      “Your nose is that sensitive?”

      “Of course.” He pulled back his shoulders and walked around the invisible pit. “This trial is child’splay compared to life in Mork.”

      I pushed away an image of a gloomy castle located in one of Dante’s fiery circles of hell and continued walking at Sheridan’s side. “If you’re really an elf, where’s your staff?”

      “Dark elves don’t wield magic. We’re just naturally stronger and more resilient than humans, berserkers, and light elves.” 

      “And you have wings,” I muttered, leaving unsaid the part about them making him look like a vampire bat.

      We crossed the clearing and stepped through one of the gaps in the dense growth of evergreens. The gap formed a path where shards of light shone through the thick canopy, providing the only illuminated walkway.

      My legs trembled with each step, and I kept my hands clamped over my neck. Every instinct in my body told me to turn back, but this was a trial. It was supposed to be scary, and a feeling in my gut told me that there would be something of importance beyond this part of the woods. A cool gust of wind mingled the scents of pine and juniper, making goosebumps prickle over my skin. I glanced over my shoulder at the sun-drenched wildflower meadow, then into the dark grove of evergreens.  

      Sheridan shouldered off his backpack and clipped off his cloak. “You seem chilled.” He held it up in invitation. “Allow me.”

      “Don’t drop your guard,” said Pak. “He’s probably looking for the best time to strike.”

      Cringing at being such a damsel in distress, especially one walking into the darkness with Prince Sheridan of the Dark Elves, I turned around and allowed him to place the cloak on my shoulders. It felt like Aunt Clara’s lambskin jacket. Butter-soft but as warm as a hug. “Thank you.”

      Sheridan beamed. “I knew you’d like me if you gave me a chance.”

      I pressed my lips together. Liking someone and trusting them were completely different matters. “If the trial’s so easy, why are you here?”

      “Everyone has to compete for a place at the Dragon Academy, except for summoners. I always pictured myself  as a dragon rider with a summoner as a best friend, who could command armies of dragons and light up the sky with fire.”

      My gaze darted to his eyes. The dim light in the grove of evergreens made them look dark blue, just as they had been when he’d grabbed me at the Bizarre Bazaar. I turned back to scan the path bisecting the evergreens. So far, no peculiar traps glinted in the streams of sunlight shining down through the gaps in the canopy. 

      “Umm…” I bit down on my lip. “You do know that if I could command dragons, I’d already done that to be reunited with my sister.”

      “Maybe not now, but as soon as you come into your powers, you will. Besides, I said we’d be dragon riders together. These three days will whizz by.”

      Something rustled up above. My head snapped up to the treetops, and I caught the silhouette of a flying squirrel darting from trunk to trunk. Sheridan didn’t seem phased, so I turned back to him. “Why would you want to become a dragon rider, anyway? It can’t be because you want to fly, since you already can.”

      He stopped, tilted his head, and furrowed his brows into an expression of incredulity. The type that asked me whether I was crazy or pulling his leg with such a strange question. “Anyone associated with dragons gets instant respect.”

      “But you’re a prince, right?”

      “Some in the Dark Elf courts would say no, as my mother wasn’t even a dark elf.”

      “Wasn’t?” I asked.

      “She was a human bondservant who tried to escape a few months before the end of her sentence. Father drained her as punishment.”

      My blood turned cold, and my heart twisted for those desperate, ragged humans. It hadn’t occurred to me that some would be used as food. “I’m… that’s terrible.”

      He shrugged and continued walking through the evergreens. Even though his voice was light, his shoulders drooped from their usual, proud posture. “I don’t have any memories of her, but the story is very disturbing. It’s one of the reasons why I’m looking for another life here in Brand. I’ll at least be away from my kind. Dark elves would consider dragon riding beneath them and would never join the academy.”

      I lowered my hands off my neck. “Don’t they like dragons?”

      “They wouldn’t pass up on the opportunity to command a dragon, but King Sarkany controls them all. Dark Elves wouldn’t consider working for this king, when they have a perfectly decent monarch of their own.”

      “Your father, right?”

      Sheridan gave me a soft nod. Something told me he wasn’t even remotely close to the King of the Dark Elves. 

      The path split into three forks. One on the left led to another clearing, the one in the middle led to more of the same evergreen forest, and the one on the right led to a grove of small, twisting oaks. Sheridan raised his nose in the air and turned his head from left to right. I clasped my hands over my belly and stared at the fork on the right and gulped at the mist swirling through the trees. If Sheridan could smell the barracks, I would follow his lead, but I hoped we wouldn’t end up on the creepy forest on the right.

      A moment later, Sheridan placed his hand on the small of my back and led me toward the mist-covered oaks. I gulped and braced myself for creepiness.

      Mist curled around us like a welcoming cat, threading tendrils of cold through my hair like a caress. “Apart from the use of magic, what’s the difference between a light elf and a dark elf?”

      “We’re called dark elves because our realm is dark.” He pulled me away from a root shaped like a gaping maw. “Our only source of light is the moon. Dark elves are weaker in the other realms, and to survive, they need long veils and a magically protected palanquin. My human blood allows me to travel anywhere.” 

      “That’s good, isn’t it?”

      He raised a shoulder. “My full-blooded royal siblings look down on me because I’m not a pure elf. Most days, my father can’t bear to look at me, and the courtiers pretend I don’t exist. I wouldn’t describe being a half-blood as good or beneficial.”

      Two seven-foot tall oaks shaped like humans stood feet away from each other, looking like they would attack the moment we passed. I edged closer to Sheridan. “Except you’re not trapped in a boring old royal court and you’re about to become a dragon apprentice.”

      Sheridan chuckled at that, and my heart lightened. It must have been difficult growing up with hostile siblings and without a mother. It had been just Mom and me for the first nine years of my life. Then she disappeared for several months and returned pregnant with Lilah. Aunt Clara had explained that she had gone to see my father but wouldn’t say more on the subject. Now, Mom had been missing for seven years, and I was losing hope of ever seeing her again. 

      We walked together in silence for a few minutes and jumped over the stepping stones of a shallow stream, where water trickled over a rocky surface. 

      We reached a bank in the middle, and Sheridan asked, “I know you have a sister. Do you have any other family?”

      “Only my aunt.” A pang struck my heart as it usually did when I thought of Mom.

      “Your parents are deceased?” He hopped onto a flat rock then onto another.

      “I never knew my dad, but from the crumbs of information I get from my aunt, he’s alive and living overseas,” I said, following after him.

      Sheridan continued jumping from stone to stone until he reached the bank. “Or he lives in one of the other realms.”

      I stopped. “Huh?”

      “You’re like me.”

      My brows drew together. “I’m not an elf.”

      “A half-blood.” He stretched out his hand and curled his fingers in a beckoning motion. “I suspect your mother was a bond servant like mine, and your father a summoner or something else. It’s the only way you have a sister who can call dragons.”

      “But we might not be full siblings.” I had been too young to demand answers on the identity of my father. Mom had always told me she’d reveal the truth when I was eleven and old enough to understand, but she had disappeared before then, and Aunt Clara claimed not to know anything worth saying about my other parent.

      “Perhaps not, but your father was magical,” said Sheridan. “Why else can I smell it on your blood?” 

      A fountain of hope sprung in my chest, and I jumped over the stepping stones. Maybe I wasn’t a useless human as Smudge had implied on the bus. Maybe Rufus the wolf berserker had been right, and my magic would come out sometime during the trials. I might just be able to survive this ordeal and get to rescue Piper.

      “He’s right,” said Pak. “I feel your magic, too. At least one of your parents has come from outside Jord.”

      We passed more of the small, twisting oaks. Some of them had lichen growing from their branches like drapes. This time, when the cold mist swirled, I raised the lapels of Sheridan’s cloak and didn’t shudder. 

      As we progressed, the ground hardened underfoot, and white stone became visible beneath the moss. It led to a walkway where the mist thinned and let in streams of sunlight.  

      “I smell cooked meat,” said Sheridan.

      “A campfire?”

      He shook his head and wrapped his hand around mine. “It’s too strong to be a single piece of meat.” Then he hurried ahead. “I think it’s the barracks.”

      I jogged after him. “Do we have to rush? We’re not nearly close to sunset.”

      The stone path continued through the oaks. As we progressed through the forest, the temperature rose. Soon, the stone formed steps, and we found ourself descending a staircase that led down to a huge, square-shaped cavity I could only describe as a quarry. Walls of stone surrounded us, although one seemed to have a deep hollow that might have been the vestibule for a larger cave.

      I spun on my heel. “Should we turn—”

      Lounging at the top of the stairs was a red dragon. Its scales were the shade of molten fire. Flames curled out from between its bared teeth, probably a promise of what to come if we tried to leave the quarry via the stairs. The fortune teller’s words rolled back to the forefront of my brain. Dragons don’t eat humans.

      “We need to leave.” Sheridan wrapped his hand around my arm and guided me to another set of steps opposite the first. “Now.”

      Another dragon landed at that same spot of the quarry’s ledge. This one’s scales were an iridescent white, and its eyes burned like magma. Just before I could gasp out my surprise, a third, with purple scales and eyes as sharp as amber, landed. My heart thrummed a warning in my chest, and we backed toward the stone wall, trying to keep out of the dragons’ line of sight.

      The three dragons drew back their heads, as though sucking in massive gusts of air. Then as one, they blew streams of fire into the center of the quarry that spread toward us in the shape of an upside-down mushroom.
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      Sheridan grabbed my hand and backed us away from the flames and into the crumbling stone wall of the quarry. Sweat trickled down his paling face, he breathed hard, and his chest pumped up and down like a set of bellows. Oddly, the cloak protected me from the worst of the dragon fire.

      I unclipped it and wrapped it around Sheridan’s front. My brows drew together. Maybe he wasn’t accustomed to the heat. I slipped my hand through one of the cloak’s arm openings and reached for his damp palm. For someone who had just dispatched a gang of magic-wielding light elves and who had dreamed of riding dragons his entire life, he appeared inordinately frightened of the creatures.

      I squeezed his hand. “What’s wrong?”

      “Dragon fire is one of the few things that will kill a dark elf.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I’m not sure what effect it will have on a half-blood.”

      A black dragon landed straight ahead of us, its scales gleaming like polished jet. It was probably the same one I had seen flying over the market. The dragon lowered its head, narrowed its crimson eyes at us, and flared its nostrils. 

      “Dragon fire probably also kills humans, too.” I tugged at his hand, trying to snap him out of his strange fear. “But they’ve been trained not to kill candidates, right?”

      Sheridan shook his head. “They’re weeding out the weak.”

      My stomach flipped like a crepe and stuck to the roof of my diaphragm. “W-what?”

      “Snap out of it and show them that you aren’t weak,” said Pak. 

      “What do you expect me to do? Challenge one of them to a duel? Even if those dragons don’t use fire on us, They could render me to pieces with those sharp teeth and claws.” 

      “Something like that,” it snapped. “Do you think this stalemate will last forever?”

      My throat dried, and I swallowed hard. Pak was right. If we didn’t make a move soon, the dragons would turn their flames away from the middle of the quarry and onto us. I placed both hands on Sheridan’s shoulders and gave him a vigorous shake. “You’ve researched the trials, right? And you had to know dragons would form part of the test. What did you plan for an occasion like this?”

      His mouth opened and closed. “I only planned on facing one dragon at a time.”

      A long breath eased out of my lungs. “All right. That’s a start.”  Sheridan was strong, capable, and probably resistant to magic, but it seemed he had one weakness: he became overwhelmed in situations he couldn’t anticipate. I, on the other hand, was unprepared and trapped in a contest where the only person who didn’t hate me wanted to feed on my blood. At this stage, I had nothing to lose. “What was your plan for facing the dragon?”

      “I would use my wings to evade,” he said. “But I couldn’t fly so fast through the air if I carried you.”

      My shoulders slumped. It was awfully nice of him to panic because he couldn’t save us both. Any other candidates would have flown without giving me a backward glance. The left side of fire flickered, illuminating an opening in the wall that seemed deeper than a regular groove.

      I nudged Sheridan and pointed at it. “Do you think we can use your cloak as a shelter, so we can escape through there?”

      Something flashed in his eyes. A better idea, I hoped. “You’re a summoner,” he said. “Those born with a natural affinity to dragons are fireproof. You could save yourself.”

      I shook my head. “No one knows what I am for sure.”

      “Try it,” said Pak. “Stick your hand in the flames and see if you get burned.”

      “No.”

      “We passed a clump of aloe a while back. If you get singed, that should heal your wounds.”

      “You’d better be telling the truth.”

      “Enchanted weapons don’t lie. It’s beneath our dignity.”

      I narrowed my eyes. It didn’t say that they couldn’t lie. I stared up at the dragons and gulped. If I could walk through the flames unscathed, maybe there was hope that the three of us might survive. On legs that felt like they belonged on a scarecrow, I walked toward the wall of flames. 

      Sheridan grabbed my arm and pulled me back. “D-don’t risk it. I’m not sure what type of magic you have, and you’ll burn if you’re not really a summoner.”

      “That’s why I have to try.” I reached out and placed my left hand into the fire.

      The flames felt warm. More like the muted comfort of an electric blanket than the intense heat of an open fire. And certainly none of the burning pain I might have expected from the searing of flesh. “I-I think I’m fireproof!”

      “Right!” Pak vibrated with excitement. “I can turn into a giant shield and give you and Sheridan cover to get you into that cave, but I need some more blood to gain your impermeability to fire.”

      “Take it.”

      Sheridan pulled me into his arms. “I’ve changed my mind. If you go through the fire, and I fly away from the dragons, we might be separated for the rest of the trial.”

      I reached into my jeans pocket and pulled out the mace. “This enchanted weapon has protected me throughout. It’s going to turn into a shield and protect us.”

      “It’s made of wood,” he said, voice flat. 

      “But can take on my fire-resistance.”

      Sheridan narrowed his eyes. “How?”

      My throat dried. If I told him, he might think he could drink my blood and become impervious to flames, too. It was one thing to supply enough blood to power a little mace, but something else to feed a larger person. “W-we have a special connection.”

      The slight scrape of tiny splinters piercing the skin of my palm made me wince, and I held still while Pak fed. Beside me, Sheridan stared at the curling flames, breathing hard. He hadn’t even noticed the scent of my blood. I placed a hand on his arm. “We’ll get through this, all right?”

      He gave me an absent nod and continued staring into the flames. I furrowed my brow. “How did you expect to become a dragon rider if you’re afraid of dragon fire?”

      “Everyone who passes the trials gets a permanent enchantment to make them fireproof,” he replied.

      “Finished!” The weapon lengthened into the size of an umbrella pole, and I immersed its tip into the flames for a few seconds. When it didn’t burn, its handle shrank, then its rounded end flattened and stretched into a shield large enough to protect a single person.

      I held the weapon toward the flames. “That should protect us.” 

      His gaze flickered down my form. “I’ll have to carry you through to the shelter.”

      “Why?” I spluttered. “My body’s fireproof.”

      “But your clothes aren’t. The dragon fire will burn your leather boots, camisole and denim breeches.”

      “Jeans.”

      He blinked. “I beg your pardon.”

      “They’re called—” I shook my head. “Never mind. Pick me up, then, and we’ll go.”

      “No rushing,” said the weapon. “In case the dragons change the angle of their fire.”

      I relayed the weapon’s message to Sheridan, who paled further but gave me a grim nod. After putting the cloak on his back and fastening it around the front, he hooked an arm under my legs, and hoisted me to his chest, bridal style. The weapon widened and curved to fit around us both. 

      Sheridan’s heart beat so hard, it made my entire left side reverberate. His hot, rapid breaths warmed the skin of my neck, and I wrapped my arms around him, felt around his collar for a hood, and pulled it over his head. 

      Then I whispered into his ear, “We’ll be fine. The weapon will adjust to the dragon fire as long as you give it time.

      “I-I can’t see anything under this wood,” he said.

      “The weapon will direct us.”

      Instead of walking through the flames and taking the shortest route to the shelter, Sheridan edged around the wall. It made sense, since it would put him into less contact with the fire. I gave the tense muscles stretching from his neck to his shoulder a gentle squeeze. For someone who had been brought up believing he could be burned by dragon fire, he was surprisingly brave. In his position, knowing that dragons would attack during the trial, I probably wouldn’t have signed up.

      THUD! 

      Giant feet landed twenty feet away, and my heart jumped into my stomach. The arm hooked under my leg fell to the side, and I wrapped my legs around Sheridan’s thighs.

      “D-dragon,” he whispered.

      I injected fake bravado into my voice. “Ignore it. It’s just trying to scare us.”

      THUD! 

      THUD! 

      THUD! 

      The footsteps came closer, and I tried wrapping my legs around Sheridan’s waist, but they got caught up in whatever he’d strapped to his backpack. “What are you carrying? It feels like you have a dead body back there.”

      “Never mind that,” he said through clenched teeth. “That dragon’s going to use its massive teeth.”

      “I told you to ignore it!”

      “Keep going!” cried Pak. “The black dragon is tilting its head to the side and looking like it wants to work out a way to get rid of me.”

      “The weapon says not to stop.” Passing on the rest of the message would only make Sheridan nervous.

      TAP!

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “It’s batting at me with the tip of its claw. Tell Sheridan to hurry.”

      “Run.”

      Sheridan broke into a sprint, and I twisted the shield so it faced the direction of the flames. However,  seconds later, a scaled paw landed in our path, bringing up clouds of dust and blocking the shelter’s entrance.

      I clenched my teeth. Since when did dragons toy with people like cats?

      Sheridan’s muscles tensed, and my stomach plummeted. This was… a disaster. The dragon wanted to force us to climb up its arm, so it would flame us when we tried to reach the shelter. I glanced up at the top of the pit. Dragons occupied the sides on our left, middle, and behind. If we ran to the side in front, the dragon blocking the shelter would burn our backs.

      With an inhuman, sideways leap, Sheridan jumped over the dragon’s paw, and we both tumbled onto the floor of the chamber. 

      A roar of fury echoed through the stone of our hiding place, making all the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I held the weapon up in the direction of the door as we scrambled to our feet.

      “We made it,” Sheridan said between panting breaths.

      “Not yet,” said Pak, still shaped like a shield. “Run down this corridor and don’t stop until he turns a corner.”

      As soon as I relayed that message, he gathered me into his arms, turned his back to the dragon, and broke into a sprint. I gaped over his shoulder. Flames traveled down the passageway, just like I’d seen in movies where the fire moved down a draft. With the weapon still providing cover, I couldn’t see how far up they stretched, but it was safe to assume they would reach the ceiling.

      My stomach dropped. These dragons meant to kill us, even though this was supposed to be a trial to test our strength. 

      “You have to stop seeing it that way,” said the weapon. “The Dragon Mage Trials separate the weak from the strong. Those who fail get killed for overestimating their prowess.”

      Sheridan darted right, making my head jerk to the side. “Sorry!” He set me on my feet. “They put extra brim in those flames.”

      “Brim?” I turned around and grimaced at the flames streaming down the passageway we had just left. If it wasn’t for this little alcove… A shudder ran down my spine. Even with Sheridan’s fireproof cloak, a fireproof weapon, and my fireproof skin, I wasn’t sure if we’d be able to survive.

      “Brim is a measurement of heat intensity,” he said. “Don’t you use it in your realm?”

      I was about to mention degrees Centigrade and Fahrenheit, when the ground beneath me crumbled. I jumped toward Sheridan but landed on a loose rock. He jerked forward to snatch at my flailing arm, but before he could curl his fingers around it, I lost my footing, tumbled backward, and fell.
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      It was one of those slow motion falls.

      My muscles tensed. Fists clenched. Face scrunched into a rictus of pain in anticipation of falling onto my back, but the ground gave way completely, and I dropped out of the cave. Sucking in a shocked breath, I locked gazes with Sheridan, whose eyes bulged and whose mouth slackened. His expression, and the light pouring into the alcove from above told me I wasn’t falling into a pit. 

      I fell through the floor of the alcove, picking up speed with each passing second. My stomach lurched as the mountain’s exterior came into focus, and blue sky filled my vision. The blood coursing through my veins turned to ice, and my every pore oozed cold sweat. I couldn’t even gasp. Terror had seized my lungs in its clawed grip. 

      Wind roared in my ears, chilled my damp skin, and drowned out my frantic pulse, but I heard Sheridan cry out my name. 

      I screamed, but nothing came out. 

      Sheridan dove out of the cave toward me, arms outstretched. My body shuddered with fear. Why wasn’t he opening his wings?

      “I’ve never seen a dark elf fly,” said Pak, its voice tinged with hysteria. “But if they’re anything like birds, they don’t stretch out their wings until they’re ready to swoop.

      Maybe the magic in the air stirred things up, I couldn’t tell because I’d never jumped from a height, but pressure of gravity and wind propelling me toward a crushing doom made raising my arm near impossible. I clenched my teeth and strained against what felt like solid air to stretch my hand out to Sheridan.

      Determination hardened his violet eyes, and he reached out, fingernails lengthening into talons. They grazed the tips of my fingers, then with a growl of frustration, he tilted the right side of his body toward me.

      “The ground is getting close,” Pak screamed. “D-do something!”

      I tried tilting my left side toward Sheridan, but it didn’t work, so I straightened my arm as far as it would go and stretched out my fingers. The second time he reached for me, his hand wrapped around my fingers in an excruciating grip. As soon as he tightened his hold, he stretched out his wings with the sound of an opening parasol.

      My descent slowed, and all the pressure eased off my chest and lungs. Sheridan grabbed my right hand and secured his grip on my left. I gasped out a sobbing breath and sucked in lungfuls of air. Tears of gratitude filled my vision. Sheridan had saved me. Again. 

      “You haven’t yet been snatched from the jaws of death,” the mace snapped. “We’re still falling!”

      “Sheridan. Why aren’t we rising?”

      “Wait.” He flapped his wings harder, which cleaved through the air like scythes. 

      “At this slower rate, you’ll hit the ground in minutes.”

      His face twisted with anguish. “It’s the backpack. I-I’m carrying too much weight.”

      “What?”

      “My calculations were wrong.” His gaze fixed at a point beyond me, and worry lines formed between his brows. “There’s only so much my wings will let me carry, and the pack should be light enough to allow me to fly with a grown man.”

      “Let go of me then.” The words tumbled out of my mouth.

      His eyes bulged. “No! I’ll release the backpack one shoulder at a time.”

      Before I could protest, he let go of my right hand and shouldered off one side of his backpack, but my sweat-soaked left slipped out of his grip.

      Gravity returned with full force like a giant, invisible punch. Panic overtook my senses, and my limbs trembled to the skitter of my frantic heart. Sheridan released the other shoulder of his backpack, but the wretched thing stuck to his back like a shell. The twist of horror and helplessness on his features said it all. This was it. I would die, and there wasn’t a thing either of us could do to save me. 

      Deep in the back of my mind, I sent out a silent apology to Lilah for failing to save her. And to Aunt Clara, who would be stricken at losing her last remaining family. 

      “Wait!” cried Pak.

      A hard and bumpy surface pushed into my back, and I cried out my relief. I had landed without the expected terrible, crushing impact.

      Sheridan’s eyes bulged, and he shouldered back his pack. “It’s true.” His face broke out into the happiest expression I’d seen in anyone our age. It was as if he’d seen Santa for the first time. “Y-you did it!”

      “What?” I gasped out.

      “Summoned a dragon.” Breathy awe filled his voice. “It’s not one of the quartet who attacked. This one is green.”

      I stretched out my arms, marveling at the smooth, leathery surface beneath my fingertips. 

      “Turn around,” said Pak.

      It took a few moments to scramble onto my hands and knees, but when I did, I found myself on the back of a green dragon the exact shade of the one who had stolen Lilah. Joy burst through my heart and spread across my chest like fireworks. Maybe Lilah had sent it to rescue me. 

      “Where’s my sister?” I placed both hands on the smooth skin between its wing bones. “What have you done with her?”

      The dragon shook its head.

      “What do you mean?” the words came out as a screech. “She sent you, didn’t she?”

      “Look carefully.” Sheridan flew at my side, just above the trajectory of the dragon’s wings. “This one is the size of an elephant. The dragonling who took your sister was the size of a pony.”

      I turned to the dragon and took in its bulk. Sheridan was right. “Oh… Thank you for coming to rescue me.” In a less demanding tone, I asked. “Do you have a little brother or sister who looks exactly like you?”

      The dragon didn’t move its head to indicate yes or no. I clenched my fists. It answered me perfectly when I had accused it of stealing Lilah, but now that I was making enquiries about the identity of the little dragonling, it was pretending not to understand. 

      “Just be grateful he answered your call,” said Pak.

      “How do you know it’s a male dragon?”

      “I’m not sure. If you give me a bit more blood, I might be able to access some of my older memories.”

      “Another time,” I muttered into our bond.

      The weapon seemed to droop with disappointment, but I pretended not to notice. If I donated blood for every reason, I’d have nothing left to survive the trials.

      Two sets of wings cleaved through the air. The dragon’s made sounds like the blade of a helicopter, whereas Sheridan’s were the volume of a whip-crack. I relaxed on the back of my new friend and glanced at my surroundings. Rocky terrain spread out for miles, with flattened roads scoring the landscape but no sign of any villages. Up ahead, Mount Hydrus loomed beyond its foothills, looking even more imposing from where I’d first seen it in the market.

      Sheridan’s inky hair blew in the wind. “They told me to wait until I was twenty-one before entering the trials, but I had a feeling that I’d meet someone special if I entered this year” 

      My cheeks warmed, and I tucked my hair behind my ears. “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen. What about you?”

      “Seventeen, but it’s my birthday soon.”

      His face broke out into a grin of blunt, white teeth, which made my heart flip. He looked completely different without the fangs and bloodlust. Even his eyes were a bluer shade of indigo instead of their usual violet. His passion for dragons had to be bringing out his human side.

      “Do you know the location of the barracks?” I asked the dragon.

      He inclined his head in a regal sort of nod.

      Excitement bubbled up in my stomach. This was probably cheating, but no one told us we couldn’t ask a dragon for the shortcut to the trial’s final destination. 

      “Will you take her there?” asked Sheridan.

      The dragon nodded again.

      I turned to Sheridan, whose grin widened, and a giddy sense of relief overtook my senses. This would mark the end of our first trial. “With this green dragon as our secret weapon, we could pass the trials in no time!”

      Sheridan’s laugh made the corner of his eyes crinkle.

      “Better still, you can ask the dragon to send you directly to the academy,” said the weapon. “You’re a summoner. One of the elite. Take your place!”

      Unease knotted my insides, and I stole another glance at the ecstatic Sheridan. “I can’t leave him.”

      “Why not? These candidates would abandon you if they got the chance.”

      “But not Sheridan,” I replied. “He fought his way through a gang of light elves to save me and nearly got himself killed trying to pull me out of the sky. I won’t renege on our partnership.”

      “But he tricked you!”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “And if he hadn’t, I’d be dead.”

      “You don’t know that.” Pak huffed. “How do you know the dragon wouldn’t have come to rescue you sooner?”

      “I won’t reward Sheridan’s loyalty with treachery.”

      The dragon soared into the sky and glided over the rim of the first foothill, revealing its hollow interior. An entire landscape of forests, rivers, and buildings lay beneath us. I turned to Sheridan, who didn’t look phased. Maybe mountains in the dimension of the dark elves contained whole cities. They certainly didn’t in ours. None of the buildings below stood out as barracks, and since a few of them were located near streams and bridges, I couldn’t even identify the toll bridge we were supposed to cross.

      With an audible sigh, Pak said, “I suppose he’s more trustworthy than the other contestants, but he only wants one thing from you.”

      A hot flush spread across my cheeks. “N-no he doesn’t!”

      “Your blood.” Its voice was flat.

      “Oh, right.” My shoulders drooped. “Well, he’s not going to get it.”

      “No, he isn’t.” Menace laced its voice.

      I gulped. “He’s not your competition, you know.”

      The weapon didn’t respond.

      We flew over the forest and over the quarry, where the four dragons shot fireballs at a group of silver-haired light elves clad in white robes instead of the jumpsuits worn by the gang Sheridan had defeated. They deflected with streams of magic that landed harmlessly against the quarry’s stone walls. I drew my brows together. Did the dragons change their attacks to suit the abilities of the candidates they encountered?

      The black dragon who had batted at the transformed weapon raised its head. Its jaws opened in a roar of fury that made my skin pucker into goosebumps.

      I patted my new dragon friend on the side of his neck. “Can you fly faster, please? That other dragon seems annoyed that we’re flying over its terri—”

      With an almighty leap, the black dragon launched itself into the sky. 

      “Oh dear,” said Pak.

      “Oh dear,” said Sheridan at the same time. 

      The red dragon stared after its comrade, locked its malevolent glare on us, and also leaped into the sky.

      My elephant-sized dragon was no match for behemoths the size of private jets. “Fly as fast as you can… Please?”

      With a sharp nod, my dragon flapped his wings and propelled himself forward. I glanced at the approaching dragons. Their wings cleaved the air like cracks of thunder, each movement making me shudder. In moments, they would catch up with me and punish us all.

      “Sheridan, get on the dragon’s back behind me.”

      He shook his head. “I won’t slow him down with my weight.”

      “Hide under the forest canopy,” I said. “You’ll be safe there.”

      “I’m not leaving you—”

      As if by magic, the other two dragons from the quarry appeared at our left and right. The temperature rose, and hot air warmed my back. Sweat broke out across my skin, a combination of heat and trepidation.  I twisted around to find the black and red dragons on our tail. Determination hardened their slitted eyes, and a whimper of fear reverberated in the back of my throat. 

      “W-we’re surrounded,” Sheridan croaked. 

      “Fly down,” I hissed. He still wore his cloak, but the hood had fallen off. They would burn him to ash.

      The dragons behind us and opened their jaws. Fireballs the size of meteors spun in the back of their terrible throats. Even if I was a summoner on the back of an elephant-sized dragon, I didn’t hold out much hope for any of our survival.

      My little dragon raised his wing and whacked Sheridan hard across the back. With a shout, he hurtled down to the forest canopy. A gasp filled my throat, and before I could protest, my dragon folded his wings into his sides and dove to the forest. The rushing wind cooled the sweat covering my skin to a chill, making my teeth chatter. Above us, apocalyptic streams of fire lit up the sky, making my hair stand on end.  The canopy sped towards us at an alarming rate, making my stomach churn. 

      “S-stop.” I cried. “You’ll break every bone in your body if you carry on at this rate.”

      Just as I thought the dragon would crash through the trees, he rolled a hundred-and-eighty degrees and dislodged me off his back. The last thing I saw before falling through the canopy of giant sequoias was the green dragon zooming toward the horizon.
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      Every single branch snapped across my back as I fell through the canopy of trees. I pulled my arms over my head in case I flipped and fell on my face. My descent was too fast, too tumultuous, too harrowing to twist around and land in a crouch. My back hit a thick branch. Pain thunderbolted across my spine and skull and ribs, but before I could hold on and break my fall, I rolled off and continued plummeting. My muscles clenched in anticipation of a painful collision with the hard ground, but strong arms wrapped around me and set my feet on the forest floor. 

      Sheridan stood beside a white popular shrub and beamed. 

      My eyes widened. “Y-you survived?”

      The corner of his lips curled into a smile, and he stepped back. “This wouldn’t be my first fall. Are you hurt?”

      I rolled my shoulders, tilted my head to the side, and twisted my torso. Dull aches wracked my body from hitting the branches, but I couldn’t feel any breaks or torn ligaments. Those would hurt like hell. “Minor bruises. How about you?”

      With a sheepish smile, he rubbed the back of his neck. “Actually, I’m—”

      GWROOOOOAAAAR!

      My head snapped up. Fire spread across the top of the canopy, and a malevolent, crimson eye met my gaze. Shudders rocked my aching spine, and I gasped out, “Those four dragons haven’t given up!”

      Sheridan blanched. A fraction of a second later, he scooped me up into his arms and sprinted through the forest. The smell of wood smoke filled the air, tinged with a hint of sulfur. I stared up through the branches, gaping open-mouthed at the fire racing toward us from above. Ash and soot and bits of flaming wood rained down from the treetops, but Sheridan picked up his pace. 

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and bit down hard on my lip. What on earth had we done to attract the dragons’ wrath? We had passed their challenge and reached the cave, all without the help of that little dragon.

      “What if they worked out you were trying to reach the barracks on dragon back?” asked Pak.

      “Morgan didn’t say it was wrong,” I replied.

      “But she probably didn’t expect a summoner to take part in the trials. Anyone with a lick of sense would ask the dragon to take them to the academy. Just as I had advised.” I couldn’t miss the edge in the weapon’s last sentence. “But you used your privilege to give Sheridan an advantage.”

      I bristled. “And why wouldn’t I?” 

      “Are you all right?” Sheridan whispered.

      “Yes.” I glanced up into the canopy. With his preternatural speed, he had overtaken the fire by about twenty feet, and the gap between us and the dragons’ trail of destruction was widening by the second. Even if he could out run them, this still wasn’t the time to relax. “Keep going, you’re doing really well.”

      Sheridan puffed out several breaths. “I’m just not quite used to carrying this much weight.”

      My cheeks heated, and shame writhed in my gut. “Sorry… I’ve had exams recently and ate snacks—”

      “No,” he blurted. “I meant the weight on my back.”

      I shifted my gaze to his shoulder, unable to look him in the eyes. He’d probably learned to be diplomatic in the Dark Elf courts he seemed to dislike so much. Sheridan continued running over rocks, past the trees, and jumped over a stream, making the distance between us and the rampaging dragons even wider. 

      About fifteen minutes later, we reached a clearing of trees cut down close to their roots. Bark littered the ground, growing foot-tall mushrooms the shape of parasols. Sheridan slowed his steps and stopped. Then he placed me on my feet and asked, “Are you hungry?”

      I grimaced at the red-capped mushrooms, wondering if the color also meant poison in the realm of the dragons. “Do you have fruit or dried food?”

      “No, but I can hunt us something good.”

      “And let him feed you mushrooms to make you pliable enough to offer your blood?” snapped Pak. “No thanks,”

      “He was referring to meat,” I replied.

      “Let’s hope so, because you don’t have enough blood to spare an entitled Prince of the Dark Elves.”

      I tuned out the rest of the weapon’s rant. Anyone with half a brain could tell that it found Sheridan’s desire for my blood a threat to its own existence. 

      Sheridan pulled off his backpack, placed it on a tree stump, and unfastened its straps. “What do you fancy? Beast or fowl? I brought condiments to season both.”

      Stuffing my hands into the front pockets of my jeans, I shrugged. “Whatever’s the quickest to cook.”

      He flashed me a grin and returned to his bag. “Fowl it is.”

      “What’s he doing?” Pak pulsed in my pocket. “I can catch you a bird if you want. And I’ll make sure there’s nothing wrong with it.” 

      I trudged to the nearest tree stump and sat. “Why don’t you both catch something together?”

      “Fine with me.”

      “Sheridan?”

      His head snapped up, and he fixed me with the most intense, blue-eyed gaze. “Yes?”

      “My weapon says it can catch us something to eat. “

      “I’ve seen enchanted weapons but never had the chance to use one.” He reached into his backpack, whispered a word and produced a bag that glimmered like silver. 

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “All our magic goes into making us strong, fast, and resilient.” He pulled out a glass jar containing dried herbs, a bottle of some kind of oil, and a round, leather flask. “There’s nothing to spare to channel into weapons.”

      “Thank the realms,” said Pak.

      I handed the weapon to Sheridan, who weighed it in its palm. “It’s lighter than I imagined.”

      Pak lengthened into his hand and formed a javelin. Then Sheridan raised his head up and down in the same kind of flicking motion I’d seen in nature videos of animals on the hunt. Oddly, it didn’t creep me out that  he had an acute sense of smell. Maybe it was all the times he’d saved my life that helped me see he was a really good guy. A moment later, he stilled and narrowed his eyes. With a flick of his forearm, he threw the weapon through the trees, and a strangled squawk filled the air. 

      His brows rose. “What great accuracy!” Sheridan ran into the trees and disappeared for about twenty seconds before coming back, holding Pak over his shoulder. At the end of it lolled a turkey-sized bird with feathers the same vivid blues and green as a peacock. My brows drew together. Was something like that supposed to be eaten? 

      When he lowered the creature to a stump and turned it around, revealing a long, pointed snout with razor-like teeth instead of the usual beak, I shot off my trunk. “What’s that?”

      “Chick-hen.”

      “That’s not a chicken,” I said.

      “No, It’s a chick hen,” he said, slowly enough for me to parse.

      “Oh.” I folded my arms and stared at his backpack. There had to be something worth eating in there. The elf equivalent of a cereal bar, perhaps?

      “Don’t you have chick-hen in Jord?”

      “Our birds are a bit less…” I struggled for words. “Reptilian.”

      “Strip a bird of its feathers and a reptile of its scales, and you have nearly the same animal, except one has wings and the other claws. If you don’t like chick-hen, I’ll give you one of the rations I took from the palace.”

      “That are probably fortified with blood.” The weapon sounded like it was salivating. “If you’re lucky to get some, just dip the tip of my handle into one of the rations, please.” 

      My stomach churned. “Actually, I’d love to try your chick-hen.”

      Sheridan yanked off the bird’s neck with a swift movement and threw the head into the trees. My eyes widened, and I wrapped my arms around my middle. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Not unless you’ve done this before.” With a gentle smile, he pulled the skin off the bird’s carcass in a swift movement, then yanked off the bird’s tail, wings, and legs and set them to one side. “I’m well practiced in the preparation of meat.”

      “I thought princes got waited on.” As I gathered dry twigs and branches for firewood, an image of Sheridan as a male Cinderella filled my vision. His royal siblings were probably monstrous beings with tusk-sized fangs, who made Sheridan their slave. No wonder he was so humble.

      “I hope that’s just your fevered imagination,” said the weapon. “Not even that blood sucker deserves such treatment.”

      Sheridan chuckled. His fingernails lengthened and turned into claws, which he used to ease the skin, feathers and all off the legs. “We do, but I felt more comfortable with the servants than the rest of the family.”

      “See? I told you,” I said to the weapon. To Sheridan, I asked, “Did you run away to become a dragon rider, then?”

      “I left with Father’s grudging blessing, if that’s what you mean.” 

      His index fingernail lengthened even further and sliced through a membrane close to the bird’s abdomen. I turned my head before he could pull out the guts. By the time I had created a nice pile of wood and turned back, Sheridan had uncorked the leather bottle, rinsed the bird, and rubbed a mix of oil and herbs on its carcass.

      He placed the bird in the strange metal bag and placed it on the firewood. Sheridan explained that it was enchanted to cook things in a tenth of the time, as long as there was enough of a fuel supply to power it. The bottom of the bag turned red, and the wood burst into flame.

      Minutes later, the pleasant smell of roasted bird filled the air, reminding me of a dish Mom used to make whenever she wanted to cheer herself up. My mouth watered, and my tongue darted out to lick my lips.

      Sheridan reached into his cloak and pulled out a little gourd. “Wine?”

      “Um… No, thanks,” I replied. “Why are you drinking that, anyway?”

      “What else should I drink?”

      “Water?

      “I have some of that, if you like.” He threw me the leather water bottle. 

      After he had prepared the meal, we sat side-by-side, balancing his ceramic plates on our laps and enjoying the huge drumsticks with some roots Sheridan had also placed in the bag. Sheridan left the other pieces of chick-hen on a covered tree stump to cool.

      “This is really good!” I took a swig of his wine. It was fruitier than the weapon had suggested and not filled with blood.

      He gave me a soft smile. “It’s good to have someone to share things with.”

      After our meal, I sat on the grass with my back resting on a trunk. Sheridan’s wine melted away my aches and gave me a pleasant buzz. I closed my eyes and turned my head up to the sun. For a moment, I felt like I was on a picnic in the woods with a date and not an exhausted contestant taking a break from a deadly tournament. 

      Sheridan also sat on the ground by my side, using his pack as a backrest. I peeked at him under my lashes. Maybe it was the alcohol clouding my judgement, but he was actually really good looking without his fangs. 

      Pak snorted. “You said that earlier when he was flying next to your dragon, and you were completely sober.”

      “So I did.”

      “Is that wine nice?”

      “It is, actually.”

      “I’m glad someone’s getting to slake their thirst.”

      My eyes widened, and a sense of guilt took root in my gut. I’d been so busy tending to my own needs, I’d forgotten to check on Pak. “Should I pour a bit on you?”

      “I was referring to blood,” it snapped. “When a weapon awakens from a long slumber, they need more than a few splashes to regain their full power.”

      “But—”

      “I know, I know,” it said with a weary voice. “Blood loss is fatal for living beings, but my kind just hibernate. I’ll manage, somehow.”

      My insides writhed with discomfort. How much blood did the weapon need to power up? It reminded me of a new phone that needed charging up for ages to condition the battery. So far, I’d only been giving the mace tiny top-ups. I hope it wouldn’t get ravenous and drain me in my sleep.

      “I’m not a monster, you know,” the weapon snapped. “It’s not my fault that the smiths made me like this.”

      My heart sank. Hadn’t I treated Sheridan exactly the same? Without him and the weapon, I would have perished hours ago. “Sorry for thinking the worst. I really appreciate being your wielder.”

      “You seem pensive,” murmured Sheridan. “Is everything all right?”

      I slipped my hand in his. “Thank you… And sorry.”

      He blinked. “What for?”

      “When we were in your car, I rejected you because of your fangs. And I didn’t give you the benefit of the doubt or stay to listen for an explanation.”

      He squeezed my hand and gazed into my eyes. “And I’m sorry for grabbing you in the human realm. If it hadn’t been for me falsely accusing you of being a pickpocket, you would have already rescued your sister.”

      We sat side by side, locked in each other’s gazes. A flock of butterflies took flight in my stomach, and my heart fluttered in synch with the beating of their wings. This was the kind of moment where people kissed. Alec had demanded a break, and he wasn’t nearly as handsome or as attentive as Sheridan. We had broken up, except he hadn’t had the guts to dump me.

      I drew closer, and my gaze dropped to Sheridan’s full lips. Why had I thought he was a vampire cosplayer? His skin was a gorgeous olive, like it had been caressed by the sun. Crimson flecks appeared in his irises, and my heart skittered. Just because he could smell my blood, it didn’t mean he would drink it. 

      Someone cleared their throat, and another person snickered. 

      We jerked apart. 

       A gang of burly males, each clad in woolen clothing, stepped into the clearing. 

      Their leader, a six-foot-six-tall boy built like a refrigerator, bared his teeth. “We’ll take your food, your backpacks… and your lives.”
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      My stomach plummeted, and a sick feeling crawled in my belly to take its place. It spread through my insides, coating them with a layer of dread. Since pairing up with Sheridan, I hadn’t encountered any other contestants, and even those four dragons weren’t all that bad. They’d just been doing their jobs and had returned to their stations when it looked like Sheridan had outrun them. But this group of thugs looked who would take delight in taking everything including our lives. 

      Each of them boasted an inhuman height and bulk, especially the leader, whose torso was shaped like a barrel. I guessed they were berserkers of some kind, but they lacked the wiry frame of Rufus, the wolf berserker who had gotten killed in the trap of a saber-toothed bear. From their aggressive stances, they didn’t seem like boar berserkers, who actually didn’t attack unless someone offended them, so I guessed they belonged to the bear variety. 

      Sheridan placed his plate of food on the grass, stood in a swift motion, and took a few steps forward, leaving me sitting by his backpack. I scrambled to my feet to join him, but he swung his arm back with his hand stretched out in a sign that told me to go no further. 

      “Gentlemen, lady. I would be delighted to share my chick-ken if you can offer something of equal value.”

      Lady? My gaze darted around the group. A dozen of them stood in front of the trees, each with enough facial hair to determine their gender.

      “Watch out for this lot,” said Pak. “They’re looking to kill you both slowly.”

      I gulped. “Something about them tells me they might.”

      The leader licked his lips. “How about you give me your food, supplies, and whatever else you have of value.”

      “If you’re not interested in a trade, I suggest you leave,” said Sheridan, his voice laden with menace.

      “No one is afraid of you, dark elf.” 

      “Or your summoner girlfriend,” said a female voice from behind a tree.

      A girl about six feet in height, built along the same lines as the boys, sashayed forward with her hands on her hips. Her lightweight, chain mail minidress strained over her bulky torso and flared into the kind of A-line hem as some of Lilah’s summer dresses. Underneath, she wore a woolen tank top and finished off the outfit with thigh-length, leather boots. 

      I supposed she thought the ensemble was cute, but she was the most frightening of the bunch, as her amber eyes lingered over my form with a mocking leer.

      I stepped forward. “I’m not his girlfriend.”

      Sheridan turned around and widened violet, puppy dog eyes, complete with a hurt pout. I cringed. Of all the times for me to open my big mouth, did I have to do it while we were surrounded by berserkers?

      “Summoner.” She curled her lip and gestured at the neckline of my tank top. It was lower than I’d usually wear for a death-defying contest, but I didn’t think she would understand that I hadn’t had time to shop for the appropriate gear. “We all saw you riding that big dragonling. You could have ridden it to the academy and bowed out of the trial, but you stayed behind to rob an honest contestant of a place. Why?”

      I clenched my teeth. She’d gotten it all wrong. I had no interest in joining the academy and just wanted to bring my sister home.

      “And those four dragons chasing you killed six of our females!” snarled the leader.

      Pak grumbled. “I told you to go straight to the academy. That dark elf can look after himself. Watch him slaughter all these idiots and see if I’m wrong.”

      “If you don’t have anything useful to say,” I snarled into my head, “keep quiet.”

      The weapon made an annoyed huff and widened at the handle. It was probably readying itself for the inevitable fight.

      The female berserker stepped forward with her hands folded in a way that accentuated her huge bust. “Do you think you’re too good to speak to us, Summoner?”

      Her male companions made ‘whoah’ noises, like what she had said was impressive. Maybe they were all vying for her attention because the dragons had killed all the other females. To me, she just seemed like the typical, cowardly bully who couldn’t start fights unless they had their gang to back them up. I glanced at Sheridan, who pursed his lips. His arms, which trembled with the desire to step between us, remained at his sides as though interfering with a girl fight would be ungentlemanly. 

      “Well?” snapped the girl.

      I gulped. “I don’t think I’m different to anyone else.”

      Her gaze dropped to my right hand. “Where did you get that enchanted weapon? Did King Sarkany give it to you, personally?”

      “It was in the pile left out for humans. I found it.”

      She cupped a hand at the side of her mouth and rounded her shoulders an exaggerated of timidity, then wiggled her hips like a burlesque dancer. “It was in the pile left out for humans,” she said in a high-pitched, baby voice. “I found it!”

      The male berserkers laughed, once again treating her like she was the biggest source of entertainment in all the realms.

      I bristled. The voice and pose implied that I was a helpless damsel who used my feminine wiles to get through the match. 

      “I’ll show her.” The weapon widened around the base to form a spiked club.

      The female berserker licked her lips. “Give me that thing.”

      “I’ve bonded with it already.”

      “I can break that bond with your death.”

      “You will not,” snapped Sheridan.

      “Stay out of this, dark elf.” The leader stepped forward and pulled back his shoulders, making Sheridan look like a skinny kid in comparison. 

      I backed toward a giant sequoia, away from the approaching female berserker, giving Sheridan enough space in case he wanted to go psycho on the males. 

      “Get her, Ursula!” shouted one of the berserkers at the back of the group.

        Ursula’s face broke into a gleeful grin, and she bounded forward, only to trip on thin air and fall flat onto her face. The back of her chain mail dress flipped up, revealing white panties made of thick, discolored wool. The rough curl of their edges reminded me of the kind of felted wool I’d used to make toys with Mom. 

      “Ha!” A round male who had been scratching his back on the tree trunk bent forward to get a better look. “I told you they’d be white!”

      The female berserker scrambled to her feet, cheeks flaming. “How dare you,” she said in a low snarl. “This is an affront to my dignity.”

      Sheridan’s brows drew together. “Piper did nothing. You tripped by yourself.”

      “Shut up, elf!” snarled the leader.

      Sheridan glared up into his eyes. “No offense has been taken… yet. Take your female, and the rest of the  chick-hen, and I will let you leave without repercussions.”

      The leader widened his arms and puffed out his chest, seeming to grow several inches in bulk. He lowered his dark brows into a glower, and menace reflected on his liquid-brown eyes.

      With a snarl, Ursula threw the first punch. My stomach plummeted the same time my arm swung up to block the blow with the weapon, which had developed needle-thin spikes. The impact of her fist hitting the wood traveled up my arm like funny bone pane, but I held steady. 

      “Don’t be scared,” said Pak. “I’m here to augment your strength. Use me as much as you need.”

      Ursula jumped back, a low, guttural roar tearing from the back of her throat. Every ounce of blood fled my face and pumped through my racing heart. She drew her fist back and stared at the deep puncture marks on the back of her hand. “Y-you broke my skin on purpose.”

      “The weapon decides what shape it wants to take, not me,” I said from between clenched teeth.

      “That’s it,” it said. “Throw me under the chariot. Make it all my fault.”

      The leader of the berserkers threw a punch at Sheridan, who sped out of reach, appeared behind his back and elbowed him in the kidneys. The berserker fell onto both knees and made the same inhuman sound. 

      “Filthy, with weasel!” A film of red crept across Ursula’s eyes. “How dare you draw my blood?”

      My stomach churned, and I took another step back. “What’s happening to her?”

      “This is the berserker trance. It’s something they do in battle situations. The trance steals away their consciousness and replaces it with a mindless desire to kill the target of their anger. But more importantly,” said the weapon as Ursula’s hands transformed into plate-sized bear paws, “You need to decide whether to run or to stay and fight. I can help you with both, but—” 

      “I’ll run.” The second I turned, those claws hooked over my shoulder and spun me around. 

      Ursula’s features twisted into a rictus of fury-filled bloodlust. The red film separated into bloody stripes and coalesced over her corneas, taking on the shape of protruding veins. For a second, I couldn’t move. Maybe they had the power to put their victims into a trance, but I’d never seen eyes so hideous. 

      Claws the size of my head swung toward my eyes.

      “Fall back!” cried Pak.

      I jumped out of reach, but Ursula bounded forward, swiping her massive paw at my throat. My hand shot out to block, and she slashed across my palm. 

      Pain radiated up my arm, and a loud gasp pushed its way out of my throat. Up ahead, a group of about twelve male berserkers crowded Sheridan.

      The weapon pulsed. “Hold me in your left hand!”

      “B-but I’m right-handed.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just do it.”

      Spittle gathered on the sides of Ursula’s mouth. “Die, Summoner!” 

      “What are you hanging around for?” Pak screamed into my head. “Retreat!”

      As if commanded by the mace, my feet shuffled back, but I hit my spine against a thick trunk. In the seconds it took her to leap to my side, I swapped the weapon to my left. Pak hummed out its bliss, and the arm holding it swung itself up and blocked Ursula’s swipe.

      She pulled back her paw, and  four deep slashes appeared on her palm. A milky white film covered her irises, and foam gathered on the sides of her mouth. I scrambled around the tree, but she grabbed me by both shoulders and, with the strength of a gorilla, slammed me against its trunk. 

      My head smashed into the wood, and a boulder of pain lanced through my skull, making my ears ring like a fire alarm. The forest swayed from left to right in a low arch, and I blinked away the spots before my vision. 

      I kicked back, my heel striking her shin, but she didn’t roar, didn’t flinch. But the berserkers fighting Sheridan behind us filled the clearing with roars. 

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Pak shouted. “Focus on your own fight.”

      It was right. I stumbled back from the tree and ran. Trunks, shrubs, and goodness knows what whizzed in my peripheral vision, I moved that fast. But, I couldn’t see right, and with my impaired vision, I might not even be able to dodge. A glance over my shoulder turned my stomach to lead. 

      Ursula loped toward me on thickened limbs like those of a bear. A sob tore from my throat, and I picked up my pace. The weapon lengthened and thinned in my left hand, pulsing at me to stop and fight. I couldn’t. My shoulder bumped into the white trunk of a birch tree, slowing my escape. I turned around again to find Ursula leaping toward me through the air.

      The weapon transformed into a long halberd and skewered Ursula through the neck.

      A pained bellow filled the air, and blood poured from her wound. She stared at me, open-mouthed, the film around her eyes fading to reveal their original brown. I stepped back, nausea slithering up my throat and sliding onto my tongue. Then the weapon thickened its sharp end into a sphere. 

      “W-what are you doing?”

      “Glutting myself. There’s enough blood here to sustain me for a while.”

      My shoulders drooped, and I sagged against a giant sequoia and rested my shaking hands on my thighs. Guilt snaked its way around my heart and lungs and squeezed tight. The weapon had used me to kill and feed on that girl.

      “Ursula!” The leader sprinted through the forest with Sheridan on his heels.

      As soon as the berserker saw his female companion, he halted to a stop and fell to his knees.  “U-Ursula!”

      Pain filled my constricted heart. I tried to force air down my throat, but everything had closed up. She would die… because of me. 

      Sheridan punched the leader hard on the face, knocking him unconscious. He spun and turned toward the other berserkers. “Does anyone want some more of this?” he asked with the kind of lisp that implied his fangs were fully retracted. His black wings spread out from his back, making him look fearsome.

      The male berserkers, most of them looking half beaten to death, scrambled back.

      Ursula gurgled and took an awkward step toward me. Her hands wrapped around the weapon, and she pulled, but it remained embedded in her throat.

      “What are you doing to her?” I said.

      “Save your pity for someone else,” it said. “She let herself fall into a berserker trance. If I hadn’t intervened, she would have fully transformed and clawed you to death.”

      I gulped. The weapon was probably right, but it still seemed wrong to feed on her blood. “She might survive if you let her slide out.”

      “So she can take a dose of sanguine root, recover, and come after you again? I think not.”

      The leader crawled away on his belly and snarled, “You’re a dead man, elf. You and your summoner!”

      Moments later, Morgan stepped out from the trees, holding her clipboard. “I see you’re putting the enchanted weapon to good use. Once it’s had enough of this girl’s blood, I’ll cull her and mark the kill as yours.” She turned to Sheridan. “I’ve awarded six to you.”

      Sheridan’s eyes darted toward me, then he dropped his gaze to the forest floor and shifted on his feet. An awkward silence stretched out, punctuated by the girl’s dying gasps. 

      “Um…” I said.

      “Yes?” Morgan asked.

      “I’ve just found out I’m really a summoner, Is it possible to see my sister?”

      Sheridan’s head snapped up. His mouth dropped open, and he exhaled a shocked breath.

      I winced. I’d just said it as a distraction from what the weapon had made me do. It hadn’t meant to be a betrayal.

      Morgan turned her head toward the clearing and then gazed up into the sky. “I see no dragon. Unless you can present him or her to me, you will remain until this contest until you win or are culled.”

      My mouth opened and closed. Those berserkers had seen me on the back of the dragon and would tell others. I’d killed their girlfriend, and my only friend in this terrible world was staring at me as if I’d pierced him through the throat with an enchanted, blood-drinking weapon.

      I was doomed.
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      Morgan, Sheridan and I stood in the shade of the birch tree by Ursula’s writhing body. With each passing moment, her breaths became more labored, and my chest tightened to the point where I could barely breathe. I didn’t know where to look.

      Sheridan’s betrayed, violet eyes bore into my soul, and Ursula’s sightless eyes wrenched my heart. Even the bark of the birch tree was covered in spatters of Ursula’s blood. Morgan exhaled a long breath, as though wanting the weapon to hurry up and finish feeding.

      “Much better!” The weapon retreated from her neck and shrank from its halberd shape back to the small mace. “Although I could always use more.”

      When I reached down and picked it up, the weapon vibrated with satisfaction in my palm. Now, it didn’t feel so insubstantial, but that was hardly surprising since it had consumed the blood of a huge berserker. Morgan’s hand glowed with blue magic, and I turned my head away from the sight of the culling. Without a word, she disappeared, leaving me alone with Sheridan.

      “You wish to leave the trial?” his voice was rough.

      “I just killed that berserker girl.” I gestured at the patch in the ground previously occupied by Ursula’s body. “Because of me, someone else is dead.”

      His eyes softened. “Life as an apprentice isn’t all midnight feasts and dragon rides.”

      “That’s my point.” My hands balled into fists. “I don’t want to join the academy. Or become a dragon apprentice. I want to find my sister and take her back home. Now I’m a mass murderer.”

      “But it was in self defense,” said Pak. 

      Something rustled up in the birch tree. I raised my head and stared into its white branches. A pair of goats the size of tomcats stared down at us through pale eyes with weird, horizontal slits. From the way their heads were large for their bodies, I guessed they were kids. And the poor little creatures had witnessed Ursula’s death.

      I lowered my head and wrapped my arms around my chest. “You’ve done so much for me. I’m sorry if I sounded ungrateful.”

      Sheridan placed an arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “Don’t feel bad for that berserker. She meant to kill you. If you hadn’t acted, she wouldn’t have stopped attacking until she’d sated her fury.”

      I cringed at the thought of her half-transformed body. She had been a monster. “Why didn’t you tell me what being a summoner meant?”

      “You were already distraught by your missing sister.” He made soothing circles on the small of my back. “I planned to take you under my wing and help you through the trials, but you left before I could warn you not to tell anyone your sister could summon dragons.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder and inhaled his sandalwood scent. He was right, I supposed. No one but me had spoken during Morgan’s introduction to the trials. “I should have kept my mouth shut.”

      “Don’t torture yourself thinking about things you can’t change.” He gave my waist a gentle squeeze. “With every battle, you and your weapon will get stronger, and you’ll learn how to disable people without killing them.”

      I exhaled a long, shuddering breath. “Why do people have to attempt to kill each other at all?”

      “For a better chance to win. To some people, becoming one of King Sarkany’s dragon riders is the ultimate prestige, for others, it’s a means to obtaining a powerful and unlimited source of magic they can use to help friends and family. Bonding with a dragon is extremely beneficial to a rider, as they gain the dragon’s extended lifespan and its huge, magical reserves.”

      I drew back and stared into his eyes. All traces of red had vanished, leaving them dark blue. “What does becoming a dragon rider mean to you?”

      “A vocation where I will be judged on merit, and not the identity and fate of my mother.” His large hand cupped my cheek, and he wiped away a stray tear with the pad of his thumb. “A retreat from the eternal darkness of Mork and to a realm with a balance of night and day.”

      “Is that what you were doing in the human realm? Balancing light and dark?” I asked.

      “I suppose it was.” He pressed a chaste kiss onto my hairline and drew back.

      “Thanks.” My hand closed around his. “I needed that.”

      Sheridan guided me through the forest, through more trees and shrubs than I had remembered passing when Ursula had chased me here, and back to the clearing of tree stumps. “Let’s wrap up the food and make a move. Your dragonling was heading east when he tried to take you to the barracks. We should go that way, too.”

      “Y-yes.” I glanced around the clearing for signs of the six berserkers Sheridan had killed. Then I remembered that Morgan had awarded him their kills. She must have culled them before she reached Ursula and me.

      Sheridan walked over to the group of stumps where he had left his backpack. “That’s odd.”

      My brows drew together. “What is?”

      He pointed at the tree stump. “The chick-hen has gone.”

      “Do you think one of the berserkers took it?” I stared at the empty stump. The thief had also taken one of Sheridan’s ceramic plates. I gathered the other two and rinsed them with the water from his leather flask. 

      He wiped them down with an oversized handkerchief. “Most were busy fighting me, and the others were egging on their friends. I can’t see any of them needing to steal food they could have hunted for themselves. All that talk about the chick-hen was a prelude to a fight.”

      “Maybe they took it out of spite when they left?” I asked.

      “That’s a possibility.” After returning the plates to his backpack, he shouldered it on and glanced up at the sky. “We still have five or six hours before sundown, but I still think we should make a move.”

      I glanced around the clearing to check if there was anything else for me to pick up but couldn’t even find the bits of chick-hen skin tail and guts Sheridan had thrown aside. Perhaps a wild animal had taken it, but why would it also need a plate?

      We walked through the forest in silence, crunching leaf litter and dried twigs underfoot. Birch trees spread out on both sides of the trail, and beneath them grew bell-shaped flowers with white heads that tinkled in the breeze. I leaned into Sheridan and asked, “Why are they making noise?”

      He gave me an incredulous look. “All the bell flowers ring when shaken. Don’t they work like that in the human realm?”

      “No. Our flowers don’t do anything special in the wind, except maybe dandelions?”

      “The tall ones that roar at the sun?”

      I imagined a miniature lion’s head with oversized, yellow petals for a mane and frowned. “Ours are a little different.”

      A crossbow bolt shot into a nearby birch, and I clenched my teeth. Another assassin too cowardly to come out from their hiding place and fight face-to-face. 

      Sheridan’s head snapped down and to the side. “They’re lying in the white-bells.”

      Pak pulsed in my hand. “Allow me.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Throw me at five o’clock, and you’ll see.”

      My stomach churned. Ursula was barely dead, and the weapon wanted to kill someone else. I turned in the direction it had requested and shouted, “If you don’t stop shooting—”

      An arrow sliced my cheek and embedded itself into a nearby tree. I flinched. As if by reflex, my arm rose, and I hurled the weapon into the carpet of white flowers. It spun through the air, curving like a boomerang, except with spiked ends. A pair of female candidates wearing pastel pink jumpsuits pulled themselves to their feet and sprinted into the trees.

      “You can come back, now!” I shouted at Pak.

      It ignored me and continued after the girls. 

      “What’s it doing?” muttered Sheridan.

      “We’d better go after it.” 

      We hurried through the white flowers, making each one we crushed underfoot squeal. My heart skipped several beats. How could Pak chase after them with such precision? Because it now had Ursula’s blood? The thick canopy of the birch trees filtered out most of the sun, letting the breeze cool my fevered skin. A pair of screams pierced the air, and I stumbled. What had Pak done? 

      Sheridan grabbed my hand and forced me to continue running. “Come on!”

      The scent of menthol filled the air from a thick eucalyptus tree that sprawled in our path. We rounded it and found the two girls standing with their backs turned at either side of a birch. The weapon curved around the tree’s white trunk and had impaled both through the heart. Blood bloomed across the backs of their pink jumpsuits. 

      A wrecking ball of shock hit me in the gut, knocking me to my knees. I clutched my temples and yelled, “What are you doing?”

      “Wait a minute,” said the weapon. “I’m getting faster at draining people. If I split into branches—”

      “I don’t want to know!”

      Sheridan stopped at my side and clamped a hand on my shoulder. “Do you hear that?”

      My insides churned with dread. Not another set of candidates wanting to kill us. Please.  I squeezed my eyes shut and listened for sounds of heavy breathing, feet hitting the ground, or rustling up in the trees. But I heard nothing. Not even a bird flew in the sky.

      “What can you hear?” I opened my eyes and let him pull me to my feet.

      “A large body of water,” he replied. “And something moving through it.”

      “I can’t hear anything.”

      By the time Pak had drained the girls, my throat was hoarse with unshed tears. I didn’t know whether to keep it or throw it into the trees and forget such a thing ever existed. Sheridan and I followed the sound of the water in silence. I was pretty sure Pak could hear my thoughts, as it gave me the kind of insecure feeling I imagined a dog would make after it had torn the sofa to shreds.

      “I was only protecting you,” it said.

      “I know.”

      The birches thinned out, and we passed more eucalyptus trees. White, brown, rainbow-colored… some with bark that peeled off their trunks in narrow strips. The menthol scent became so overwhelming, we both had to place Sheridan’s handkerchiefs over our noses. After about twenty minutes, a stream burbled in the distance. My sprits soared. What if this was the one we needed to cross to reach the barracks? We both broke into runs and jogged through the forest for signs of the water. 

      The fallen tree bark underfoot thinned, revealing a layer of stones. Beyond it lay a river that stretched about fifty feet. An easy swim if it wasn’t for the dark creature gliding in its depths. 

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Something I’ve never seen before. A crocogator?” He gave me a gentle nudge on the arm. “There’s the bridge.”

      I narrowed my eyes into a squint. Several feet ahead on our left stood a raised, wooden drawbridge, which led to a wide path that sloped up a hill. Excitement exploded across my chest. We had nearly made it!

      We both sprinted along the river bank to the bridge. A clump of ferns grew at both sides of the wooden construction, and at one of the posts was a slot. 

      “This is where we have to pay to cross,” I said.

      Sheridan reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a gold coin. “This should be more than enough.” He placed it into the slot, but the drawbridge didn’t lower. “That’s odd.”

      A very loud someone cleared their throat from behind. I spun around, heart sinking. Now was not the time for another murderous contestant. Something jingled from the other side of a dense clump of ferns. I glanced at Sheridan, who flicked his head toward the plants, indicating for us to investigate. 

      Pak flattened into a shield, and we crept around the ferns. Sheridan’s nails lengthened and sharpened into claws, and I positioned the shield before us in case anyone or anything launched a long-range attack.

      A giant, snake-like head poked out from the ferns, making me stagger back. Flat, olive-green scales covered its face, and a mohawk of spines curved from the space between his eyes all the way down its neck.

      “What is that?” I whispered.

      “I would have guessed a hydra, but it only has one head,” he whispered back.

      The creature raised its head and blew out a plume of green flames. Its way of proving itself a dragon, I supposed. This had to be another challenge. Perhaps a way to get the drawbridge to lower and let us cross.

      Sheridan and I exchanged glances, silently debating whether to stay and converse with the dragon or to run for our lives. The dragon inclined its head, as though welcoming us to its court. As it moved, something metal jangled. A pile of silver coins. This dragon was obviously its guardian.

      “Excuse me.” I stepped forward, clasping the weapon’s handle and sending it a silent message to expand if the dragon turned nasty. “Will those coins operate the toll bridge?”

      The dragon nodded. 

      “May we take a couple?” asked Sheridan.

      The dragon flicked its head toward a row of saplings. Over a dozen bodies lay beside it in a pile. Some charred, others half dissolved. Bile rose to the back of my throat. What had they done to deserve such an ending?

      “An acid dragon,” said Sheridan, his voice flat. “It probably attacked them for trying to steal a coin.”
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      The dragon raised its long neck and peered down at us as though we were peasants, visiting its royal court. From the crest of horned scales around its head, I wasn’t surprised it acted like royalty. It coiled a long, serpentine body over the pile, revealing stunted limbs and tiny wings that looked too small to support flight.

      Dread rolled through my belly, and I gulped hard. How were we supposed to persuade it to give one of those coins when it had already attacked so many? Sneaking about wasn’t the answer. This dragon had probably been assigned to the pile of coins for its mamba-fast reflexes.

      I bowed with a flourish and said, “Oh, great and noble dragon. Is there a way to gain your favor so we may earn one of your precious coins?”

      An acid green plume of smoke snorted out of the dragon’s nose. Obviously, it didn’t appreciate the flattery, and neither did it want us to go on a quest. 

      “I have an idea.” Sheridan pulled me back several paces until we reached the canopy of a rainbow eucalyptus whose multi-colored bark hung off its thick branches like party streamers. “This dragon is more like a snake. What if we can charm it?”

      “Can you play a pungi?”

      His brows drew together. “What’s that?”

      “An Indian pipe that snake charmers—never mind.” He probably didn’t even know where India was, let alone how their charmers hypnotized snakes. “Can you play an instrument?”

      “The flute. Pipes. Flageolet,” he replied. “Any type of simple horn.”

      My gaze flickered to his backpack. Someone who packed ceramic plates and herbs for every type of meat might have brought something to play for after-dinner entertainment. “Did you bring any instruments?”

      His brows rose, and his lips twisted into one of those expressions people used when someone made a comment they found both confusing and stupid. “Why would I bring a pipe to a deadly trial?”

      Cringing, I wrapped my arms around my belly. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” I turned my gaze to the nearest branch. “Can you carve wood?”

      “Not well enough to make an instrument,” he said. “I was thinking your enchanted weapon could fashion itself into a pipe.”

      “And be blown by that bloodsucker?” it said with a huff. “Not likely.”

      “Says the biggest bloodsucker in the tournament. How many people have you fed on? Five?” I closed my fingers around the bulbous end of the mace and squeezed hard. 

      “Three. Humans and tiny sips from you don’t count.”

      I raised it to my face and looked it in the… bulbous end. “I’m getting sick of your attitude toward Sheridan. If I can get over him wanting to drink my blood, so can you.”

      “Can’t it turn into a pipe?” asked Sheridan, the hope draining out of his voice.

      “Of course I can.” The weapon lengthened, thinned, and hollowed. Then it formed six holes in the front and another at the back.

      Before it could say anything else, I handed it to Sheridan, who played a soothing lullaby of simple notes that repeated every so often. The dragon raised its long neck and sharpened its eyes, as though wondering what we were planning for it. Then its neck swayed in motion with Sheridan’s music. I sucked in a happy breath and followed Sheridan toward the captivated dragon. 

      The creature’s eyelids drooped, and the rest of its body stilled. My gaze dropped to the pile of coins. As soon as the dragon fell into a stupor, I would have to take two as quietly as I could.

      I gazed at Sheridan and smiled. He winked back, and warmth spread across my chest. For an elven prince who couldn’t tell a convincing lie, he was extremely talented and resourceful. We edged out from under the eucalyptus tree, into the sun, keeping our gaze locked on the drowsy creature.

      By the time we stood six feet away from the pile of coins, the dragon rested its head on its little forelegs and snored. Tendrils of smoke curled from its nostrils. 

      Still playing, Sheridan raised his brows, indicating for me to go. I crept forward, heart beating louder than the music. The coins were piled haphazardly and in a way that would make clinking noises if I dislodged one from the pile.

      Several feet away lay a pair of coins that had rolled a few inches from the others and shone enticingly in the grass. I tiptoed over to them and plucked them out from their nestling-place. Nothing happened, so I slipped them into my pocket.

      Afterward, I backed away from the ferns and gave Sheridan a thumbs up.

      He nodded and continued playing, all the while moving away from the dragon. But something behind Sheridan disturbed the pile and a tinkling sound filled the air. The dragon raised its head and let out a bellowing roar.

      Cold panic exploded across my chest. “Run!” 

      I spun on my heel and raced toward the bridge.

      A bloodcurdling hiss filled the air. Sheridan scooped me up from behind, lifted me off my feet and leaped toward the river. Milliseconds before we hit the water, hot liquid seared through my skin. I closed my eyes, held my breath, and sank into the freezing depths of the river which cooled my skin and washed away the acid that felt strong enough to burn through muscle and sinew and bone.   

      A moment later, I stopped sinking, swam to the surface, and opened my eyes. The world came back into focus, and I spun around. There was no sign of Sheridan. The water to my left rippled, and I dove in that direction, and felt around for signs of a drowning elf, but he wasn’t there. My lungs burned, so I rose to the surface and gasped lungfuls of air. 

      Where was he? 

      Strange ripples appeared in the water and headed toward the bank. I shook my head. Sheridan wouldn’t swim underwater without checking if I had survived the jump. I sucked in another huge breath, dove in once more and felt around for him. My fingers brushed against cool flesh. It felt like a thumb. I wrapped my hand around his wrist and paddled upwards.

      Sheridan’s head broke the surface, and he sucked in a gust of air. “T-thank you.”

      “Can’t you swim?”

      “I-I thought I could!” He glanced in all directions, taking in our surroundings. The other side of the bank that lead to the barracks lay several feet away. An interminable distance for a weak swimmer. “But I suppose the warm baths at the palace don’t count.”

      I sent a silent thanks to Mrs. Shields, my high school swimming instructor, for the lifesaver classes. “Come on, let’s get to the other side.”

      He wrapped his arms around my shoulders as we made our slow journey to the riverbank bank. Sheridan handed me the enchanted weapon which had now reverted into a wooden mace. I stuffed it down my top and clenched my teeth. Why hadn’t it stopped Sheridan from sinking?

      “You didn’t tell me to,” said Pak.

      “This is nice.” He ran the tip of his nose down the side of my neck and sniffed. “Your magical scent is much more potent under the water.”

      “What?” Still paddling toward our destination, I turned to meet his crimson eyes and fully extended fangs. A horrified breath caught in the back of my throat.

      “I said—” His face dropped. “What’s wrong?”

      “What were you doing under the water, Sheridan?” I asked through clenched teeth.

      “Looking around at all the eels. Some of them are extremely delicious.”

      “So, you weren’t drowning.” My voice was flat.

      “Not really.”

      Irritation fizzled across my skin. Paddling through the cold water with Sheridan’s strong arms around my neck, his hard body pressed against mine, and his fangs practically grazing my jugular vein was doing nothing to soothe the anger simmering in my belly. “So, why are you letting me transport you across the stream?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “This has something to do with my blood, doesn’t it?” I paddled harder and turned to glare at him.

      Sheridan’s mouth formed a fanged O.

      “I asked you a question.”

      “Sorry.” His gaze fixed on the cut on my cheek. “I wasn’t concentrating.”

      “Are you acting helpless so you can get closer to my blood?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down for several moments before he answered, “No.”

      “That’s it!” I pulled his arms off my shoulders shoved him aside.

      He sank for a moment then paddled on his own. “What are you doing?”

      “You still want my blood, don’t you?”

      “I never stopped wanting it.” He made a strange kind of doggy paddle with his arms that more or less kept him afloat.

      That was good enough for me. I swam to the shore and left him behind.

      “Where are you going?”

      I climbed out and pulled Pak out from my tank top. “Waiting for you from a safe distance.”

      Sheridan paddled toward the bank at a slow pace. Perhaps he didn’t know any other strokes. “This. Is. Most. Unfair.” His head dipped under the river with each word. He treaded water for a moment to say, “I would never leave you to swim to shore on your own.”

      “But I wouldn’t slaver over your neck.”

      “I wouldn’t complain if you did!”

      “Of course you wouldn’t. I don’t have a huge set of viper fangs.”

      His cheeks pinked. “Do you really think they’re huge?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      Sheridan paddled toward me, beaming like a lunatic. Maybe dark elves considered being able to drain a human’s lifeblood a source of pride, but to me, it was a terrible curse I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. 

      Moments before Sheridan reached the shore, he gazed up at me, eyes shining with hope. “When we get to the barracks, do you think we could—”

      Behind him, a serpentine, blue head rose out of the water and opened its mouth, exposing teeth as long as my arms. It glared down at Sheridan with malevolent amber eyes and hissed.

      My blood turned to ice. I stretched out my arm and pointed Pak. “Sheridan!”

      The weapon lengthened into a pole, and Sheridan grabbed onto its end with both hands. He glanced over his shoulder at the dragon and gasped. 

      The creature reared back and opened its jaws. A ball of blue flames formed at the back of its throat.

      “Retract!” I shouted out loud.

      In an instant, the weapon’s elongated handle shrank, pulling Sheridan onto the bank. He landed inches away from me, stumbled forward, and knocked us both to the ground, just as blue flames flew overhead. I fell on my back, with Sheridan on top of me. Pak widened itself into a shield and formed a barrier.

      “You saved me.” Sheridan rested his weight on his arms and gazed down at me with a look of awe. 

      “I’m sorry for leaving you alone in the water.” I brushed a lock of wet hair off the side of his face and tucked it behind his ear. He lowered his head to the side of my neck and sighed, then I fisted his hair. “You’re sniffing me again, aren’t you?”

      “Sorry,” he murmured into my neck. “You keep getting stronger.”

      I gave him a gentle shove. “In the human realm, it’s kind of weird to sniff people.”

      “But what if they—”

      “I can’t think of any circumstances where it’s okay.”

      “The water dragon just swam away to deal with a pair of elves,” said Pak. “You two should get up before she comes back.”

      I pulled myself to my feet and offered Sheridan my hand. “Come on. Morgan said this would be the last final of the journey. We need to be alert for last-minute traps.”

      Sheridan pulled himself to his feet, and we hurried up the path. “Let’s hope that water dragon doesn’t follow us like the quarry quartet, otherwise it’s going to be a long sprint to the barracks.”

      We walked for several minutes past groves of red maple trees that grew on both sides of the path. A breeze blew in from behind, chilling my wet skin, and I grabbed the sodden ends of my hair and wrung them onto the path.

      I glanced up at the sky. Thank goodness it had been a hot day. I would have been chilled without my jacket and frozen after leaving the river. The maple trees thinned out into pastureland, then to a huge grove of olive trees. Some of them had thick, twisty trunks that seemed to consist of several trees all stuck together. 

      Sheridan still gazed down at me with adoring, crimson eyes. And his fangs hadn’t fully retracted, either. My feet ground to a hunt, and I grabbed one of his arms. “If we’re going to continue being partners, I want to set up some ground rules.”

      “What kind?” he asked. 

      “No more fangs—”

      “But I don’t have control over them yet.”

      “All right. No more fangs near my neck.”

      He nodded. “What else?”

      “And no more staring at my arteries.”

      “What about your veins?” he asked.

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “No, it’s different.” He gave me a warm smile that almost made me forget he wanted to suck my blood. “Arteries take the—”

      An oversized crossbow bolt struck Sheridan through the chest. His eyes widened, and blood bubbled from his mouth. “Piper,” he gasped out. “Run.”
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      Cold shock raced through my veins as Sheridan fell onto his back with a terrifying thud. The bolt, which was as thick as a broom handle, protruded through his sternum. He stared up at the sky, mouth open, eyes blank. A sob caught in my throat, and I held my breath. Was this his end? Wooden bolts through the heart would kill anyone, vampires and humans included, but what about dark elves?

      “S-Sheridan?” I whispered.

      “Piper,” said Pak. “Do what he said. Run.”

      My leg muscles trembled, somehow unable to support my weight. I dropped to my knees and reached out for the giant bolt, but my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. If I pulled it out, wouldn’t I damage his heart? I didn’t know what to do. Tears filled my eyes. If I didn’t think of something, he would die.

      “He’s likely dead already,” Pak hissed into our connection. “Get up and run before whoever shot him aims for you!”

      The words were the slap in the face I needed to pull me out of my stupor. Heart thudding in time with my quivering legs, I stumbled to my feet, casting my gaze left and right into the groves on both sides of the park. The dense growth of olive trees hid the presence of anyone hiding in the branches, and some of their gnarled, twisted trunks stretched wide enough to conceal a group of assassins. 

      “Which way should I run?” I asked. “The shooter could be anywhere.”

      Just before the weapon could answer, a familiar-looking berserker wearing heavy wool armor stepped out from behind a tree. Trepidation curled around my stomach and twisted. He was the leader of the bear berserkers who had tried to ambush us and take our chick-hen. More importantly, he had been a friend of Ursula.

      The huge male swaggered forward. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the little summoner.”

      Two tall, white-haired females wearing motorcycle jumpsuits followed after him. Each had the stature of models and each held quivers of oversized arrows at their backs. My throat dried. Were these the shooters? 

      The one on the left with eyes an alarming shade of turquoise bared her teeth. “Kill her, Bjorn. That’s the one who led Rufus into a trap and threw an ax into my sister’s head.”

      My mouth dropped open.  Wolf and bear berserkers teaming together? Those two girls had been part of the group who had attacked me at the start of the trial. Stepping back toward the other side of the path, I held both hands out. “I-I was just defending myself.”

      More berserkers, most of whom I recognized from the remaining group of bears who had escaped Sheridan, stepped out from behind the trees. Each advanced toward me with eyes that shone with inhuman malice. “We’re going to rip you apart for what you did to Ursula.”

      “Yeah.” A tawny-haired berserker jumped down from a nearby tree, holding a giant crossbow. From his rangy frame, I guessed he was also a wolf. He was likely the person who had shot Sheridan through the chest. “She’s the one who embedded an ax in my mate’s head and got her culled.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed hard. “N-no, I-I didn’t.”

      He snarled. “Don’t tell me another summoner with another magical weapon bounced back a throwing ax!”

      Fear shriveled my insides into a hard ball. That incident had happened shortly after I had left Rufus in that saber-toothed bear trap. I took another step back, my feet now crushing dried tree bark. With a few more retreating steps, I entered the shade of an olive tree with foliage dense enough to block most of the afternoon sun. Something told me that these predators wouldn’t give chase until they had aired every single grievance against me. 

      While Bjorn ranted a list of unfounded accusations, more burly bear berserkers emerged from behind the trees on the other side of the path, each baring sharpened teeth. He moved his head from side to side, spreading his elbows, and curling his hands into fists. Then he pumped his fists up and down. “…and because of your selfish arrogance, the only girl I have ever loved is now dead!”

      The other berserkers roared in agreement, and each of them, wolves included, pumped their fists and stamped their feet.

      “They’re working themselves into a trance,” hissed Pak. “Turn around and climb up a tree. I can defend us from there.”

      Sweat broke out across my brow, on my armpits and on my palms. I folded my arms and pointed the mace into the trees behind me. “D-do you see anything easy to scale?”

      “Hold on.” It changed shape in my hand, but I kept my eyes on the increasing number of angry berserkers, all converging across the other side of the olive grove. The second I interrupted Bjorn’s monologue, they would all give chase. “Eight o’clock. Hurry.”

      Still with my arms folded, and the weapon pointed into the olive grove behind us, I stepped back and to the left, my breaths ragged. “How far?”

      “About a hundred-and-fifty feet.”

      I swallowed hard. Any one of those berserkers would catch up with me seconds after I turned away.

      “Your presence here is an affront to all hard-working berserkers who trained since birth to serve King Sarkany!” Bjorn’s shoulders broadened, and the bottom half of his face lengthened into a hairless snout. All around him, the other berserkers made slow and disgusting transformations.

      My stomach flipped over and over like a tossed coin, and I continued my backward retreat toward the easy-to-climb tree. 

      Swiping a bear claw through the air, Bjorn stepped over Sheridan’s still form. He bared teeth too large for coherent speech and said a garbled, “Run. We wish to hunt you.”

      “Sheridan wouldn’t have wanted you to stand around his cooling corpse!” Pak screeched.

      Those were the words I needed to spring into action.

      I spun on my heel and sprinted through the olive groves, pumping my arms and legs as hard as I could. Ignoring the slop of wet clothes around my limbs, I glanced around for a tree with a branch low enough to give me a foothold. 

      The weapon pulsed in my hand. “One o’clock. Put your foot on the right knot and climb up fifteen feet. You’ll find a branch wide enough for you to lie on your belly and attack from above.”

      I veered right. “Where?”

      “There’s an old magnolia tree behind the lavender bushes.”

      Beyond the olive grove stood a thick growth of six-foot tall lavender shrubs, and behind that, a wide tree with a thick trunk and sturdy branches that stretched horizontally. The weapon had probably spotted it at the last-minute and changed course. “That’s more than a hundred-and-fifty feet away!” 

      A stomach-churning howl filled the air.

      “Hurry!” it snapped.

      Stuffing the shrunken weapon down the front of my tank top, I rounded the lavender bushes. Purple pollen burst out from the oversized flowers, and I gagged on their sweet scent. My feet stumbled over sprawling roots that stretched the entire canopy of the magnolia tree, and I staggered as fast as I could toward the trunk and up its roots.

      “Take the right side!”

      I wrapped my arms around the thick trunk and placed my foot on a low knot. 

      “That’s it,” said the weapon. “Keep going!”

      The next knot protruded a couple of feet above the first, and I clambered up, holding onto the trunk with my nails. All the while, grief thickened my throat, and tears blurred my vision. I’d left Sheridan all alone with those awful berserkers. They could be doing anything to his body right now, and all I could do was save my own hide. 

      Pak gave me a sharp jolt in the sternum. “Climb now, cry later!”

      “Right.” I grabbed onto a branch up high, hoisted myself up and placed my boot on another knot. My thighs shook with trepidation, but I forced myself to keep moving. It was what Sheridan would have wanted, and I wouldn’t let those berserkers get the better of me.

      Roars filled the air so loud, they curdled my blood and turned the contents of my stomach to stone. I crawled onto the thick branch and balanced myself on my hands and knees.

      “T-they’re coming,” Pak whispered into our bond. “Settle yourself onto this branch and defend your position.”

      “How?” I pulled it out from the band of my bra.

      It stretched into a double-sided spear. “I’ll drain as many berserkers as you can hit. Once I’m strong enough, I’ll be able to take any shape to help you fight.”

      I would have asked what it meant, but an anthropomorphic wolf sprinted to the base of the tree and howled. My eyes bulged, and my jaw unhinged. The berserker had the head of an arctic wolf but walked on two human-shaped legs. Judging by the black, leather jumpsuit, it was one of the two girls who were with the bear berserkers. She wagged her tail through a gap in the back of her outfit and lolled her tongue to the side.

      I ground my teeth. The wretched she-wolf probably thought this was a game. Her identical-looking companion and a larger built male with a tawny wolf head joined her, and they all threw their heads back and howled. 

      “Should I attack?” I asked.

      “Not until they start climbing.”

      The wolf berserkers sniffed around the trunk, as though confirming that contained my scent. They placed their paws on the bark and tried to scramble up, but they couldn’t seem to get a foothold.

      I exhaled a long sigh of relief. “Maybe I’ll be safe from the others.” 

      “They’re bears,” said Pak, its voice flat. “They’ll be able to climb the trees with their paws.”

      My stomach tightened into knots. I gripped the weapon tighter and turned my gaze to the olive grove. Seconds later, the bear berserkers stomped out from the trees and headed toward the lavender shrubs. Only a few of them had developed full bear heads, while the others twisted deformed, half-transformed features.

      I shuddered at the sight and clutched the weapon tighter in my sweat-soaked hands. After clapping their paws over their misshapen faces, they passed the lavender bushes and glared up into my tree. 

      “Get ready…” said Pak.

      One of the she-wolves raised her paw and pointed at the branch where I lay, making the fine hairs on the back of my head stand on end.

      The bear berserkers let out gut-wrenching roars. The first of them, a male with the head of a grizzly bear,  clambered up the tree with an alarming speed. As soon as its paw reached my branch, I jabbed at it with the sharpened end of my weapon. 

      He snatched away his paw and roared. 

      “If you tap them on the paw, you’ll just make them mad,” snarled Pak. “Aim for their eyes!”

      Ignoring my churning stomach, I shoved the spear into the next berserker’s nostril. With a howling roar, he clutched at his nose with both paws, then another shoved him aside and climbed up onto my branch. This one hadn’t fully transformed, and a red film covered his eyes. He bared his teeth and snarled, dribbling ropes of spittle down the sides of his mouth.

      Ignoring my plummeting stomach, I jammed the other end of the spear into the side of the berserker’s neck. He reared forward, not even appearing affected by the pain. I swung my leg and kicked him in the face with so much force, he made a pair of his comrades fall off the tree trunk. Moments later, they all fought to scramble back on.

      My heart pounded hard in my chest. “This isn’t working. They’re coming at me from all sides.”

      “Climb higher, then.” Pak to the size of a pencil, letting me slip it behind my ear.

      A smaller branch hung from above. It was barely thick enough to support my weight but attached to a larger one that twisted around and branched off into higher sections of the tree. My limbs trembled with each movement, and roars of the approaching bears sent my heart into palpitations, but I scrambled up through the tree to a higher but smaller branch unlikely to support a berserker’s weight. Above hung a lattice of smaller branches that provided a barrier between me and anyone approaching from higher up the tree.

      The berserkers split into groups and clambered after me. Some climbed further up the trunk and over thick branches. Others followed my path, stood on the lower branch I had used and stretched up to swipe at my feet. Fear tightened around my chest like a corset, and my breaths came in shallow pants.

      “Now call for your dragon,” said Pak.

       “How?”

      “Think about what you did the last time he arrived.”

      I gulped, and the membranes of my throat stuck together. “I was falling through the sky. Th-that was a desperate time.”

      “And this isn’t?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and thought about the green dragon. “P-please come,” I mumbled under my breath. “They’re about to kill me.”

      “Try harder!” Pak snapped.

      A huge, white paw smashed through a mass of smaller branches and swiped down at my head. With a shriek, I ducked and flattened myself onto the branch. A polar bear head emerged and let out an ear-splitting roar. Pak pulsed behind my ear and lengthened. I pulled it out and jabbed it into the roof of the berserker’s mouth. 

      A sound similar to the opening of a parasol filled my ears. Clawed fingers wrapped around my middle, squeezing out a shocked gasp from my lungs. I twisted around. The elephant-sized, green dragon stared down at me with eyes the color of rubies. 

      Relief drained all the tension out of my limbs, and I sagged in the dragon’s comforting grip. “You returned!”

      With a serene nod, the dragon flapped his wings and rose a few inches. Then one side of his body made an awkward, downward jerk.

      One of the berserkers held onto the dragon’s hind leg. 

      “What are you doing?” I shouted down at the thug.

      He raised his misshapen head and snarled a garbled, “You die today, summoner!”

      Pak pulsed in my hands. “Use me to dislodge that idiot.”

      Before I could act, the dragon roared and let out a stream of fire that made every ounce of water clinging to my skin and clothes evaporate. The scent of sulfur, burned hair, and charred meat filled the air, and I clapped a hand over my mouth. Guttural, high-pitched screams mingled with pained moans as the dragon turned his head from left to right, aiming his flames at the tree and the ground below.

      I wrapped my arms around the dragon’s paws and squeezed. “P-please. Take me back to the drawbridge. My friend’s hurt.”

      The dragon flew over the lavender shrubs, leaving behind half-transformed berserkers flailing about with their fur and clothes on fire. As he continued over the olive grove, my heart reverberated in my chest. I hoped no one had twisted the cross bolt in Sheridan’s chest or had done something just as heinous to his unconscious body.

      “He might be dead, you know,” said Pak. 

      I bowed my head and pushed away those thoughts. Sheridan lay on the path, still skewered and still unmoving. Pain spread through my chest, and I pressed my trembling lips together. He was a dark elf. They were more resilient than any other being, he had said.

      “But he also said he was half human,” said Pak. “I’m just trying not to give you false hope.” 

      Just as the dragon descended, a dark figure appeared out of thin air. From the long, black leather skirt, matching jacket and steel-gray hair pulled into a tight bun, it could only be one person.

      Morgan, and she was holding her clipboard.
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      The dragon lowered me onto the path and flew up into the sky. Morgan scribbled something on her clipboard before tucking it under her arm. Then her hand glowed with the same pale, blue power she used to cull.

      My heart leaped into my throat. “M-Morgan!” I broke into a sprint. “S-stop!”

      She turned around, brows raised. “Is this one of your kills?” 

      “No.” I knelt over Sheridan, who stared sightlessly into the sky. His chest remained unmoving, and the oversized crossbow bolt still protruded from his heart. I blinked away my tears and stared up at the older woman. “You have to heal him. He got shot by berserkers.”

      “No healing is available for this stage of the The Dragon Academy Trials. Only dignified deaths.”

      A tiny spring of hope bubbled up in my chest. “So he’s definitely still alive?”

      “It’s a healing hibernation unique to dark elves. Since he won’t be able to finish the trial, I may as well cull him now.”

      Breathing hard, I clenched my teeth and stared into Sheridan’s face. His skin was its usual olive tone and his eyes a bluer shade of indigo. There had to be something I could do… Something I could say to get her to either heal Sheridan or fetch someone capable of healing such devastating wounds. “Doesn’t it matter that he’s a prince of the dark elves? What will their king say if you let his son die?”

      Morgan pursed her lips. “Everyone entering these trials knows its rules and risks. Step aside, so I can finish the cull.”

      “I-I can’t.”

      “Do you wish to see your sister again?” she asked. “I have more culls to make, and your willful obstruction is earning you a disqualification.”

      Anger seared across my veins, and I sucked in a sharp breath through flared nostrils. How dare she try to make me choose between Lilah and Sheridan? From everything I’d gleaned during the trial, Lilah would be treated like an elite, and she’d be safe in the academy with that little dragonling. Bringing her up now was only a ploy to make me worried enough about my sister to let her cull Sheridan. 

      Through clenched teeth, I said the only thing I thought might sway her. “Only a coward unsuitable for serving King Sarkany would abandon a friend and powerful ally.”

      Morgan’s eyes softened. “There is one way to revive him. It’s extremely dangerous, the risk to you is massive, and there’s no guarantee that either of you will survive.”

      I swallowed hard. “W-what is it?”

       “You must willingly give Prince Sheridan your blood. Enough for his body to push out the crossbow bolt and heal its wounds. And you cannot pull away until he has drunk his fill.”

      My stomach twisted into shuddering knots. I cast Sheridan a pained glance. Would I be able to entrust my life to his unconscious instincts?

      “What will you do?” asked the weapon.

      I placed my palm on the side of his face and rubbed his cool flesh. “Isn’t this the time where you tell me to abandon him?”

      The weapon paused as though gathering its thoughts. “If I were in his position, I’d want your blood. It’s your decision whether you want to risk him draining you dry.”

      “I can’t let him get culled for hibernating through the end of the trial.”

      “There’s your answer, then. Just hope he doesn’t take too much.”

      My head snapped up, and I met Morgan’s inquisitive gaze. “I’ll do it.”

      She glanced at a spot on our far left. I turned to see what she was looking at, but there was only an olive grove. I shook off the curiosity. The longer I waited to revive Sheridan, the more I would expose myself to passing assassins.  

      “All right.” My hand slid off his cheek, down his neck, and to his shoulder. “Sheridan, I’m going to let you drink some of my blood. Don’t take too much, because we need to finish this trial and start the next one together.”

      He didn’t even blink.

      I lowered my neck to his mouth and whispered, “D-drink.”

      Nothing happened.

      “He’s too depleted to feed,” said Morgan, her voice impassive. “Stand back, and I’ll put him out of his misery.”

      The weapon harrumphed. “Don’t listen to her. He probably needs a taste to wake him up. Press me to your neck, and I’ll give you a nick.”

      I did as the weapon asked and felt a tiny scratch on my skin. Warm liquid trickled down from the small cut, and I lowered my wound onto Sheridan’s lips.

      His fangs descended, but they only pressed on the side of my neck without piercing it. 

      “He’s not drinking,” I said.

      “You’ll have to reposition yourself and press your neck onto his fangs.”

      Careful not to dislodge the crossbow bolt in his chest, I lay on my side and followed the weapon’s instructions. “Are you sure he’ll be able to—”

      Sheridan’s fangs pierced my skin, making me gasp. His arms wrapped around me and secured me at his side. Strong lips clamped around my neck, and my blood flowed into his mouth. A shudder ran down my entire spine. After the initial prick of his incisors, the bite no longer hurt. And the ensuing sensations weren’t exactly unpleasant. Just a little peculiar.

      Morgan bent down, seeming to examine Sheridan’s fangs on my neck. Her brows drew together into an expression of concern. “Good luck. The next time I see you, it will either be for a double cull or to offer Prince Sheridan my congratulations.”

      “W-what does that mean?” I placed my hand on Sheridan’s hard stomach to steady myself.

      Her gaze flicked up at the sky. “I’m falling behind on my culls. If you survive the thirst of a hibernating elf, you’ll see exactly what I mean. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “But you didn’t warn—”

      Morgan disappeared, and I closed my eyes and let out a frustrated groan. A moment later, warmth and relaxation seeped into my veins. It was probably some sort of dark elf way of stopping their victims from struggling.

      “What do you think Morgan meant?” I asked the weapon.

      “Maybe she was trying to say you left yourself in a vulnerable position. If anyone passes, they can attack, and there isn’t much you can do to defend yourself with a dark elf attached to your neck.”

      Sheridan’s arm tightened around my middle, bringing us closer. 

      “Are you awake yet?” I whispered. 

      “It’s going to take a lot more than a few sips to wake him,” said the weapon. “I took in most of that human’s blood, and that was barely enough to push me out of my slumber.”

      Sheridan continued drinking until the olive grove swayed in my vision from side to side. My eyelids drooped, feeling like they were pulled down by anchors. My insides quivered. At this level of exhaustion, it was hard to tell if they were butterflies or just the muscular spasms of an overworked stomach, but my extremities tingled with pins and needles.

      “He’s taking too much,” said the weapon. “Tell him to stop.”

      “Sh-Sheridan,” I slurred. “Don’t…”

      Exhaustion and blood loss pulled at my consciousness, dragging me into a floating darkness. The faintest breeze and rustle of olive leaves blew between the pulse pounding between my ears. Was this what it felt like to bleed to death? If I wasn’t careful, he would turn me into a vampire.

      “I’m a dark elf.” A faint voice in my head lulled me into sleep. It wasn’t mine and certainly didn’t belong to the weapon.

      In my dream, Sheridan’s fangs slid out of my neck, and he swiped his tongue along the wound. “This will stop the bleeding. Thank you, Piper.”

      I wasn’t sure how long I slept, but when my consciousness stopped drifting through the dark, I fought through fatigue and lightheadedness to open my eyes, and I met Sheridan’s adoring gaze. He cradled me in his arms, blue eyes shining like a midnight sky lit by a full moon and stars.

      We sat in the shade of a rain tree, within a meadow of purple and pink wildflowers. I supposed he’d moved us from the olive grove. If I could muster enough energy to speak, I would have told him he looked beautiful. A smile curled the corner of my mouth. We had both survived.

      Instead, I flopped back, and my gaze drifted to something shimmering by his shoulder. Before I could warn him, the head of a small human girl floated above us. My breath froze in my windpipe. 

      It was Brie, the girl who had sold me out to the light elves, and she approached holding a sharp dagger.

      My lips moved, but no sound came out. Before I could scream, fatigue took over my senses again, and I fell back into unconsciousness.
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      An acrid stench invaded my nostrils, making my eyes water. I flinched, only for a strong hand to hold my head steady. Then bitter liquid filled my mouth and slid to the back of my throat. Gagging, I pushed it out with my tongue and let it pour down my chin. Exhaling, I slumped back into a warm, strong chest.

      “You’ve got to swallow it,” said Pak. “It’s the juice of blodgras, which will help replenish the blood that elf took.”

      “S-she’s not swallowing it,” said Sheridan.

      “Try again,” replied a female voice.

      This time, when Sheridan poured the bitter liquid in my mouth, I let it slide down my tongue and swallowed. Tiny pieces of grit coated the back of my throat, making me cough. It was probably the strangest thing I’d ever had to drink.

      “They ground the grass with Sheridan’s pestle and mortar, but it wouldn’t go through his coffee filter. ”

      “They?” I asked.

      “That Brie girl. She’s been sniffing around your elf, acting helpful. I’ve kept an eye on her to make sure she didn’t try to poison you, but I think she’s being good so far.”

      “What does she want?” More blodgras filled my mouth. Pushing back my instincts to spit it out again, I grimaced and swallowed.

      “She’s making a show of saving you. Blodgras is helpful for minor cases of blood loss, but sanguine root has the magical properties to restore you to full health. Anyone who claims to be an expert on herbs like she’s doing should know this.”

      Sheridan poured dose after dose down my throat, until my eyelids no longer felt weighed down by lead weights. I cracked my eyes open and sighed. “Why doesn’t he carry me to the barracks? We can’t be too far.”

      “He did, but Morgan blocked the entrance of the barracks, saying that you had to enter on your own two feet or be culled. That’s why he’s trying to fix you here.”

      With another mouthful of blodgras, I rolled my shoulders and took in my surroundings. I still sat under the tree, but this time between Sheridan’s legs and with my back resting on his chest. His cloak covered my front, trapping the warmth of our bodies. Brie knelt beside us, mashing cherry-colored grass within a ceramic mortar. From the low angle of the sun reflecting off the wildflower petals, I guessed only a few hours of light remained before the end of the first trial.

      Sheridan pressed his hand on my temple, then onto my brow, as though trying to take my temperature. “She’s not getting better. Are you sure it will work?”

      “It’s not the strongest of herbs,” replied Brie. “But there’s another treatment for severe blood loss.”

      “What is it?”

      “Sanguine root.”

      “Is there any nearby?” he asked.

      “Now, she’s going to take advantage of his desperation to save you,” muttered the weapon. “What a leech.”

      My heart sank, and a number of incidents flashed before my mind. Odd things that had happened with Sheridan and me during the trials. They might explain why Brie knelt beside us, trying to cozy up with him.  “How can someone be so cold-hearted?”

      She tilted her head to the side and stared up at him through her blonde lashes. “I can get you some, but I’ll need something in return.”

      “Anything,” he said.

      “Piper’s enchanted weapon,” she said. “Let me have it, and I’ll save her life.”

      “N-no,” I rasped.

      Sheridan stilled. Then he leaned to the side to meet my gaze. His eyes were bloodshot, as though he had been crying, and he said in a broken voice, “But it’s the only thing that can save you. We have to—”

      “You can’t trust her,” I pushed away from his chest and twisted around in his embrace.  “She’s been the cause of everything that’s gone wrong in this trial.”

      His brows drew together. “What are you talking about?”

      I twisted back onto his chest and leveled my gaze on the girl kneeling beside us. “You hid in that invisibility cloak and stayed behind to watch the light elves kill me, didn’t you?”

      Her mouth dropped open. “I… I didn’t.”

      “When Sheridan fought his way through them to save me, you probably thought he would be a good person to latch onto.”

      “No.” She shook her head, as though that would add weight to her denial.

      “What did you say?” I spat. “The invisibility cloak would make you scentless, weightless, and as quiet as a still day. I’ll bet you clung onto his backpack and stayed with us the entire time we traveled up here.”

      Sheridan smoothed down my hair. “We would have noticed her, even with the invisibility cloak.”

      “P-Prince Sheridan,” said Brie. “P-please don’t listen to her. She’s lost too much blood and isn’t making any sense.”

      “That time the bottom fell out of that cave, Sheridan jumped down to catch me, but he couldn’t fly us back because he was carrying too much weight. You must have still been clinging to him. That’s why the backpack remained on, even after he had removed both straps.”

      Sheridan growled. “I wondered about that.”

      “And the female berserker,” I said.

      Brie pulled herself to her feet and stepped backward. “Y-you killed Ursula. Not me!”

      “She only attacked after tripping on thin air. You must have stuck your foot in her path.”

      Brie folded her arm and glanced away.

      “How do you know Piper killed that female berserker? And how do you know her name?” asked Sheridan.

      “He’s catching on,” said Pak. “I hope he pulls off her treacherous head!”

      I sagged. “We’ve seen enough carnage for one day.”

      Sheridan sucked in a sharp breath. “You must have disrupted the coins at the drawbridge. That’s why the dragon woke up and shot acid at our backs.”

      “P-please don’t kill me!” She held her palms out. “My life has been terrible since I came to this realm. The trials were my only chance of escaping slavery and serving the rest of my time doing paid work.”

      “Get out of here.” Sheridan’s snarl was so deep, my heart made several loud thuds.

      “He should have killed her,” said Pak.

      “She’ll have to finish the trial on her own, and we’ll make sure she doesn’t join us for the next one. That’s enough of a punishment.”

      Brie slipped on her invisibility cloak, which shimmered in the light.

      This time, when she fastened it, an outline of her body remained. She ran across the field of wildflowers toward a magnolia tree in the distance. I shook my head. What a pity she had turned to treachery.

      The weapon pulsed in my lap and let out a laughing snort. “It looks like those light elves didn’t tell her the cloak was only good for one use.”

      “The three of us could have finished this trial together if she hadn’t been such a sneak.”

      Sheridan stared after her. “I’m all for getting rid of Brie, but she’s the only person who can lead us to sanguine root.”

      “Help me up,” I said. “If we can get to the barracks, I’ll get a chance to see a healer.”

      Leaving behind his pestle and mortar, Sheridan leaned forward, shouldered on his backpack and scooped me up into his arms. His black wings spread out, and he launched himself into the sky. “That’s so much better,” he said with a sigh. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice the extra weight on my back.”

      “It probably didn’t register. Her cloak was enchanted to hide body mass. You only noticed the difference because there’s a limit to how much extra weight your wings can carry.”

      He flew over the meadow of wildflowers, over the olive grove, and through a forest of giant sycamore trees whose seeds floated down like frisbees. Diagonal streams of orange sunlight shone through the canopy, a reminder that we needed to reach our destination by sundown, and before the ninety-eighth person, or face a culling.

      We joined the path, where a group of two-dozen light elves, each clad in pastel-blue tracksuits, trudged up a hill. Sheridan flew higher, out of the reach of their magical weapons, and ten minutes later, the path ended at a quaint, wooden lodge, complete with a verandah and a pitched roof.

      He swooped down and set me on my feet. “I’ll push the door open, but you’ll need to walk through the threshold on your own legs to satisfy the rules of the trial.”

      “A-all right.” I gulped down lungfuls of air, breathing hard to keep myself from blacking out.

      Sheridan held me by the elbow as we crossed the verandah. But as promised, he opened the door, released his support, and stepped through.

      “Come on, Piper,” said Pak. “You can do this.”

      I’d never suffered such a terrible bout of anemia, and the interior of the barracks swam in my vision. Holding my arms out for balance, I took my first step on numb legs. Then another. And another. And another, until I’d crossed the threshold.

      Inside was a cross between a coffee shop and a ski lodge. Wooden walls and timber columns stretched up to vaulted, wooden ceilings with leather sofas arranged around low tables. The scent of juniper filled the air, reminding me somewhat of Aunt Clara’s gin.

      I pushed aside thoughts of her wondering where Lilah and I had disappeared, and held onto Sheridan’s shoulder. All the people sitting on the leather sofas raised their heads to gape. I couldn’t make out their faces, but there were at least eighty candidates.

      Sheridan hooked an arm under my thighs, carried me to the nearest sofa, and laid me flat. “I’ll find a healer.”

      I gave him the barest of nods and wrapped the weapon to my chest.

      Opposite, two familiar figures lounged on plush, leather seats. I blinked to clear my vision. It was the berserker twins I had met in the market, Smudge and Boots. They huddled over a map and spoke in barely audible tones. Boots was the first to raise his head. His face, which looked completely human, split into a grin, and he nudged his sister.

      “What?” Smudge glanced up, and her eyes widened. “How did you reach the barracks?” Her gaze traveled over my shoulder and she rolled her eyes. “Typical. The weak human got herself a boyfriend to carry her through the trial.”

      I cringed. Sure, Sheridan had carried me the rest of the way, but even a tough berserker girl like her wouldn’t have been able to function without any blood.

      Sheridan appeared and lifted my top half off the sofa, slid underneath me and rested my head on his lap.   “Ignore her.” He smoothed down my hair. “You helped me just as much as I helped you.”

      It was generous of him to say, but I wouldn’t have survived without him. “Well,” I croaked. “Any girl would be lucky to have Sheridan as her boyfriend.”

      A pair of blond medics entered the room and waved their wands over us. They were probably light elves. One of them reached into his pocket and handed me what looked like a stick of licorice. “You’ll need more than sanguine root to replenish your recent blood loss. Take this replenisher and invigorator, and I’ll perform a few enchantments to restore you to combat level.”

      “Thanks.” I placed the dark stick in my mouth and sank my teeth into something that felt like gum.

      As I chewed the bitter medicine, another medic handed Sheridan a purple vial. “Your wing muscles have taken a bit of strain.”

      Morgan strolled in, wearing long, black robes that looked even more formal than the outfit she wore during the trial. “Congratulations, candidates on reaching the barracks. You have one night to get supplies and to seek any medical attention you require beyond basic triage.”

      “Maybe I can get a new pestle and mortar,” whispered Sheridan. “The other one got too stained, so I had to leave it behind.”

      “Killing is not permitted in the barracks, but anyone who leaves this sanctuary is free game.”

      Boots leaned across the low table. “We met a wolf berserker who said you had summoned a dragon. Is that true?”

      Everyone sitting in the other sofas and standing around the barracks leaned close. My throat dried, and I thought fast. “We met a quartet of dragons at a quarry, who chased us around for a while. But they wanted to flame us, not help. I don’t think that counts as a summons.”

      “That’s not how the other berserker described it,” muttered Smudge.

      I pressed my lips together. If one of the wolf berserkers had survived the green dragons attack to spread rumors about me, I’d have to do something about her lose tongue, with the help of Sheridan, of course. “Where is she?”

      “That she-wolf slashed me across the stomach, so I took off her head with my battle ax.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “And I’ll do the same to anyone scheming against us.”

      I sniffed. “Unlike some others, I intend to win this trial on merit, not by killing candidates.”

      “Now, for the tallies of the kills,” said Morgan. “Leading the trials are the following: Sheridan of the Dark Elves: thirty-two kills”

      Chatter filled the room, and everyone turned to Sheridan. The corners of his eyes tightened.

      “Oberon Bearcoat: twenty-eight kills.”

      A huge bear berserker standing by the wall with a trio of large girls raised his arms in triumph.

      “Piper Ocean: twenty kills.”

      Everyone turned around to gape. Even Sheridan’s hand stopped smoothing down my hair.

      My stomach dropped, and rapid calculations whirred through my mind. I’d only caused the deaths of Bruce the chef and Ursula the bear berserker.

      “You’re in denial,” said Pak. “Morgan awarded you Rufus the white-haired wolf berserker who got caught in a trap chasing you, I bounced that throwing ax into another wolf berserker’s head. Then there were those two elf girls I skewered in the back who were shooting arrows at you, the six she-bear berserkers who died because you were being chased by four dragons, which excluding Bruce and Ursula, leaves eight from the olive grove your little dragon must have maimed enough to require culling.”

      “When you put it like that, I look either bloodthirsty or a complete blunderer.”

      Smudge nudged her brother and snickered. “Now everyone’s going to think you’re a summoner sent here to murder candidates. Good luck in the second round.”

      I raised my head and glared at the other girl. Even though she had been right about people targeting me for being a summoner, she didn’t need to gloat. “Maybe now people will know not to mess with me.”

      “Let her laugh,” said Pak. “We both know you saved Sheridan at least twice and got out of a few deadly situations without his help. You’re a warrior in your own right, and you’re bonded with the best magical weapon in all the realms.”

      As Morgan continued reciting the scores, I pulled myself upright to sit next to Sheridan and raised my chin, giving everyone a defiant stare. Despite the dread roiling in my belly, hope flickered in my chest. With Sheridan and Pak, I had everything I needed to navigate these trials, and I would live long enough to bring Lilah home.
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