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      Last night, if anyone had asked about the worst part about yesterday’s adventure, I would have mentioned the sea serpent or King Magnar’s sisters. Now, I would choose the fifteen hours of jailhouse tedium. I lay on the hard mattress of my cell with my hand over my brow, a weak shield from the bright sunlight. It bounced off the translucent pebbles on the sandstone ceiling making them glint like encrusted jewels. I counted one-hundred-and-twenty-three, but there were probably twice that amount digging into my back.

      The quiet flap of wings and the clink of tiny claws landing on the windowsill told me a bluebird had arrived. I sat up, rested my forearms on my thighs and exhaled a long breath. Evolene was safe and under the protection of King Magnar’s diplomatic immunity. Niger, Stafford, and Master Jesper returned unhurt. It was time to be grateful, not mournful. Eventually, someone would have to let me out.

      “Are you ready to talk, now?” Mother flew down from the windowsill and perched on my shoulder.

      “Careful, Alba,” said Fyrian. “Someone might be eavesdropping outside.”

      I swallowed. While I could trust Mother to keep my secrets, I didn’t trust Father or Master Fosco to not lurk in the courtyard, listening out for my confession. “You’re right. I’ll have to lie to her until I can be sure we’re alone.”

      She gave me a gentle peck on the shoulder, her way of telling me she was waiting for a reply.

      I stared at the table beyond the bars of my cell and rubbed my empty stomach. “About what?”

      “The Witch General’s accusation. How did you break into the Magical Militia and rescue the Galloway girl while you were in this jailhouse?”

      “I don’t know what she was talking about.”

      With a clack of her beak, she swiped her velvety wing against the side of my neck. “Don’t lie to me, Alba Bluebeard. You may not have abducted those witches and left them to die, but you know how Evolene escaped. Orson is furious you went so far to help a Galloway. And I’m disappointed you would associate with such scum.”

      I stiffened, ignoring the cold dread tightening in my belly. Of all the people in the Known World, I had thought Mother would be more accepting toward my friend.

      The door swung open, and she flew back to the windowsill. Niger strode into the jailhouse, holding a foaming mug. In the sunlight, the ends of his long, wild hair and beard shone like burnished copper. My heart made a happy hop and skip, but I suppressed the smile curving my lips. Mother had pecked him a few days ago for that kiss, and she was probably looking out for signs that I was still consorting with him.

      His gaze flicked to the windowsill, and his steps faltered. “Did you know there are six Militia witches guarding you?”

      I cringed. Fyrian had been right about the eavesdroppers. “The Witch General must have sent them. She thinks I broke into the Magical Militia and rescued Evolene.”

      “What? That is impossible.” Niger’s tone sounded too casual to convey shock. He frowned at the yellow barrier around my cell. “I brought you some mead.”

      “You’d better have it.” I angled my voice toward the bars of my window. “Since there’s no way anyone can get through that barrier.”

      He grunted and sat on the table opposite. “When will they let you out?”

      I raised a shoulder. “As soon as they realize that I couldn’t have done any of those things.”

      “You do not have the magic to break through their wards.” He took a sip from the tankard.

      “Exactly!” I glanced at the window. The sides of two heads were visible through the bars. I flicked my head to Niger, who nodded. “I’ve been in this cell since they arrested Fyrian and me.”

      Mother hopped on the windowsill, flapping her emerald-blue wings. The tiny, red feathers on her breast fluffed out with indignation. “You’re a terrible liar, and that half-ogre of yours is a bad influence.”

      I shot her a filthy look. Not all half-ogres were rogues who married one sister while keeping the other as a concubine. Before I could reply, a soft knock reverberated on the door.

      “Come in,” I said.

      It opened a crack, and Eyepatch slipped through, clutching a wicker hamper to his chest. The slender man’s eyes darted around the jailhouse as though looking for a place to settle. He gave Niger a nod and a muttered good morning and stepped further inside as though worried he was intruding.

      Niger stood. “Flying safety class is about to start. I will ask one of the witches to lower the barrier for Mr. Cobbs on my way out.”

      “Thanks.”

      He strode to the door. Just before opening it, he gave me a dazzling grin of white teeth and sparkling, obsidian eyes. “When you get out, I will teach you drogott.”

      Excitement fluttered through my insides, warm and tingly and full of anticipation. Would he kiss me again when we were alone? I’d have to make sure no bluebirds trailed us this time. Mother clacked her beak with disapproval, and I pressed my lips together, suppressing another smile.

      “She’s just trying to protect you,” said Fyrian.

      Her words hit me like a splash of water, and my jaw clenched. “Do you think he’s a bad influence, too?”

      “Not really, but you have to see things from her point of view. It can’t be nice having your mate spend all his time with another female. Niger swaggers about a lot like your father.”

      I scowled down at my boots. “No, he—”

      “After catching you two kissing, she thinks you’re headed down the same path as her.”

      “But Niger isn’t like that!”

      Fyrian’s side of the bond fell silent, and I swallowed. What did she see in Niger that I couldn’t? I shook my head. Neither she nor Mother knew Niger well enough to compare him to Father, and I wouldn’t let their words poison my mind.

      The jailhouse door swung open, and a squat witch with ginger pigtails and ruddy cheeks stepped in. Straightening, Eyepatch gave her a tight smile and backed toward the table. She stuck her nose in the air and bustled past. I narrowed my eyes. It was typical of Magical Militia witches to act like they were above non-magical folk.

      “Your mother’s problem is that she doesn’t know Niger,” said Fyrian.

      “What are you saying?” I asked. “I should help them get to know each other?”

      She gave me a mental shrug. “Don’t ask me. I can’t see the point of courting someone who can never be your mate.”

      “You wish to eat breakfast?” asked the witch.

      I pushed myself off the cot. “Yes, please.”

      With a flash of her staff, the yellow barrier vanished. The witch stepped aside and cast Eyepatch a cool stare. “You may place the basket on the ground.”

      Muttering his thanks, Eyepatch did as he was told, then the witch pointed her staff at the basket and slid it across the floor into my cell. The barrier snapped into place, then she gave herself a nod of approval and walked toward the exit without a word.

      I eyed the basket, mouth watering. If it contained anything like the fare Eyepatch had helped Evolene create that time the four of us picnicked, it would be worth having slept on a hard prison cot all night.

      “Go on, then.” Eyepatch lowered himself onto the floor and sat in front of my cell with his legs crossed. “Open it.”

      I lifted the lid, and the warm scent of cream filled my nostrils, reminding me of more pleasant times. Mostly sitting with Stafford over a bowl of porridge while he listened to my latest theory on the goings-on in Mount Fornax. The basket’s interior felt as large as a breakfast table and contained two covered platters, surrounded by smaller dishes and a flagon of kumquat juice. I pulled out glass bowls containing small pieces of fruit, seeds, and chopped nuts.

      Eyepatch shrugged. “For the bird at your window. There’s enough for her comrades.”

      Mother flew down and perched on the edge of one of the bowls. “I like this human. What’s his name?”

      “Thank you, Mr. Cobbs,” I said.

      The smile he gave me was gruff. “I may be no warrior, but I earn my keep feeding the heroes of Mount Fornax. And from what I’ve seen, you’re soon to become one of the greatest.”

      Happiness, as warm and sweet as his coconut porridge, spread through my insides, up my neck, and into my cheeks. He’d probably seen my duel with King Magnar and gotten the impression I was some kind of champion. Dipping my head, I muttered, “I don’t know about that.”

      “You’re a good person,” he said. “Brave, too, much like your mother.”

      “I’m her mother, not Cendrilla,” snapped the bluebird through a beakful of nuts.

      Fortunately, everyone who wasn’t a fairy or mated to one would hear her complaint as a tweet. I gave her feathery head a pat of apology then pulled out the larger platter and removed its metal cover, revealing a thin breakfast roll.

      Eyepatch frowned. “Sorry, there’s not any dragonberry chili to go with that. A whole barrel of it went missing last night.”

      I picked up a little jug of tomato and onion relish. The chili in Mount Fornax was much too fiery for the palate of most quarter-ogres, and my half-fairy sensibilities didn’t care much for it, either. “This one’s my favorite.”

      He beamed. “Enjoy.”

      I bit into my breakfast roll, and an explosion of flavor invaded my mouth. No wonder Stafford loved to eat them. Boar sausage, orvoli omelet, and a mixture of delicious condiments mingled to create the most wonderful breakfast I had ever eaten.

      Eyepatch laughed. “I thought you might warm to my breakfast rolls if I made the ingredients thinner. Most of the boys here like bulk, but you’re different.”

      I froze, stomach muscles tightening. “Huh?”

      Eyepatch puffed out his chest. “Cobbs never cooked for royalty before. Master Torreo always makes the food for the dignitaries… not that I’m complaining.”

      My insides relaxed. He still had no idea of my secret. “Um… The rumor about me being a Prince of the United Kingdom of Seven isn’t true.”

      His single eye blinked closed for longer than usual before opening. It might have been a wink, but I couldn’t be sure. I took another bite of the breakfast roll fit for royalty and sighed. The more I denied the rumor, the more people believed I was one of Aunt Cendrilla’s twins.

      “Do you know how I lost my eye?” He pointed at the black patch that took up half the left side of his face.

      My throat flexed. Right now, I couldn’t cope with a gory story. “No?”

      “Competing for Her Majesty’s hand.”

      Mother’s head shot up from her bowl of chopped fruit. “Ha! I remember him now.”

      I glanced down at her, a question on my lips, but the door opened, and a pair of quarter-ogre warriors stepped inside. They wore the burgundy leather of mages and each held a halberd six-and-a-half feet tall. Behind them entered a pair of militia witches with staffs as large as the one used by the Witch General. My throat dried, and I grabbed the flagon of kumquat juice and downed several gulps.

      “Albert Bluford?” said the shorter of the mages. He wore his long, blond hair in a single braid woven into his beard.

      “Y-yes?” I asked.

      “Time for your interrogation.”

      My heart bucked against my ribcage before trying to bolt out of my chest. If the Witch General was here with truth elixirs, we were doomed.

      Eyepatch spluttered. “He hasn’t finished his breakfast yet!”

      The taller mage, who wore his gray hair cropped close to his scalp, thumped the butt of his halberd on the floor. I suppose that was his silent way of saying he would listen to no excuses.

      The witches stepped out from behind the mages and took their time lowering the barrier of my cell. If my pulse wasn’t thrashing in my ears in time with my galloping heart and making every bone in my body rattle, I might have rolled my eyes at their fanfare. The squat witch from earlier had removed the barrier with a mere flick of her staff.

      “Get up,” said the shorter mage, who I guessed stood about six feet two.

      I glanced down at my delicious roll and sighed. What if this was the last meal I would have before they carted me off to the Magical Militia? Any manner of spells could force the truth from my lips, and I would condemn Niger, Stafford, and Master Jesper to a harsh punishment.

      “They wouldn’t dare,” said Fyrian. “One of the dragonets said it saw your father in Fosco’s room with the Witch General.”

      The knots in my stomach loosened, and I set the rest of my breakfast roll onto the plate and pulled myself to my feet. “Thank you, Mr. Cobbs. It was a breakfast fit for a Prince.”

      The man pressed his lips together and gave me a grim nod. “Good luck with this lot.”

      I forced a smile. “From the looks of them, I’ll need it.”

      “Enough quipping,” said the shorter mage.

      His silent partner raised his hand. White flames shot from his palm, lengthened and then curled around the neckline of my flying jacket. Although his fire didn’t touch my skin, the cold seeped through my leather armor and made me shudder.

      “Do you need an infusion of warmth?” asked Fyrian.

      “No, thanks,” I replied. “It’s not that bad.”

      Mother shifted into her fairy form and placed a hand over the pommel of her scimitar. “Are binds of fire necessary for a child?”

      “Cadet Bluford is accused of breaching the deepest level of security of the Magical Militia and of incapacitating two high-ranking witches,” said the mage. “A feat worthy of a fiend with immense magical power.”

      She unsheathed her sword. “Then go and find such a monster and stop bothering a seventeen-year-old!”

      They ignored her and marched me toward the heavy, wooden door. I cast Eyepatch a wistful look. If only they had given me time to enjoy his breakfast. It was possibly the last of his meals I would ever eat. The older man's Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. Would this be the last time I would see him and my other friends? At best, I expected to be expelled and sent home to Mount Bluebeard. At worst… A lump formed in my throat. Who knew what Father would allow to happen to me? This was the same man who had punished me for failing the Magical Militia with a betrothal to King Magnar.

      “I’ll follow you to Mount Bluebeard and beyond,” said Fyrian.

      “Would they let you leave?” I asked.

      “We’re bonded, remember? Wherever you go, so do I.”

      My feet dragged toward the exit. Her words should have been a comfort, but I couldn’t help imagining Fyrian locked in an underwater prison in a cell next to mine.

      Outside, the harsh, late-morning sun beat down on me like a fiery cudgel, its light reflected off the pale buildings that made up the courtyard. Over the short walk from the jailhouse to the reception doors, dry air scorched my sinuses and filled my lungs. Now, the cool flames around my neck felt like a balm. Mother marched beside us, wielding her unsheathed sword as though ready to attack at the first sign of mistreatment.

      I squinted up into the cloudless sky. “Is the weathervane broken again?”

      Nobody replied. The witches raised their staffs, and the double doors swung open, letting out a gust of cool air. We stepped inside the reception area, and my shoulders relaxed, welcoming the absence of the heat.

      “Wait here. Master Fosco is busy with another student.”

      What could be so pressing? I glanced at Mother, who shrugged. After the fanfare used to transport me the few yards from one building to the next, I expected an inquisition, complete with Witch General, Magistratus, and executioner, firing questions about the prison break.

      Moments later, Muti stumbled out through Master Fosco’s doors, his jade-colored hair in disarray. The gold band around one of his beard braids had gone, leaving a frayed mess dangling off his chin.

      My mouth fell open. He had been the leader of the riders who helped Niger and Fyrian create the diversion. While not the most discreet of people, I had hoped he wouldn't crack under interrogation.

      “There’s nothing for him to tell,” said Fyrian. “He doesn’t know Niger was in the Bluford glamor. If anything, he'll be to be your alibi.”

      I blew out a relieved breath. “You’re right.”

      “I’d be more worried about Roseate if I were you.”

      “She won’t tell,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “Do you know how much trouble a witch would get into if they found out she was involved? They’d probably execute her.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Fyrian replied.

      Muti turned to me with his brows raised. “Are you still in captivity?”

      I shrugged. “What are you doing here?”

      Curling his lips into a snarl, he raised a crumpled scroll. “I punched Rubens for kicking me somewhere a man should not be kicked.”

      “What?”

      “Why should I get a written warning when the wretched rapier red started the fight!” With one last snarl, he stormed across the reception area and shoved open the doors leading to the hallway.

      Phoenix poked his head out of the director's door, face pale. “Master Fosco will see you now.”

      My heart flip-flopped. I’d forgotten about Phoenix. He’d probably told Master Fosco everything we had done!
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      I stood at the doorway, flanked by the two mages, and still restrained by the collar of frozen flames. Shudders ran over my puckered skin, stirring the pool of dread festering in my belly. Someone prodded me in the back, and I stepped into the room and raised my head. Behind the wide desk sat Master Fosco, still as hardened lava and with molten fury in his eyes. Father glowered at his left, colder than a Glacier Islands storm. Mother walked around the desk and sat next to him. She folded her arms and glared at me with the kind of disappointed annoyance she usually reserved for Father.

      My heart sank. I could cope with the wrath of the other two, but Mother had always been my sanctuary in a world that disapproved of my being illegitimate.

      Master Fosco placed both palms on his desk and leaned forward. “The Witch General made her accusations clear last night. This is your last chance to explain yourself.”

      I glanced at the giant portrait of Aunt Cendrilla on her purple dragon, expecting to at least see the Witch General on the screen kept behind the painting. “Where is she?”

      “Returned to the Magical Militia to fix the largest security breach they have had in two centuries!” Father snarled the last two words.

      “How did you do it?” asked Master Fosco.

      “It wasn’t me.” I spread my arms wide, exposing my palms, to demonstrate my innocence. One of my hands bumped the shorter mage, and I let my arms drop to my sides. “Do I even have that kind of magic?”

      “A criminal does not need powers to elicit others to commit crimes on their behalf.” Father leaned forward, hands curling into fists. “Just look at how Jack Galloway conducted his years of crime.”

      I clenched my teeth. Evolene had been forced by her father to use her burgeoning powers to commit whatever the Witch General had considered serious enough to have her condemned. He probably thought she was better off having her life force fed to the Magical Militia wards.

      “There’s no reasoning with him,” said Fyrian. “Don’t bother telling him she’s different.”

      “That would be the biggest waste of time,” I muttered into our bond.

      Master Fosco narrowed his eyes. “Is Fyrian-Lacerta telling you what to say?”

      I reared back. “No!”

      He folded his arms. “Good, because I will take any attempt to collude with her as a sign of guilt.”

      “Sorry,” she whispered. “I’ll shut up, now.”

      I didn’t bother to nod in case Master Fosco misinterpreted it and sentenced me to dung duties with King Magnar.

      “Maybe the cadet needs a bit of privacy.” Mother gave the mages and witches standing behind me a pointed stare.

      “Send them out,” said Father.

      Master Fosco waved them away. The silent mage released his frozen flames, and warmth seeped back into my skin. All four of them inclined their heads at Father and Master Fosco, turned on their heels, and left the room.

      As soon as the door clicked shut, Mother’s posture relaxed, and she gestured at the stool in front of Master Fosco’s desk. “Alba,” she said in her softest voice, “Tell us what happened yesterday.”

      I lowered myself onto the low seat and stared up into three eager gazes. Curiosity burned in Master Fosco’s maroon eyes, while Father’s stare was sharp enough to slit me open for answers. He stroked his blue-black beard and clenched his lips, a gesture he only made when listening to what he believed to be a pack of lies. Mother leaned forward, chin cupped in her hands, pretty features arranged in an Aunt Cendrilla smile. My insides tightened. It would soon twist into annoyance when I failed to give her the confession she wanted.

      I licked my dry lips. “Yesterday, after King Magnar’s trial, Stafford was upset about Evolene. I took him to Master Jesper, who gave him something to help him sleep.”

      “What?” asked Father.

      “Essence of Sweet Dreams.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s courting Evolene and was devastated when the Witch General didn’t reduce her sentence to banishment to Tundra. And he couldn’t try to rescue Evolene, because the witches said they would keep him the next time they caught him trespassing in the Magical Militia.” I raised a shoulder. “Master Jesper wanted to keep him sleeping until after the execution on Saturn’s Day.”

      Father scowled at Master Fosco. For reasons I couldn’t fathom, Father seemed to approve wholeheartedly of my friendship with Stafford. When I had disguised myself as him and bumped into Father at the Warrior Queen, he had dropped hints as heavy as anchors that he would approve if Stafford and I were more than friends. I stared into my lap. Perhaps Father felt guilty about betrothing me to King Magnar.

      “Never mind all that.” Mother tapped her sharp fingernails on the desk. “What did you do next?”

      “I was angry.” I folded my arms across my chest, hoping the gesture would make me look convincing. “So far, all I’d done was talk to people, and Evolene was still going to die.”

      “Yes?” Master Fosco said in a breathy whisper, his eyes wide.

      “I told Fyrian that if she didn’t help me, I would probably get myself killed fighting all the witches.”

      “And she said yes?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “She knows that if I die, so does she.”

      Master Fosco rubbed his chin. “I see…”

      “And then what?” Mother gave me an encouraging smile.

      “We got a gang together.” I placed my hands on my knees. “A group of fast riders who saw what I did with the weathervane and wanted the adventure of their lives.”

      Father bared his teeth. “Wretched children.”

      I ignored him. “We rode out to the wards in formation, but somehow, the witches knew what we were doing. They shot us down with spellfire, and we had to land. That’s when they put us behind bars.”

      Father slammed his fist on the table, making my heart jump into my throat. “Lies!”

      I clutched my chest. “What part?”

      With the deliberation of a midnight tiger, he rose and slunk behind Mother’s seat. She clutched at his arm in warning, but he ignored her and rounded the table.

      My heart reverberated in my chest and thudded as though it had its own speaking-horn. With Father’s enhanced ogre hearing, I was certain he heard each frantic beat. Every bit of moisture in my throat evaporated, leaving behind membranes that felt like parched earth. I gulped.

      With a single finger, he raised my chin, forcing me to look into his glacial eyes. “What part?” he snarled through clenched teeth. “How about every single word?”

      A breath caught in my throat. At that moment, I felt like an orlovi chick unable to bury its head in the sand, frozen in the gaze of a hungry predator. Father usually reserved this level of anger for those who had committed crimes against the Noble House of Bluebeard, and it usually resulted in fatal punishments. The intensity in his eyes made sweat break out across my brow. If I hadn’t already been sitting on the stool, my knees might have collapsed.

      “Father…” My tongue darted out to lick my lips. “I—”

      “Alba,” he said in a voice so soft, so scary, so stomach-sickeningly sinister. “Not a single word of lie will pass your lips, or I will take you from this academy and confine you in a tower until you are twenty-one.”

      My mouth clamped shut. There was no point in speaking, then.

      Someone knocked on the door, and Father turned his glare away from me. My muscles loosened the fraction needed for me to exhale, but I couldn’t relax fully, knowing the interrogation would begin soon.

      Madam Maritimus stepped in, holding a thick, two-foot-wide scroll. The older witch wore her long, white hair in a messy bun, looking like she had been up all night working. “I have all the records of ward activity and analyzed them by name and species. Cadet Bluford crossed the wards on Tiw’s Day with Phoenix and returned less than an hour later.”

      Phoenix stepped forward. “We went to the Palace to fetch the Prince Regent.”

      “Anything else?” asked Master Fosco.

      “There was another crossing of the wards on Wodan’s Day. Cadets Bluford, Perrault, and Roseate left on the Fornax Flying Float and returned three hours later.”

      I wiped my damp palms on my leather breeches. “The Witch General said we could visit Evolene.”

      “And?” asked Master Fosco.

      “Cadet Bluford, the Prince Regent, and a pair of outside witches. Again, they spent less than an hour outside the wards and returned with three fairies of mixed heritage.”

      My heart thudded. That was the time Father left Mount to Fornax speak to Prince Vanus, who had brought Mother and her two lieutenants, Uncles Orel and Rouen. The next time I would cross the wards was to rescue Evolene. Master Jesper had supplied us with cloaks that would make us invisible to the wards. Now was the time to find out if they had worked.

      “And yesterday?” asked Master Fosco.

      “That’s all.” Madam Maritimus pushed back a lock of white hair from her face. “Apart from the incidents with the locusts and the missing dragon eggs, Cadet Bluford has remained within the wards of Mount Fornax.”

      A breath of relief eased out of my parted lips. The cloaks had worked.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      The witch bristled. “Are you asking me if I know how to do my job?”

      He waved her away. “Leave. I will call you if I need anything else.”

      With a huff, she spun on her heel and stormed out of the room. Triumph surged from the pit of my belly into my chest like a geyser. I clamped my lips together, suppressing a smile. We had gotten away with it. There was no proof I had done anything but languish in a jailhouse. Now, if I could stick to my story without wavering, they would have to let me go.

      Madam Maritimus slammed the door shut, and I raised my head, only to get caught in Father’s glare of scrutiny. He had been watching me throughout the entire conversation. All the blood drained from my face, and my geyser of triumph fizzled into a fetid puddle.

      “Take off that glamor,” he said in a low voice. “I want to see your true face.”

      “We’d need a witch to do that,” I whispered, hoping Mother wouldn’t contradict me. “And Master Fosco’s just irritated the nearest one.”

      “What does it matter?” Mother folded her arms and raised her brows in an expression that meant I owed her for allowing the lie to slip. “She returned from her adventure unhurt.”

      “You know what she did,” Father said to Mother without taking his glare off me.

      “Of course, I don’t,” she snapped. “Unlike you, I focus on what matters most. Family.”

      Father turned his gaze to Mother. “Your daughter has just caused the biggest security breach since the days of the Snow Queen. With Cendrilla unable to fight, and the Forgotten King about to be raised, Steppe needs the might of the Magical Militia!”

      She tossed her head. “Oh, I’d forgotten you were the de facto King while your wife was away.”

      He curled his lip and growled.

      My spine slumped. I didn’t want to endure another of their arguments. They usually started about one thing then rapidly devolved into Mother sniping at Father for marrying her younger sister, even though she was mated to him years earlier. It made my stomach hurt at the best of times, and I wouldn’t subject myself to that torment again.

      “Excuse me,” I said loud enough to drown out Father’s snarl. “Since whatever I’m about to say will be interpreted as a lie, I’ll say nothing in my defense. But the Witch General told me that two of her lieutenants were abducted on Moon Day and replaced with impostors. I was in Mount Fornax then.”

      “Can you prove it?” asked Father.

      “Every single warrior close to King Magnar saw me, including Master Fosco.”

      Father glanced at Master Fosco, who shrugged. “She was his prisoner. I saw her multiple times.”

      I nodded. “The rest of what the Witch General said was too magically complicated for me to understand, let alone carry out. I failed the Magical Militia, remember?”

      Father glanced away, probably scowling at the truth of my words. While I had broken into the Magical Militia’s prison with my friends, King Magnar’s sisters had arrived days earlier, meddled with the wards and created a trap. They had been the ones who had abducted the lieutenants and impersonated them. My skin rippled with irritation. How could they possibly think I’d be responsible for something like that?

      Straightening, I said, “The Witch General needs to look out for real threats from people much more powerful than me. What if it was someone connected to the Forgotten King?”

      A muscle in Father’s jaw tightened, indicating that I had won the argument. “Enough.”

      I kept my mind blank, tamping down the glee stirring in my gut. There was still time for one of the trio to launch a fresh wave of questioning.

      Master Fosco pulled out his quill and scribbled down a note. “I don’t know what you did, but you’re not as innocent as you claim. We may never hear the truth of how you extracted Evolene, but you will not bring Mount Fornax into disrepute.”

      He dipped the nib of his quill into an ink pot, signed a note with a flourish, and slid the piece of parchment across the table. “Take it.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A written warning. The next time I catch you doing anything inappropriate, you will be expelled and released into the tender care of your father.”

      My mouth dropped open. “But Mother—”

      “Is in no position to look after an unruly child,” said Father. “She is busy on a mission for the Queen of the Fairies.”

      I sent Mother a helpless stare, but she quirked her lips into an apologetic smile. My heart dipped. A spy whose platoon could transform into bluebirds probably didn’t need an ogre-hybrid and her dragon attracting attention. I leaned across the table, grabbed the parchment and rolled it into a scroll. “I’ll read it later.”

      “Get out of my sight,” said Master Fosco.

      Without a word, I rose to my feet and strode across the dragon master’s office, my steps light. My heart danced a happy canter in my chest, and I reined back the urge to grin. We had gotten away with it!

      After stepping through the exit, I crossed the reception area, where a human-looking male in a homespun tunic sat at Evolene’s former desk, writing in a huge, leather-bound ledger. He was probably one of the civilians who lived at Mount Fornax and a one-eighth ogre… Like King Magnar, whose mother was a witch.

      Shaking off the irrelevant thought, I continued through the door and into the corridor that the homunculi had exploded, not stopping until I reached the mess hall.

      The usual dull cacophony of talking, eating, and the clank of utensils greeted me as I stepped through the mess hall doors. My nostrils filled with the fishy scent of scalded salamander. Without meaning to, I glanced at the huge vat of snake-like amphibians swimming within a thin soup. My stomach churned. They reminded me too much of the sea serpent I had fought, and I didn’t feel like watching them being eaten alive.

      As I turned, the olive-colored, leathery wings of a dragonet whacked me across the face. “Ouch!”

      “Are you all right?” said Fyrian.

      I clutched my stinging cheek. “That hurt. What’s the dragonet’s problem? Should it be flying about so soon after the plague?”

      “Hold on, I’ll ask.”

      Turning, I kept my gaze on the floundering dragonet. It flew lopsided, one of its fragile wings flapping slower than the other. Warriors tried to grab at the little creature, but it spiraled out of reach.

      Eventually, the dragonet fell onto Master Torreo’s chaperon.

      “What?” roared the green-haired master dragon.

      “Oh no,” cried Fyrian.

      “What’s happened?” I asked.

      “Someone tried to steal it.”

      “Who?”

      “Asproceros the poacher!”
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      Master Torreo left the mess hall, clutching the olive-colored dragonet to his chest. I asked Fyrian to find out more, but she told me the dragonet had fallen unconscious, having exhausted itself trying to get to help. Since I was still full from Eyepatch’s delicious breakfast roll, and neither Niger nor my classmates were in the mess hall, I set off to walk the grounds.

      Outside, the sun shone down from its zenith, and a cool breeze blew through the terraces, bringing with it the faintest scent of menthol. It reminded me of dragonets frolicking within tall strands of dragon mint.

      I ran my fingers through my hair and blew out a breath. “Something bad’s about to happen, isn’t it?”

      “If you ask me, something already has. Didn’t you hear me say Asproceros?”

      Dry grass crunched underfoot, confirming my suspicions that the weathervane had malfunctioned again. “The poacher?”

      “The ogre who killed Roseate’s betrothed,” Fyrian replied.

      I shook my head. The story sounded familiar, but I’d probably placed it in the back of my mind. It made sense that Roseate was such a peculiar character. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose someone so dear. “He can’t be in Mount Fornax. The newspaper said he was spotted trying to board a boat.”

      “Trying to board,” said Fyrian. “That doesn’t mean he was successful.”

      I stepped on a stair-stone and activated an upward flight. It had been a day since I’d seen Fyrian. Without her quick-thinking yesterday, while I’d been captured by King Magnar’s sisters, I would either be dead or in the hands of the spriggans. And she’d helped me at great cost. Poor Fyrian had endured an aerial battle against a dozen witches and been confined to her stall, with our connection blocked by runes. Not only that, but she had given me enough of her power to survive the frozen waters of the Glacier Islands.

      Fyrian snorted. “You’re the one who fought a sea serpent and broke through an underwater ship. I should be checking on you.”

      I reached the top of the stairs and turned left, passing the seaweed-colored dragon. “We don’t often have separate adventures.”

      “True,” she replied.

      The seaweed dragon stuck his head out of his stall and gave me a snort of greeting. I patted his snout and said out loud, “Hello, Alga.”

      His massive head bobbed up and down. I took that to mean he was pleased I had remembered his name.

      “Does he have a bondmate?” I asked.

      “He’s a civilian,” replied Fyrian. “But I think he’s waiting for the right person.”

      “What about Stafford?” I gave Alga a wave and continued along the grassy terrace.

      “I think he and Fulmen are getting close.”

      “The silver dragon who rode with us to find the stolen eggs?”

      “That’s the one.” Fyrian lay on her front with her forelegs outstretched, like a cat straightening their spine. The sun shone on the green scales on her paws, making them gleam like emeralds. “You know what? None of these other dragons will have the kind of bond we do. It happened instantly with us.”

      With a chuckle, I said, “True.” I peered into the depths of the stall, where she stared back at me through huge, crimson eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “Heating my claws.”

      “Why?” I cocked my head to the side.

      “There’s an itch on my neck.” She jerked her head to the left. “It feels like water’s lodged under a loose scale. I wanted to pull it out and scratch.”

      “Let me try.” I clambered up her front paw, up her leg and over her shoulder until I reached her neck. “Where is it?”

      “It’s going to be difficult to point with you standing there.” She jerked her head. “Slide your sword over it, and I’ll direct you.”

      Frowning, I reached for my sword belt. “Won’t that be dangerous?”

      “Use the Parched Sword. It’s been dipped in my venom so many times, it will have dulled its blade.”

      “All right.” I pulled out the parched sword and examined its rounded tip. She was right. Perhaps it wasn’t meant to slice and cut.

      “Of course, silly. Nothing’s sharper than the sear of a hot flame.”

      I tried not to think about the sword cutting through flesh and tapped at the side of Fyrian’s neck. The scales there were smaller and smoother than the thick, ridged armor on her back, and they reminded me somewhat of the sea serpent.

      Fyrian huffed. “I’m nothing like that worm.”

      “You didn’t see it.” I pressed the blunt tip over the scales covering her neck.

      “Higher,” she said. “Serpents don’t impress me.”

      “This one made Phoenix nervous.” Steadying my feet on her shoulder, I slid the tip of the sword several inches up.

      “That’s because it was in the sea. He hates most things related to water,” replied Fyrian. “More to the right.”

      I lowered the sword. “How did you know?”

      “I have nightmares of him being drowned by spriggans as a dragonet. Right, I said.”

      “Sorry.” I moved the tip of the sword to the spot I thought she wanted me to scratch. “Like that?”

      “There should be a loose scale. Wedge the sword underneath it.”

      I drew back. “What?”

      “Don’t worry about hurting me. It’s almost loose, and I was going to scratch it off myself. Your sword will do a better job.”

      “A-all right.” Because of the time of day and the position of the sun directly over the mountain, the light in her stall wasn’t the best. I had to squint at the perfect array of scales on her neck to find one that protruded a little more than the others. Smaller than the size of my palm, it was more translucent than its neighbors, as though it had loosened itself from her under-skin and was ready to shed. Was this like having a wobbly tooth?

      “Don’t draw it out,” she snapped.

      “Right.” Furrowing my brow, I eased the tip of the blade under the loose scale and gave it a tilt. Water spilled from underneath it, making me jolt. That had to be irritating. When the last drops drizzled out, I tilted the sword further, grabbed the tip of the scale with my free hand, and pulled. “Nearly there.”

      “That’s so much better!” she said with a smoky gasp.

      I placed the Parched Sword back on my belt and slid the scale out from its nestling-place. It reminded me of a giant fish scale, except hers was a deep green, thicker, and with edges that could cut with enough pressure. “It’s beautiful. Do you lose scales often?”

      “This will be my first as a full dragon,” she said with breathy awe.

      “Here. You should see it with your own eyes.” I climbed down her arm, landed onto the floor, and took a few steps out of the stall into the light.

      Fyrian leaned forward, her head poking out into the terrace up to her crown of green horns. “It’s more iridescent than my dragonet scales.”

      “How do you know that word?” I gave her snout a little pat. “I hardly ever use it myself.”

      “Auntie Rilla uses it all the time to describe pearls. Your little cousin likes to leave them under her pillow.” She gave her head a cat-like shake, loosening a few more droplets of water. “Thank you.”

      “What should I do with your scale?”

      “Wear it around your neck. It will be a sign of your devotion to me.”

      I smiled. “Really? Thanks!” Fyrian gave me a toothy grin in return, which made me huff out a laugh. “That’s very undragonlike.”

      She pulled her head back into her stall and rested it on her forelegs. “Go on. You’ll be late for Magecraft.”

      Excitement bubbled up in my stomach like Liquid Invigoration freshly released from its vial. It had been over a week since I had seen General Thornicroft. He probably had an interesting weapon to share or a devastating way to slay our enemies with the flames we produced from our hands. After giving her a brief hug, I bade her goodbye and hurried down to the lower terraces to his classroom.

      Stafford, Rufus, and Gobi sat on the stone bench at the back of the empty room with Phoenix standing to one side with his arms folded.

      He pushed himself off the wall. “There you are, Cadet Bluford. Magecraft class is canceled while General Thornicroft recovers from his heart condition.”

      “Thornicroft is in love with Duclair,” said Fyrian. “I heard he was pretending to be ill so she can take care of him a bit longer.”

      “Don’t make fun.” I frowned at the image of the tiny doctor fussing around an eight-foot-tall male. “You didn’t see the cross bolt go through his heart. That was horrible.”

      “Witches can heal that sort of thing in days. Trust me. He’s malingering.”

      I shook my head. She was just saying that because she disliked General Thornicroft and his silver dragon.

      “Caneo is a miserable waste of scales!” she snapped.

      “Are we going to the library?” asked Gobi.

      Phoenix rubbed the back of his head. “Our new librarian has closed it today for renovation.”

      “Should we go to the mess hall?” I asked.

      “I thought you might like to join the grooms today,” replied Phoenix. “They’ve been making bone oil and now they’ll use it to polish the hide of dragons. It’s something every rider and mage needs to learn when they’ve bonded.”

      I smiled. That sounded like an exciting class. “Should Fyrian come?”

      He smiled back. “Only if she wants.”

      “Maybe later,” she said. “Someone just told me Byrrus is flying out to meet his bondmate, the King of Dung.”

      My classmates and I streamed out of the room after Phoenix. Rufus and Gobi strode ahead along the grassy terraces, while Stafford kept to the rear, dragging his feet. His slack expression was too downcast for someone who had rescued the woman he was courting. My brows drew together, and my stomach muscles tightened. Something terrible must have happened in the time we had been apart.

      I grabbed his bicep. “What’s wrong?”

      Stafford frowned and shook his head, then nodded in the direction of Phoenix.

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. Had they argued about something? Both males had gentle, easy-going personalities. I couldn’t imagine either of them falling out.

      “It’s Evolene,” said Fyrian. “Stafford’s jealous.”

      “But Phoenix was the only person who could give her the power to fill the avatar. Stafford can hardly begrudge him for being a dragon.”

      “You saw Fosco’s room, didn’t you? What if Phoenix ends up falling in love with Evolene?”

      I continued along the terrace, staring down at the giant chamomile flowers. Their cone-shaped centers shone as bright as fresh yolks, and their ivory petals reflected the afternoon sun. Pulling my gaze away from the ground, I scrambled around for something to distract my best friend.

      “What about the dragonet who nearly drowned itself in the salamander soup?” asked Fyrian.

      “Excellent idea!” I gave Stafford a nudge on the arm. “Have you heard?”

      “What?” replied everyone.

      “A dragonet flew into the mess hall, saying it had been attacked by Asproceros.”

      Rufus harrumphed. “That murderer would never show his face here again after what he did. Paniscus was my brother’s best friend.”

      “Niger’s?” I asked.

      He gave me a hard stare I couldn’t interpret. “No, Livens’.”

      “Oh.”

      Phoenix opened a door, letting out a gust of cool air, and we stepped into a hallway that contained a mural of dragons in battle against ogres wielding giant halberds and witches shooting at them in groups of six. Gas lamps, strategically placed on the wall to resemble dragon fire, provided dim illumination. I drew in a sharp breath. This had to be a scene from the Great Dragon Revolution.

      “The dragonets still haven’t fully recovered from the plague.” Phoenix shook his head. “I expect a few of them are still having nightmares.”

      I stopped at an image of Aunt Cendrilla flying through the air wielding her flaming magestaff. Were the nightmares how Fyrian was able to dream of Phoenix being drowned by the spriggan?

      “It’s rare for dragons to wander into the dreams of other dragons,” she replied. “Those elixirs jumbled everything up.”

      In the dragon quest, General Thornicroft had shown me where dragons kept their fear of spriggans. “The witches are probably furious right now about Evolene’s escape. I’ll bet they’re giving Mr. Bacon and the librarian an extra hard punishment.”

      We continued along the hallway until we reached a door-sized opening in the wall, where a stone platform rose from below and disappeared up past where the opening ended. Next to it stood another opening of the same size, except the platforms moved downward. I squinted and rested my fingertips on my chin. The platformed appeared to move up and down a pole that pierced their middles.

      “What’s that thing?” I asked.

      “Everyone calls it the tea stand,” replied Phoenix. “It’s a way for multiple people to move up and down the mountain together. It removes the awkwardness of poles or chutes.”

      I nodded and folded my arms across my chest. A contraption like that reminded me of afternoon tea served on tiered plates. When my cousin Chrysus was a baby, he magicked away the stand, and the tiers collapsed, squashing the scones beneath.

      “H-how does it work?” asked Gobi.

      “The pole holds magic that moves the platforms up or down the mountain while keeping them certain distances apart.”

      “What happens if you touch the pole?” I asked.

      His lips thinned. “Don’t touch it.”

      “I’ll go first.” Stafford stepped on a downward platform, folded his arms, and stared at his feet. The old Stafford would have smiled and waved, but I supposed he was too preoccupied with thoughts of Evolene to bother about something as trivial as a new way of traveling down the mountain.

      “Me next,” said Rufus, who strolled onto his platform. He stared at us and gave a grunt of approval. “It is safe.”

      Gobi wrung his hands. “Would you like to go first, Bluford?”

      I blinked. This was the most polite he’d ever been to me. Had he finally changed his mind about this one-sided rivalry? A memory rolled into place from the evening Niger and I spent in the Warrior Queen. Niger, disguised as me, gave Gobi an ogre handshake so domineering, it brought tears to the boy’s eyes. I gave him a tight smile and said, “See you later.”

      When a platform reached floor level, I stepped on. It rumbled a little underfoot, but the ride down to the bottom level was smoother and much more pleasant than the pole or the dragonet chute. We passed several hallways, an empty classroom, and even someone’s sleeping chamber. I stepped forward, trying to get a better look, then noticed the inch-thick layer of dust over the furniture. The room probably hadn’t been used since the building of Mount Fornax.

      Moments later, I reached the ground level. Bare sandstone made up the floor instead of the usual meadowland. This was probably the dry side of the mountain, beneath where Captain Caiman taught dragon riding. Stafford and Rufus stood side-by-side, not exchanging any words, and I stepped off the platform, which disappeared down to another level.

      A burly, golden-haired male strode toward us. Behind him trailed two shamefaced half-ogres, each sporting black eyes. He eyed me, taking in my slender form and frowned. “Did Phoenix only send three of you?”

      I hooked my thumb at the tea stand. “There’s one more.”

      His lips thinned with annoyance. “Just four?”

      “Yes.”

      He shook his head. “That won’t do. It takes six boys to tend to a dragon. Six.”

      “Aurelius is actually quite nice,” said Fyrian. “Something else must have upset him.”

      I glanced at the cadets. “Can’t we team up with those two?”

      “They’re about to be sent away for fighting.” Aurelius grabbed the larger cadet’s bicep and gave it a gentle shake.

      “Well, he stole the dagger my sister enchanted.”

      “Take that back.” The shorter cadet’s cheeks turned as crimson as his hair. “I’ll break you apart with my fists!”

      Aurelius cuffed them both over the head, making them wince. “If you two carry on like that again in my class, the only thing you’ll be getting is my belt. My belt!”

      Phoenix and Gobi stepped off the tea stand together.

      “You didn’t tell me you’d be sending me only four boys,” said the instructor.

      “Sorry, Master Aurelius. Does that make a difference?”

      My brows rose. Was he a yellow dragon? I gave him a second look. He had seemed like a half-ogre to me, but on second glance, his brow was a little lighter and more human, like Stafford’s.

      “I suppose they can tend to the blue dragonets,” said Master Aurelius. “A group of them hid in a pond overrun with sludgeweed, claiming that someone tried to grab them.”

      A gasp slid from my lips. “Asproceros!”

      His golden brows drew together. “How did you know that’s what they said?”

      “A green dragonet flew into the mess hall, saying the same thing.”

      Master Aurelius shook his head. “Group nightmares. It’s making the little ones imagine things. Come on. Let’s get you some waterproofs.”

      “Make way for the tamers!” boomed a voice from behind.

      We all stepped back. Snarling in a cage elevated by six witches thrashed a wild-eyed dragon whose scales were as pale and iridescent as pearls. The wild dragon turned to me. It paused, eyes widening as though he recognized me and tilted his head to the side. Then it made a small head shake and returned to thrashing and snarling.
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      I stepped back, staring at the unusual dragon flailing in its cage. With each movement, light caught its scales, reflecting every color in the rainbow. As the witches passed, the dragon stilled. Its nostrils flared, then it pulled back its scaly lips and snarled.

      I turned to Stafford. “It seemed to know me.”

      He raised a brow. “Do you think so?”

      “That’s a male dragon,” said Fyrian.

      I stared after the dragon, who twisted back to glare at us and let out a ferocious roar. “You can tell by looking?”

      “And from his voice.”

      “Are you speaking to him?”

      She paused. “No, but somehow, he’s bellowing in the back of everyone’s mind. Wild dragons aren’t usually allowed to do that until they’ve been tamed.”

      The witches hovered the cage further into the dry section of the mountain, and a group of tamers wearing steel-colored armor followed them. A couple of them limped, a sign that capturing the strange-colored dragon hadn’t been easy.

      “Come along.” Master Aurelius raised his arm in the opposite direction to the tamers. “I’ll show you your new charges.”

      We followed him along the base of the mountain, passing stall-sized alcoves in the sandstone, where teams of six males wearing green leather scrubbed and polished dragons of varying states of cleanliness. I had always thought the grooms visited the dragons in their stalls, but it made sense to have the dragons fly over whenever they needed pampering.

      A filthy dragon landed in front of Master Aurelius, dropping clumps of dung onto the ground.

      “Have you finished your shift?” asked the dragon master.

      The dragon shook its head.

      “I won’t have you wasting grooms’ time.” Master Aurelius shooed him away. “Come back when you’ve finished work, and we’ll give you a clean.”

      The dragon dipped its neck and let out a pathetic warble. There was something familiar about the huge creature, but I couldn’t say what.

      Fyrian snorted. “He slipped in a mountain of dung. Serves him right!”

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “That’s Byrrus.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Are you still making fun of him?”

      “Why not? He did the same to me. I’ll fly over and get my claws sharpened.”

      Before I could say anything further, Master Aurelius led us into a large alcove. The entire ceiling consisted of bright lamps, which shone down on waist-high, stone basins with a wide ledge that held flasks of what I assumed were cleaning elixirs. He pointed at the white overcoats on the wall. “Goggles are on the table underneath. They’ll keep you clean while you work on the dragonets.”

      The four of us each took an overcoat. I shrugged mine over my armor, and it fastened itself around my front. The arms lengthened over my wrist, wrapping around my fingers and forming waxy gloves. Its collar crept up my neck and stretched around my head to form a hood.

      “W-what is that?” Gobi pointed at me, dark blue eyes as wild as the strange dragon’s.

      I felt around my jawline, where the impermeable fabric had formed a tight seal over my skin. “It only wraps around your clothes to keep them dry.”

      “There’s a lot worse than this overcoat,” muttered Stafford.

      I grimaced at the memory of Master Jesper’s breathing parasol and its slimy, questing tentacles. Of all the troll’s inventions, that had to be the most unpleasant. Now, the largomorphus rex didn’t seem so bad.

      “That reminds me,” said Fyrian. “Solum says the population is out of control again, so he’s allowing dragons to hunt rabbit rex territory.”

      “Does everyone like them as much as you?” I asked.

      “The blacks are getting sick of them. Serves them right for hogging the delicious rabbits while rationing them out to the rest of us.”

      My lips curved into a smile, and I stared down into the stone basin. Someone as pleasant as Master Solum wouldn’t treat the other dragons so unfairly. Master Fosco wouldn’t allow it. From what I’d seen, the director ran Mount Fornax like a benevolent clan patriarch. He didn’t force the dragons to go out on missions, but he wasn’t afraid to discipline them when they broke the rules.

      “Apart from that time he thought I’d murdered someone,” Fyrian muttered.

      I sent her a mental hug. “He handled that really badly. I wonder if he was trying to cover things up from Aunt Cendrilla and the ogre senate.”

      “Probably. He acts like he’s better than us because he’s one of the oldest, the most powerful, the first to meet Auntie Rilla, and because he fought at her side in the Great Dragon Revolution.”

      “Um… Yes.” I placed a set of rimless spectacles over my eyes, then they wrapped around my head and sharpened my vision.

      Once everyone had dressed, two half-ogre grooms carried in baskets, each dripping with a slime-covered dragonet. They placed them on the ledges of our basins and left the room.

      Phoenix headed toward the alcove’s exit. “I’ll leave the cadets in your care, then.”

      “Go on,” said Master Aurelius. “I know you have things to do.” He turned to us and placed his hands on his hips. “The jugs are bottomless and contain water enchanted to change to the most agreeable temperature for dragonet. Do not overfill the basins. Not all dragonets like deep water, but the blues will swim in it all day. Some become very upset when you take them out, so don’t let them get too comfortable.”

      My dragonet stuck its little snout out through the bars securing the front of its basket and blinked up at me with eyes as turquoise as King Magnar’s. Green slime, so dark it appeared nearly black, clung to the dragonet’s scales. It wrapped a long tongue around the metal of the bar and chittered.

      “Hey.” I tapped my finger on the bar. “Don’t do that.”

      “It won’t listen to you,” said Fyrian. “This lot are newly-transformed from hatchlings. Too young and daft to do anything but mess about.”

      “Like baby dragonets, then?”

      “I suppose.”

      “How long did it take before you could deliver mail?” I lifted the bars off the cage and placed my hand in front of the dragonet to stop it from dashing forward. The dragonet sank its little teeth into the juncture of my thumb and forefinger. The gloves absorbed the impact, but I still felt some pressure. “Stop that!”

      “Auntie Rilla got Vermiculus and me about the same age, but it only took us a few months to understand things, and we were delivering messages in less than a year.”

      “Is that normal?” I gave the dragonet a sharp tap on its head, and the little creature loosened its jaws and blinked.

      “No, but dragons who stay close to high fairies develop faster. Fosco’s already looking into which dragonets to give her next. He told the Dragon Council that the four at Uncle Armin’s are doing well with the twins.”

      “It sounds like he wants the dragons to grow up faster.” I wrapped my hands around the dragonet’s squirming body, wincing at the droplets of slime splattering on my face from its leathery wings, and placed it in the basin.

      The dragonet ducked its head under the water and blew out a stream of blue flames. My brows rose. I knew blue dragons liked spending time in the Great Lake, but I’d had no idea they could breathe fire underwater. Everyone around me picked up their scrubbing brushes and got to work. I picked up a conical flask containing green liquid and examined its label, which said, ‘PLANT MATTER.’

      “There’s a shortage of master dragons,” said Fyrian. “When they get to the cocoon stage, most of them increase in size. He thinks putting dragonets with responsible fairies might result in more masters.”

      I bristled. “Mother and I didn’t get a dragonet. Why did he deem the twins a better candidate than us?”

      “Your father refused to let any stay in his mansion,” said Fyrian.

      “Oh. So, you might turn into a master dragon?”

      “Probably.”

      “Are any of them female?” I poured a few drops of green elixir on the dragonet’s head. The sludgeweed fell off its scales in thin ribbons and then dissolved into a green liquid.

      “No, and no one knows why.”

      My brows rose. If Fyrian developed a human form, she would have her pick of the males. I wrapped my hands around the dragonet’s body and poured a few drops over its shoulders. “Choose Master Solum. Or if you want someone younger, Phoenix.”

      She clacked her teeth. “I don’t make fun of you about being betrothed to Magnar.”

      I snorted. Actually, she did. On an almost daily basis, but I wasn’t about to comment when I had my hands full with a squirming dragonet.

      Master Aurelius picked up Gobi’s dragonet and demonstrated with what looked like a nail brush how to scrub its scales. “Be gentle. Everything on a dragonet is a lot more delicate than on the dragons you’re used to flying. Their scales only provide the smallest amount of protection, so you must treat them with the gentleness you would use on a kitten or lapdog.”

      “What if there are stubborn stains?” asked Rufus.

      He picked up a round-bottom flask filled with a viscous, red fluid. “This solution gets rid of most things. If you’re having problems, call me and don’t scrub.”

      After applying as much of the green liquid as possible to release the sludgeweed clinging to my dragonet’s scales, I picked up my brush, dunked it in the water and gave its back a gentle rub. Slime caught in the soft bristles of the brush, and I rinsed it out in the water. The little dragonet flapped its leathery wings, as though telling me to give them attention first. I washed the slime off its wings, and the dragonet swept them into the water, splashing me in the face.

      “You have to be firm,” said Fyrian.

      “How? They’re too delicate.”

      The dragonet lashed its tail in the water and let out a tiny plume of flames.

      “Right.” I pointed my finger into its face. “Stop that, or I’ll get rid of the water and wipe you down with rags.”

      “That’s more like it!” said Fyrian.

      The dragonet’s wings slumped, and it sat on its haunches and kept still, letting me remove the rest of the sludgeweed and all the slime encrusted in the indentations between its scales.

      “Stop that!” shouted Gobi.

      His powder-blue dragonet perched on his head, dripping water down his protective covering. Every time he tried to wrap his hands around the little creature, it would leap to his shoulder. I shook my head. If only he had someone like Fyrian in his head, guiding him on how to be firm.

      I glanced at Rufus, who kept his nearly black dragonet under control by wrapping a meaty fist around its wings. Although the dragonet let out several roars of protest, he didn’t free it until he’d removed all traces of sludgeweed.

      Stafford’s turquoise dragonet, whose scales were a few shades darker than King Magnar’s eyes, splashed about in the water, allowing easy access to his scales.

      Several minutes later, I was polishing the dragonet’s scales with hornets’ wax, when the human-looking male from the reception area walked into the room, holding a scrap of parchment.

      “Cadet Bluford?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I rubbed the last traces of wax from the dragonet’s scales.

      “The Prince Regent’s… consort wishes your presence in the royal suite.”

      “All right.” I ushered the dragonet into its basket, but the little creature spread its wings wide and flew two feet above the sink. “Come back.”

      The dragonet swooped down, perched itself on the rim of the sink, and folded its wings. Chittering with amusement, it peered down into the warm water as though it would dive in. I grabbed the creature around its middle, making sure to secure its wings. With a screech of anger, the dragonet let out a stream of blue flames.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” I muttered. “You’re going back to your basket, and someone will take you home.” I doubted that the dragonet could understand me, but I couldn’t stuff it back into the basket without an explanation.

      Stafford snickered. “You’ve got the naughty one. Mine’s been good.” His turquoise dragonet leaped onto his shoulder and grabbed a chunk of hair with its teeth. “Ouch! Let go.”

      Gobi’s dragonet flew around the room, making the young half-ogre chase after it. Shaking my head, I placed my dragonet into the basket and pulled down its bars before the little creature could spin around and escape.

      The dragonet let out a tiny roar of outrage and thrashed within its cage.

      “Behave yourself.” I wagged my finger. “You’ll only be in there for a few minutes.”

      “Cadet Bluford?” said a voice.

      I glanced up. The messenger stood at the entrance of the room, wringing his hands. “What are you still doing here?”

      “She said I should escort you.”

      “I’ll visit her later.”

      A high-pitched cough warbled in the messenger’s throat. “She threatened to peck me you if you refused.”

      I huffed. Mother could be pretty nasty with her beak. She’d probably give him a few jabs on the head for returning empty-handed. I felt around the hood of my overcoat, looking for a loose spot to wedge my fingernails. When I found one at the nape of my neck, I worked my fingers underneath it and eased off the hood.

      The magic binding the coat receded, and the fabric loosened, allowing me to shrug it off. “All right, then. I’ll come with you.”
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        * * *

      

      The common area of the royal suite resembled a cozy dining room. Mother perched on the rim of Father’s plate, breaking apart stuffed grape leaves with her beak to get at the spiced rice and chickpeas inside. I glanced at the place setting opposite. It was a near-identical meal that she had left untouched. Father clamped his lips together, breathing hard through flared nostrils. The glower he gave her would have frozen a normal person’s blood, but she chirped a happy tune and continued eating.

      I stepped inside and let the door click shut behind me. Mother glanced up from where she was sabotaging Father’s meal. “You’re just in time!”

      I smiled. “For what?.”

      She flew off his plate, transformed, and fluffed out her mahogany curls. “Have something to eat. Your father put together this wonderful meal.”

      “But there are only two place settings.” I glanced at the drawn curtains and flickering candles. Had I just walked in on Father’s attempt at a romantic meal?

      “He’s a rogue,” muttered Fyrian.

      Mother’s lips spread into a mischievous smile. “He doesn’t mind sharing. Do you, Orson?”

      A muscle in his jaw flexed. Something told me she wasn’t talking about food, but I ignored them and sat at the seat opposite Father. The plate in front of me contained stuffed vines, suet dumplings soaked in beef gravy, with a currant and grape tomato salad, all Mother’s favorites.

      I glanced at the door. “Thanks, but I’m supposed to be meeting my friends at the mess hall.”

      “Sit.” Father stood and ushered Mother into his seat.

      “What’s this about?” I asked. From the dim lights, choice of food and lack of a third place setting, it looked to me like Father had planned on spending time alone with Mother. She must have ruined his attempt at friendliness by transforming into a bluebird and eating off his plate.

      I glanced up at Mother, who rolled her eyes, an indication that Father was about to launch into a lecture.

      “When I allowed you to stay in Mount Fornax, it was to be trained as a dragon mage, not to cause incidents to destabilize the country’s security.”

      “But I did—”

      “We do not know how, but you are involved in the Galloway girl’s escape. She is a bad influence.”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter what I say. You’ll never change your opinion of Evolene.”

      “He’s right,” said Mother.

      My head snapped up. Since when did she agree with him? “What?”

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “I saw what Jack Galloway did to your father’s guardian and what Jack tried to do to your father.”

      Closing my eyes, I let out a weary breath. “Father has already explained that family’s murderous history.”

      She folded her arms. “Oh, did he tell you how Jack Galloway later betrayed Cendrilla?”

      I stood. “Evolene’s my friend, and I’m going to judge her by her actions, not her family history.”

      “Sit.” Father placed his hand on my shoulder and gave me a gentle shove. “This is about your general reckless behavior and not about the Galloway girl. I heard about your encounter with the spriggans and all the other ways you nearly got yourself killed.”

      “In my defense, I would have been captured by the spriggans anyway, if you’d sent me to Savannah to marry King Magnar. They’re holding his sisters. They’d probably do worse to his wife.”

      I met Father’s glower with a stare of my own.

      “If anyone’s a bad influence, it’s him,” said Fyrian. “Always drinking and dueling and turning up late for meetings. Evolene’s a paragon of virtue compared to him.”

      I pressed my lips together and suppressed a snort.

      “This is your final warning, girl.” He pointed a finger between my eyes. “If Fosco or anyone else makes a complaint about you, real or imagined, I will make sure you never see the light of day until you are twenty-one.”

      “And I’d rescue you,” said Fyrian. “He couldn’t keep us apart.”

      I stood. “Fine. Can I go, now?”

      He wrapped a hand around the back of my neck and pressed a kiss on my forehead. “I am warning you.”

      “Have a safe journey back to the palace.” I rushed out of the royal suite. Considering that I really had broken into the Magical Militia prison to rescue Evolene, that conversation hadn’t gone too badly.
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      The next morning, the four of us crossed the campus to the cliff face, where Captain Caiman waited with three full-sized, red dragons and a rapier red. Fyrian sat on her haunches at the end of the row, looking as regal as ever with her crown of horns catching the morning sun like freshly-cut jewels.

      “Yes,” she said with a purr in her voice. “I rather like that description.”

      “Bluford!” Captain Caiman barked. “What are you?”

      I reared back. I hadn’t done anything wrong… yet. “Sir? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Ignore him,” muttered Fyrian. “He’s full of hot air.”

      He strode forward, fists clenched. “Are you a mage or are you a man?”

      Dread trundled through my stomach. If he knew my secret then it would only be a matter of time before everyone discovered I didn’t meet the basic qualification for a brotherhood of dragon warriors. I glanced at Stafford, who stared back at me, face pale, hazel eyes wide.

      Veins stood out from our instructor’s red scalp like angry serpents. “Answer me!”

      “A-a mage, s-sir,” I whispered.

      He cupped his hand behind his ear. “A what?”

      “A mage,” I said in a louder voice. “Sir.”

      He grabbed the collar of my flying jacket with the ferocity of a half-giant plucking an escaping pickpocket from the crowds of the Capital Market. “Then why did you allow yourself to be caught by witches on dragon back?”

      A gust of relief blew through my lips, and my shoulders relaxed, but not enough to wriggle out of his grip. This had nothing to do with my being female and everything to do with how Niger had gotten himself arrested in disguise as me.

      I glanced up at the snarling instructor. “Sorry, sir. They cornered me at the wards, and I had nowhere to escape.”

      He let go of me with a grunt of disgust. “No witch should ever be able to outfly a dragon mage!” Then he turned to Fyrian. “And you should be guiding your partner better.”

      Fyrian snorted. “He’s just angry that Byrrus chose Magnar instead of him.”

      I pressed my lips together, suppressing a laugh and glanced at Stafford, whose brow wrinkled. He wrung his hands as though debating whether to come to my defense. I gave my head a tiny shake, and his hands dropped to his side.

      Captain Caiman straightened his flying jacket and mopped the sweat off his bald head. Patches of red dye colored his handkerchief, and I dropped my gaze to my boots. If Stafford or Fyrian looked at me with so much of a twinkle in their eyes, I would burst out laughing and wouldn’t be able to stop.

      “I have an announcement from Master Fosco,” said the instructor. “All dragonets, including the flying cat, are under a curfew and none are allowed to venture from their dwellings without the supervision of an adult dragon or four warriors.”

      My head snapped up, and I drew in a sharp breath through my teeth. Captain Caiman read from a scroll with a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles, but this time, the ridiculous sight didn’t make me laugh.

      His brows formed a deep V. “If you see a dragonet wandering around on its own, you are to capture it and take it to the nearest dragon or group of warriors.”

      Gobi’s eyes widened. “Is Asproceros in Mount Fornax?”

      “We do not know if it is him, but somebody is trying to snatch dragonets.”

      “Spriggans!” Stafford hissed.

      All five dragons shook their heads.

      Stafford tilted his head to the side. “Why are they disagreeing?”

      “Dragons can feel a spriggan when they’re close, even if they try to disguise their magic.”

      He folded his arms across his chest. “But you said a spriggan moved the eggs from the incubators to the royal carriage.”

      “It did, but everyone was at the opening ceremony. A blue dragon called Ardenti could feel their magic, but she was on the cusp of sleeping and couldn’t raise the alarm.”

      Captain Caiman clapped his hands together. “Right, class. Get on your dragons. After ten minutes of placing your hands on the dragon’s scales and focusing on your physical connection, you will practice speed drills.

      “Don’t forget what you told Niger about us learning how to fly using signals,” said Fyrian.

      “Thanks for the reminder.” I raised my hand. “Sir?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      “Can I practice with one of the red dragons, please? Fyrian and I aren’t so great with signals, and we’d—”

      “Your mental connection is faster than any hand or leg signal,” he snapped. “Why would you encumber yourselves when you have the potential to be the fastest rider who ever lived?”

      My heart sank at his refusal yet warmed at the compliment. After months of floundering in the Magical Militia and then failing, it was nice to get good feedback from an instructor, even if it was dressed as an admonishment.

      “Never mind,” said Fyrian. “I’ll ask Flavo if he’s all right with swapping. Caiman is clearly too angry to see reason right now.”

      “All right, sir. Fyrian and I will practice speed drills together.”

      He clapped me hard on the back. “Good boy! All of you, get on your dragons before I make you run laps.”

      The rest of the class was a grueling ordeal of our instructor glaring and snarling. While everyone else was left alone to practice speed drills. Captain Caiman rode Rubens, the rapier red from our first lesson, alongside me, keeping up with our speed.

      “You should be faster than that!” he bellowed. “Tell Fyrian to flap harder.”

      Rubens opened his beak-like jaws and let out a squawk of agreement.

      “I’ll flap them in a minute,” she snarled.

      I clenched my teeth and opened up our bond wide. “Let’s combine power and give them what we want.”

      “Ha! They’ll choke on my farts of fire!”

      A laugh huffed out of my chest. “Fyri!”

      “I wouldn’t really do it,” she said in a small voice.

      My brows rose. Something told me she was only backtracking because of my shocked reaction. Had I been someone like Niger who found that sort of thing funny, she probably would have left Captain Caiman and Rubens in a cloud of foul air. I focussed on our bond. Heat surged through my veins, and I pushed as much power as I could through to Fyrian. The air around us shifted, moving in a current towards Fyrian’s snout.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I’m filling all my lungs with buoyant air. It will make me as light as a balloon.”

      I turned to where Captain Caiman flew atop Rubens. The half-ogre’s eyes bulged, and his mouth fell open. Rubens dipped his wing and swerved down and out of range. I stared after them. It was like they both knew we were about to do something spectacular.

      “Hold tight,” Fyrian snarled. “I’ll shut them up for life!”

      Excitement surged through my veins, hot and fast and sizzling. I leaned forward, pressing my thighs into Fyrian’s sides, and my gauntlet-covered forearms onto her scales. The enchanted armor wouldn’t let me waver an inch off her back if we reached a tremendous speed.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Nearly there!”

      “How large are a dragon’s lungs?”

      “The first pair are the size you’d expect for a creature our size,” she replied. “But the second have several times the capacity. I’ve never filled them completely.”

      The world stilled, filling my ears with silence and my heart with a tingle of anticipation. Then, Fyrian raised her wings and cleaved through the air like a thunderclap. No sooner had I cringed at the sound than she propelled us forward, leaving my stomach what felt like several leagues behind. She flew faster than the time we fled from her execution, faster than when she fell from the skies with a broken wing. My stomach caught up, a mass of writhing worms, fighting their way up my gullet. Clamping my lips together, I breathed hard to stave off my nausea.

      “Alba!” She must have felt my discomfort through our bond.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “K-keep going. I-I’m fine.”

      A moment later, I cracked open my eyes. The sky was its usual calm, cloudless cerulean, but beneath us, the landscape blurred into a bland mess of beige. Harsh winds made them water, so I slammed them shut and focussed on the darkness.

      “Look through my eyes,” she said. “It might make you feel better.”

      “A-all right.” I pushed myself into her side of the bond and opened my eyes. The world beneath us blurred a little around the edges, but colors stood out like one of Master Fosco’s paintings. My stomach settled, and a huge breath of relief whooshed out of my lungs. “That’s so much better. How fast are we traveling?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s really fast.”

      “What’s made the difference?” I asked.

      “My third and fourth lungs. I never used them until now.”

      I pushed myself upright, enjoying the wind through my hair. “Why not?”

      “Dragonets only have two, and I’ve only been in this body for a month and a half. Until the blue dragons offered to teach me to swim, I’d forgotten I even had the extra lungs.”

      “Oh.”

      “And you’re a lot stronger,” she added. “Before, I could only open and close my side of the bond, but since the plague, you’ve been able to use your side.”

      A warm glow filled my chest. We had General Thornicroft and his dream-horn to thank for that. “The dragon quest.”

      “We’re going faster than a wild dragon, you know.”

      “Really?”  The memory of that iridescent dragon popped to the front of my mind. He had recognized me somehow. Perhaps he could access the memories of other dragons. If he could, why did he shake his head? I had to speak to him and find out.

      “How are you feeling?” Fyrian asked.

      I rubbed my stomach. “Much better.”

      “We shouldn’t fly much longer than this. As soon as you let go of the bond and get your vision back, you’ll feel just as bad.”

      “Right.” I glanced down into the landscape. “Let’s separate when we land… Just in case.”

      Fyrian flew around the waterfall side of the mountains, where a dragon nearly as pale as the one in the cage leaped out from the depths of a pool. We passed it in seconds and in no time, rounded the dry side of the mountain. The terraces there were rocky and narrow. In some places providing just enough space to accommodate a single person if they clung onto the walls with both hands.

      Rapier reds poked their heads out of openings barely large enough to accommodate their bodies if they folded their wings. Had the Forgotten King Fashioned them out of woodpeckers or another kind of burrowing bird? They really were the most peculiar type of dragon.

      Stomach worms writhed deep within my belly, reminding me of their presence. “Fyri, let’s land.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice!” she swooped down and landed on the surface of the mountain in a low crouch.

      Clamping my lips together, I withdrew from our connection. Nausea surged up my gullet, and I scrambled off her back and down her leg. The first spasm rocked my diaphragm before I reached Fyrian’s paw, and I leaped the last few feet, landing on my hands and knees. The contents of my breakfast, including two tankards of foamy mead, splattered onto the rocky ground in a series of noisy heaves.

      “Poor Alba,” said Fyrian.

      I coughed. “We’re not doing that again for a while.”

      “Maybe Jesper or Duclair can give you something to stop you from being sick. This level of speed will be useful when you’re fighting Magnar’s war.”

      The mere thought of King Magnar and his spriggans brought another load of breakfast surging up my gullet. “Oh! Don’t talk about him when I’m being sick.”

      “You’ll see him soon enough,” Fyrian muttered.

      I was too busy rinsing my mouth out with the contents of my water skin to ask what she meant. After giving my face a good splash of cold water, I pushed myself off the ground and stood on shaky legs.

      “Have you finished?” she asked.

      “I-I think so.”

      “Because I don’t want any of that lodging itself under my scales.”

      I shook my head. “If it comes to that, I’ll pull off my knapsack.”

      She snorted. “You’d never get your notes dirty. Come on, let’s go back to class.”

      We took the short ride to the cliff at a leisurely pace, and I closed my eyes, letting the breeze cool my sweat-dampened skin. That ride had been unbelievable, and Captain Caiman’s chastisement had given us the push we had needed to improve. Between the two of us, we had unlocked some hidden potential for speed, and if only I could handle the nausea, we would fly faster than any rapier red and become almost as uncatchable as a purple dragon.

      Fyrian and I landed to a round of applause, and I opened my eyes. Captain Caiman, Stafford, Rufus, and Gobi all stood on her left side, grinning up at me. I rubbed the back of my neck. They probably wouldn’t be so congratulatory if they had seen me heaving out my guts five minutes ago.

      I climbed down Fyrian’s side to be swept into an ogre-tight hug.

      “I knew you could do it, boy!” cried Captain Caiman. “That speed was incredible.”

      My breath left my lungs in a single whoosh, and I wriggled in his grip, trying to get some air. Not even Father hugged this tight. When my head spun and I thought I’d pass out, he released his grip and gave my shoulder a bone-crushing squeeze, making me shudder. Did the Captain not know to be gentler with quarter-ogres?

      “He wouldn’t be so rough if he knew you were female,” muttered Fyrian.

      “How did you do it?” Admiration shone in Gobi’s eyes.

      I blinked twice. Was the boy talking to me or Fyrian?

      “You, silly.”

      “We used our connection, and Fyrian filled her third and fourth lungs.”

      “Then I will never be able to fly like that!” he whined.

      Captain Caiman clapped him on the shoulder. “You are the youngest dragon warrior who ever lived. Think of what you will achieve by the time you are Bluford’s age!”

      Gobi’s chest puffed out, and red spots appeared on his round, fuzz-covered cheeks. If I didn’t know him to be an annoying brat, I would have thought he looked cute.

      Stafford and Rufus both clapped me on the shoulder. Rufus more gentle than Stafford.

      “Well done,” said Rufus. “That was impressive.”

      The thud of a dragon landing from behind made us all turn around.

      Fyrian hissed. “Byrrus!”

      The dragon with the ox-blood colored scales dipped his head with shame, and Fyrian roared something that made the red dragons chitter. Byrrus’ posture sagged further.

      “Fyri,” I snapped. “Are you bullying that dragon?”

      “It’s only what he did to me.”

      “But he was under the influence of the loyalty elixir.”

      She tossed her head. “That doesn’t excuse him.”

      I was about to bring up Fyrian entering my name for King Magnar’s stupid sky commander tournament when a blond head poked out from behind Byrrus’ back. I bared my teeth. “What are you doing here?”

      King Magnar climbed down from Byrrus, as though the dragon was an extra high royal palanquin. He strode up to me with his nose in the air and said in a loud, clear voice, “I wanted to thank you.”
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      Panic laced through my heart, and I glanced from Captain Caiman to Rufus and to Gobi. If King Magnar mentioned his sisters, anyone with half a brain would work out that they had broken into the Magical Militia. And they’d also correctly guess that I’d somehow collaborated with them to free Evolene. It was no secret that they used spriggan artifacts to commit their crimes.

      “There's nothing to thank me for, apart from not killing you,” I hissed. “Go back to your dung house.”

      “And I’m here to nurture my bond with my dragon.” King Magnar stepped forward, arm outstretched, as though he wanted to shake my hand. For a fraction of a second, I pictured myself squeezing his fingers to splinters of bone with an ogre handshake, but I threw off the image. The longer I stayed in his presence, the more chance he might blurt out something incriminating like our betrothal or how I hadn’t really been in the jailhouse yesterday.

      I turned to Captain Caiman. “May Fyrian and I fly away to do more speed drills?”

      Our instructor gave me a toothy grin. “Go ahead. Practice away!”

      I clambered up Fyrian’s foreleg and positioned myself between her wing bones. We didn’t need to use our connection to leave. Fyrian disliked Byrrus as much as I despised King Magnar.

      “His sisters are in that hut,” she said. “Should we fly above it and make scary noises?”

      I snorted. “They’d deserve it after what they did to Evolene, but I don’t want to waste any time on that pair.”

      “Where are we going, then?” She glided over the dry side of the mountain at a steady pace, wings outstretched.

      “Let’s talk to the wild dragon.”

      “Oh.” Her voice turned dull.

      I tucked a lock of magically darkened hair behind my ear. “What?”

      “They’re not good influences.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Remember the story I told you about the wild dragon and all the black females he tried to tempt into running away with him?”

      “The wild dragon who convinced one of them to burrow a hole under the wards?”

      “That’s the one.” Fyrian continued over the rocky terraces. A pair of rapier reds flew out to join us, and she gave them a little spin. “Well, they’re all like that.”

      Behind us, the rapier reds mirrored her movement. Fyrian raised her head and soared up into the skies. The smaller dragons followed. I squinted at their pointed faces. One of them looked like Vermiculus, the red dragonet who had lived in the palace with Fyrian. I would have asked, but Fyrian’s reluctance to meet the wild dragon was far more fascinating. “You think he’s going to make you do something?”

      “When you say it like that, you make me sound stupid.”

      “But that’s my point,” I gave her a pat on the smooth scales between her wingbones. “You’re clever and have your own ideas and opinions. No wild dragon in a cage can make you do anything.”

      “Ha!” She leveled out and blew a huge smoke ring. “He can try.”

      I turned around to find the rapier reds producing their own little rings of smoke. A laugh bubbled up in my chest. “That’s the spirit.”

      For the next few minutes, Fyrian flew around the mountain, leaving its dry side and over an expanse of orchards. At the sight of lemon trees, she landed on the widest part of the terrace with a thud. The rapier reds flew back to their side of the mountain. Unlike green dragons, reds preferred bitter tastes to sour.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Having a snack. Want something?”

      I glanced around. Most of the trees contained the usual kind of lemons only palatable when mixed with sugar, but at the end of the terrace stood a sweet citrea tree. “Hold on. I’ve found something.”

      While Fyrian shook the branches of the lemon trees and scooped up the fallen fruit with her tongue, I slid off her back and jogged to my target. Like most citruses, the citrea’s leaves were waxy, but their fruits were four times the size of regular lemons and infinitely more sweet.

      I glanced up at the lowest branch and scowled. These trees had obviously been cultivated with dragons in mind because their fruit hung beyond the reach of the average six-foot-tall person. I jumped high, barely grazing the tip of my longest finger on the bottom of the fruit’s bumpy, lemon surface.

      “Here you go.” A huge shadow appeared above my head, and Fyrian butted one of the taller branches. A dozen citrea fell onto the ground.

      “Thanks!” I rushed forward and picked up enough fruit to share with Stafford later. Niger and the others didn’t like sweet things.

      After finishing our snack, we flew down to the base of the mountain, where the tamers had left the wild dragon’s cage in a low overhang out of the sun, but far enough from the residents of Mount Fornax that no one would be disturbed by his presence.

      The wild dragon sat on his haunches with his forelegs outstretched, surveying the dry land with the grandeur of a King surveying his subjects. The scales around his body were as smooth as a blue dragon’s, making me wonder if he could swim. Three horns stood on his pointed snout that looked like they could gore the largest of animals.

      As soon as he caught sight of us, he raised his head and followed our descent. There was something in his eyes, a cruel, cunning intelligence, that made the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Fyrian landed on the sandstone in front of the cage, and the dragon leaned forward and pushed his snout to the bars. His nostrils flared, giving me the impression that he was testing my scent for weaknesses.

      A tiny shudder ran down my spine and caused a tremor in the tips of my fingers. My throat spasmed, and I forced out a long, calming breath. Why did he react that way to seeing me? Did I resemble someone he knew?  “If I get too close, will he try to flame me?”

      She shook her head. “There’s a magical barrier around the cage that bounces his fire back, so if he tried, he’d get a nasty surprise.”

      The dragon narrowed his pale eyes, making his pupils barely visible slits.

      “What kind of dragon is he?” With as much bravado as I could muster, I ignored my tightening stomach and swung my legs to the left and climbed down Fyrian’s foreleg.

      “White, I think.”

      “But did you see his scales?” I landed on my feet and leaned back on Fyrian’s foreleg. This was no ordinary dragon. “They picked up lots of different colors in the light. Silver dragons range from white to gray.”

      “But he’s white in the cage.”

      The wild dragon pulled himself to his feet and stared.

      “Ugh,” said Fyrian. “He’s trying to talk to me.”

      “Can you open up our connection so I can hear like you did with the blue dragon at the waterfall?”

      “Let me check with him and see if he agrees.”

      A male voice echoed in my head. “Will you tell me your name now, young female?”

      “None of your business,” she snapped. “And I don’t want to know your name, either.”

      The wild dragon raised his head. “If you are so hostile to my presence, why did you come to pay homage?”

      “My partner wants to see you. I told her it was a waste of time,” said Fyrian.

      He bared his teeth and hissed. “You willingly partner with humans?”

      “Ogres.”

      “There is no difference in attitude.” He stuck his snout in the air.

      “The ogre-hybrids here respect dragons,” I said, keeping the trepidation out of my voice.

      He reared back, baring teeth as sharp as longswords fresh from the forge. “You let this hybrid into the inner sanctum of our minds?”

      “You said it was all right,” said Fyrian. “Do you have problems understanding words?”

      “Of course not,” The wild dragon snarled. “Come closer, hybrid, so I may see you better. How is it you are able to connect so deeply with a dragon?”

      I raised my shoulders but didn’t close the distance between us. “We just bonded that way.”

      “She’s special,” said Fyrian. “I chose her for a reason.”

      “Why?” asked the wild dragon.

      Fyrian launched into an explanation of how someone had faked a death by dragon fire the same time she had transformed from a dragonet to a full-dragon. The wild dragon sat on his haunches and listened to the story, snarling at the unfair parts. When she reached the bit where we had broken through the wards and flew to freedom, he grunted with approval.

      My insides relaxed throughout Fyrian’s story. With the way he listened and encouraged her to continue, wasn’t quite so frightening as I’d originally thought.

      “There’s something I don’t understand,” said the wild dragon.

      “What?” I asked.

      “How did None-Of-Your-Business know you would be capable of mental communication?” he asked. “It was a risk, considering she might have been wrong and bonded with you for nothing.”

      “Because I’m part-fairy.” The moment those words spewed out of our connection, I cringed.

      The wild dragon’s eyes flashed, and he let out a gust of black flames, which spread across the bars of the cage. My heart leaped into my throat, and I clutched at my chest and staggered back. I’d seen yellow flames, red flames, blue and even white, but what did it mean when they were black?

      “Am I to believe that dragons willingly submit to fairies?” He roared so loud, I clapped my hands over my ears. “Fosco lied!”

      “No, he didn’t,” snapped Fyrian.

      “He told me this was a sanctuary for dragons.” The wild dragon thrashed his serpentine tail and spewed green smoke from his nostrils. “Run by a Council of Dragons with humans working for them. But it is a training ground of warriors for the King Who Must Be Forgotten!”

      “I-it isn’t like that!” On legs that trembled like saplings in a storm, I inched toward the cage. With a few careless words, I had undone all the work Master Fosco had put into making the wild dragon feel at ease in his new home. “I’m the only fairy-hybrid warrior in Mount Fornax.”

      “Why would they allow such a wicked creature into the home of dragons?” he roared into our bond.

      I stood in front of his cage and raised my palms. He cowered and shrieked, and I lowered my hands. Had this been how the fairies had tortured dragons? By shooting magic through their palms?

      “They did in a few nightmares,” said Fyrian. “I had one where six of them ripped the gold from a dragon’s scales.”

      I sat on the ground and crossed my legs, trying to look as harmless as possible. The wild dragon glared down at me with eyes that burned white with hatred.

      “This is all my fault. Everything Master Fosco said was true, and I’m sorry for giving you the wrong impression about Mount Fornax.” He flared his nostrils but didn’t reply with an insult or an accusation, so I took that to be a good sign. “May I ask you a question?”

      “Ask,” he replied. “But you might not receive an answer.”

      “Why didn’t you come down here after the Great Dragon Revolution?”

      “Dragons revolted against the fairies?” Excitement made his voice quicken. “Are they all destroyed? Did the dragons take you as a hostage?”

      “Not exactly.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “A few dragons escaped the realm, and one of them met Queen Cendrilla. She’s the ruler of this country. In exchange for the dragons helping her win a civil war, she gave them Mount Fornax. It’s an independent city-state.”

      “Ruled by the Council of Dragons,” added Fyrian.

      The wild dragon lowered his head to the ground, bringing his snout close. “I wish to meet this Queen Cendrilla.”

      “She’s in the realm of the fairies in an enchanted sleep.”

      He nodded. “They punished her.”

      I shot Fyrian a helpless look over my shoulder. If I told the wild dragon she was the granddaughter of the Queen of the Fairies, he would work out the identity of her grandfather in a second and become riled up again. “She always has strange pregnancies and needs their help.”

      He gave me an absent nod as though he had lost interest in the subject. My shoulders relaxed, and I eased out a breath of relief through my nostrils.

      “Let me ask you a question, Fairy-Partner-Of None-Of-Your-Business.”

      “Yes?” I leaned forward.

      “If this place is such a paradise, why am I behind bars. Am I not a dragon?”

      “Of course,” I replied. “But—”

      “Yet I am not free. Am I to be broken in like a horse?”

      “It’s not like that,” said Fyrian.

      The chuckle that reverberated through my skull made my blood chill. It reminded me of how an executioner might laugh before killing a condemned prisoner he hated. “Then explain how it is, None-Of-Your-Business. You stand before me, harnessed like a saddle horse, allowing a…” Rage turned his voice into a growl. “Allowing a fairy-hybrid to ride you.”

      “You’re twisting things around,” she cried.

      “Which of us is more a prisoner? The one behind bars, or the one who doesn’t need bars to be controlled?”

      I stepped between them. “Hey, don’t talk to Fyrian like that!”

      The wild dragon pulled back his lips, exposing those sharp teeth. “Spriggans were fairy hybrids, just like you. None-Of-Your-Business may be too young to have experienced them, but I saw the injuries of dragons centuries after the fairies banished the King Who Must Be Forgotten. The fairies subjected so many of us to wicked experiments, and when they could not kill us humanely, they locked us in a bleak dimension, something None-Of-Your-Business is lucky enough to have never experienced.”

      “I have the nightmares!” she said in a small voice.

      “Which cease the moment you awaken!” he shouted. “Any dragon who allows himself to be ridden by a fairy is a traitor, and you, green female, are the worst kind.”

      I shook my head and walked back to Fyrian. There was no reasoning with this dragon. I’d never spoken to anyone so full of hatred. She let me climb up her back, and I settled between her wings.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Far from you!” Fyrian leaped into the sky and flew away from the cage.

      I turned around to glare, but the wild dragon threw his head back, puffing rings of green smoke from his open jaws. I supposed this was his version of manic laughter. I didn’t hear what he said next. Fyrian had already shut down our connection, and I had lost interest in speaking with him.

      “Are you all right?” I ran my hand over Fyrian’s scales.

      “Fine,” she snapped.

      “Flying class will have finished by now. Should we go and see if Evolene’s in King Magnar’s dung house?”

      She didn’t reply. Instead, she dipped her wing and turned toward the mountain, avoiding the dry part. After several silent moments, she said, “I’m going back to my stall.”

      Guilt wrung my heart, and I winced. The wild dragon had twisted everything, making her sound like we were master and slave instead of bondmates.

      “Fyri, I’m—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “All right.”

      We flew the rest of the way without exchanging another word. Fyrian landed on the terrace outside her stall and paused for me to get off. I slid down her forearm and landed on the soft lawn.

      “I’m going to sleep.” She entered her stall without turning to spare me a glance.

      I gazed up at the midday sun. Fyrian never rested after flying class. The words of the wild dragon must have hit her hard. “All right, but you know you’re not a—”

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it,” she snapped.

      A lump formed in my throat and I stood outside her stall, staring at her back. She didn’t even want me to see her face. “Sorry.”

      When she didn’t reply, I sighed and headed for the dorms. It had been a huge mistake to go and see the wild dragon. Poor Fyrian had warned me, even reminded me of a story she’d told me about their devious nature, but I’d been too arrogant to listen. Now the wretched creature had gotten under Fyrian’s scales and made her feel like some kind of traitor. He was probably trying to work out a way to trick her into releasing him from his cage.

      The sun beat down from its zenith, making my skin pulse with heat and irritation. I shoved open the nearest door and stepped into the cool, dark hallway. After that terrible conversation, all I needed was the tranquility of my room.

      At this time of the day, the hallways were deserted. Classes had ended minutes ago, and most people would be in the mess hall. I stuffed my hands into my pockets, trudging forward, footsteps echoing off the walls. Would Fyrian need to see a mind healer? I would have to ask Dr. Duclair what happened to the black dragon who had been persuaded to dig the tunnel.

      Eventually, I reached the hallway and opened the door to our dorms. Cushions lay strewn over the woolen sofas and on the floor as though someone had wrestled on them and hadn’t bothered to tidy up a drunken night at the Warrior Queen. I sniffed and headed for my room. Whoever made this mess could clear it up himself.

      I pushed my door open to find my mattress lying across the room, upside-down in a mass of blankets, clothing, and strewn parchment. I froze, heart thudding like a war drum. Someone had ransacked my room. A list of my property whirled through my mind. The day I had left the palace, I had worn breeches and a tunic, which I’d discarded for second-hand men’s clothing. There was nothing in my trunk that could identify me as Princess Alba, was there? My teeth worried at my bottom lip. I hadn’t taken anything from the palace except… I stepped into the room and opened my trunk.

      The bag of gold I’d taken from the royal treasury was missing.
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      I rushed out of my ransacked room, through the common room, and through the hallways toward Madam Maritimus’ office. Our Head of Security would help work out who had turned my things out and stolen my bag of gold. As I rounded a corner, my steps faltered. Master Fosco had asked her to investigate how I had sneaked through the wards while I was supposed to be in the jailhouse. What if she took the opportunity to interrogate me, or worse, performed a truth spell? My feet slowed to a stop. Speaking to Madam Maritimus alone would be risky. Especially when I had two magic-wielding friends who could investigate the theft.

      I doubled back toward the next set of stairs, bounded to the surface and crossed the lawn to reach the gates of the Healer’s Academy. A mage with wet, auburn hair limped ahead of me and sneezed. Water soaked his leather armor, leaving tiny puddles on the sandstone path. A mix of curiosity and excitement bubbled through my belly like an effervescent elixir. From his build and the shade of his hair, he had to be the second oldest Griffin brother who had graduated.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      He turned around, revealing familiar features. “Yes?”

      “Is your name Livens?”

      The corner of his lip curled into a smile. “That depends on why you are asking. Is it about a bet you placed, cadet?”

      I shook my head. “I’m in the same class as Rufus.”

      He clapped me hard on the back. “Bluford, eh? You are the only one who does not visit the Warrior Queen.”

      I raised a shoulder. “I’m not the biggest fan of barbacoa or dragon’s tears. What happened to you?”

      He reached into his flying jacket, pulled out a sodden handkerchief and blew his nose. I glanced away, not wanting to see if the wet cloth could hold both water and the contents of Livens’ nose.

      After a long bout of honking, he finally spoke. “We got sent out yesterday to investigate a magical disturbance in the Cursed Sea.”

      My stomach flip-flopped, and I smoothed my features into a blank mask. “Did you find anything?”

      “Apart from a nest of angry sea serpents? Not much.”

      My hands clapped over my mouth. “Did anyone get hurt?”

      “Cymatilis got bitten.” He headed down the path toward the double doors of the Healer’s Academy.

      I followed after him. “Is that your dragon?”

      He grunted. “She is a blue and does not mind seawater. We stayed behind to fend off the serpents with her fireballs, but a small one swam through her guard bit through her wing. One of the purples had to transport us back.” He shook his head. “Terrible business. I have never seen more than one of the wretched snakes in that area, and we patrol it once a month.”

      As we passed through the doorway, I stared down at my feet, wincing at the guilt gnawing at my belly. Those serpents had been riled because I had killed their comrade. “Will C-cymatilis recover?”

      “From the venom, yes. But she was furious with me for leading the team underwater without waiting for the witches to perform tests.”

      We stepped into the hallway, and I raised my head, offering him a tight smile. “I’m sure she’ll forgive you soon. You weren’t to know about the serpents.”

      His face split into the same grin as Niger’s. “She will have to come around eventually.”

      At the end of the hallway, he turned left to visit his dragon, and I continued down the stairs and basement corridor that led to the laboratory. As soon as I cracked open the door, Evolene squeaked and reached for something in her pocket.

      “It’s only me.” I held up my palm and stepped inside. “What were you going to do, anyway? Throw a curse?”

      She leaned back against the table and blew out a long breath. A huge cauldron stood in the middle of the room, obscuring my view of her.

      “M-magnar gave me a certificate of adoption. I was going to bring it out in case you were from the Magical Militia.”

      Master Jesper emerged from the corner of the room, swirling a vial of liquid gold. “As I have mentioned for the twelfth time, you’re safe here. Nobody but ourselves and Cadets Bluford, Griffon and Perrault may enter.”

      The troll poured the gold into a bubbling cauldron, causing a cloud of black smoke to puff out from its depths.

      It burned the back of my throat, making me cough. “What are you two making?”

      “An elixir to poison spriggans,” replied the troll. “We’ve cobbled together the notes Henri left and made some amendments based on the evidence he gave during his trial. Theoretically, it should work, but we’ll have to put it through rounds of testing.”

      “Right.” I turned to Evolene. “Where did you stay last night? At King Magnar’s?”

      She shook her head. “I left with Roseate as soon as his sisters arrived. Then I came here and slept upstairs in one of the wards. Why?”

      “Someone ransacked my room and stole a bag of gold sovereigns.” As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I cringed. It sounded like I was accusing Evolene of stealing from my room, but I had told Phoenix via Fyrian that she could stay there last night.

      Evolene’s face fell. “I would never steal from a friend.”

      “Sorry.” I scrubbed my hands over my face. “The words came out all wrong. I thought you’d stayed the night at my room, and someone ransacked it looking for clues of where you went.”

      Her gaze dropped to the floor. “Well, I stayed here.”

      Master Jesper tutted. “Cadet Bluford, you really must take care with your phrasing. It did sound like you had suspected Madam Evolene of having taken your gold. I can assure you, she slept in a hospital bed upstairs, wrapped in bandages, while agents of the Witch General ransacked the laboratory.”

      “Did they?”

      The troll nodded.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “They probably broke into to my room, then, but it’s strange that the money went missing.”

      Evolene wrung her hands. “M-maybe someone went in after them, got curious and took advantage of what they found.”

      “Actually, I came here to ask for help investigating the crime scene.”

      Her eyes brightened. “Really?”

      “I thought you might be able to see if the thief left any clues.”

      Evolene turned to Master Jesper, asking for silent permission.

      “We still need to complete the poison’s base, which will take another three hours.” The troll turned to me. “Do you have any homework?”

      I pulled off my knapsack and sat on the cot against the wall while they prepared the next round of ingredients. Master Jesper spoke in a gentle voice, informing Evolene of the properties of each ingredient and demonstrating how to prepare it for the poison. I flipped through my notes, looking for my half-completed Healing essay. Dr. Duclair wanted us to write about how a mage could use his connection with a dragon to affect a person’s mood.

      At a lull in their conversation, I said, “Two grooms were fighting yesterday about an enchanted dagger. One of them accused the other of stealing it.”

      Master Jesper shook its head. “This reminds me of my time in the Snowbergen Palace.”

      “Where?”

      “The Snow Queen’s fortress. Someone stole items from throughout the building, causing discord everywhere. Even Her Majesty’s favorite staff went missing, and she killed a hag and several trolls before we found the culprit.”

      “Who was it?”

      “An imp, sent by the mother of a murdered witch to cause discord.”

      “What happened to the imp in the end?”

      Master Jesper turned its head. “I would rather not say.”

      “She stole its power.”

      The troll nodded. “She was never quite the same after that. Imps are creatures of chaos. Absorbing its magic gave her a fresh perspective on how to escape her banishment. It also intensified her hatred for fairies and gave her the plan to banish them from this realm by exploding a mine of fairy iron.”

      I stared into the wisps of smoke dancing from the surface of the vat of poison. “How much fairy iron did you put in that?”

      “None. Too much of it in the atmosphere, and the spriggans will go into hiding the way the fairies did all those years ago.”

      “Isn’t fairy iron the only thing that kills spriggans?” I asked.

      “The scrolls say there’s an undetectable method more likely to cause their deaths. With the use of a fairy iron cauldron, trace amounts of the substance leeches into the poison. They won’t detect anything until they are in the throes of death.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “This isn’t like you. Why are you so willing to make the poison?”

      The troll lowered its head. “It is better to murder six spriggans than to risk every living being in our realm falling to the tyranny of the Forgotten King.”

      I nodded. It would be selfish for anyone to let the world fall to ruin because of their principles. A tendril of smoke wafted from the cauldron and wrapped around my arm. “What’s this?”

      “My apologies.” Master Jesper reached into its cloak and pulled out a pencil-sized staff. “The magic in the poison seems to recognize you as a threat. I will set you up as an exclusion, so it no longer bothers you.”

      “Thanks.” I dipped my head and skimmed through all the notes I’d gathered on the Forgotten King and his spriggans. One parchment I had taken from the archive room detailed how the Queen of the Fairies had torn off the forgotten King’s silver hair and wings, saying that a treacherous creature like him didn’t deserve beauty. The story went on to describe the mount he intended to use as the weapon against his wife: a creature of such wondrous beauty, the fairies had to banish it where no one would be corrupted by its gaze.

      Hours later, the door swung open, and Niger stepped into the room. His face softened into a smile. “I looked for you last night.”

      “Father called me to the royal suite.” I stuffed my papers into my knapsack and tapped the side of my cot. “He still suspects me of being involved with that business at the Magical Militia.”

      “Will he say something to the Witch General?”

      I shrugged. “He’s more likely to lock me up than report me.”

      Niger grimaced and lowered himself onto the cot next to me. “I hope they cast their suspicions elsewhere.”

      “So do I.”

      “Are you and Fyrian free tomorrow evening for drogott practice?” he asked in a low voice.

      “I’ll check.” Our connection had been mostly silent ever since the incident with the wild dragon. Each time I had tried to talk about what he had said, Fyrian cut me off, saying she didn’t want to discuss the subject. At times like this, I wish I could speak to another dragon. Realization struck like a boulder on the head. Any of the dragon masters could advise me on what to do about Fyrian… as long as they didn’t let Master Fosco know I’d approached a wild dragon without permission.

      I chewed my bottom lip. “Fyri?”

      After a moment of silence, she asked, “Yes?”

      “Niger wants to know if you’d like to practice drogott tomorrow after dinner.”

      She paused again, as though checking through reams of appointments. “I might be free.”

      “Great,” I injected my voice with as much cheer as I could muster. It should be a lot of fun. There was no point in ruining our first successful conversation by bringing up the wild dragon again. She would clam up with a muttered refusal to speak on the subject.

      I turned to Niger. “She says she might be free.”

      His brows lowered into a deep V. “Is there a Council of Dragons meeting?”

      “Not tomorrow,” said Master Jesper from behind the cauldron. “The next one isn’t for another few days.”

      Niger placed a hand on my shoulder. “Is everything all right between you and Fyrian?”

      “We talked to a wild dragon.”

      He hissed. “Did anyone not warn you to stay away?”

      “N-no,” I said in a small voice. “What do you know of them?”

      “Only what l learned in History of Dragons,” he replied.

      Evolene stepped out from behind the cauldron. “I-it takes a long time for them to get used to living in Mount Fornax. That’s why some are kept in a cage outside for a while before even being let into the holding stalls.”

      Niger nodded. “Most are happy to be reunited with dragons after living alone or in a hostile environment.”

      “Why didn’t they follow the others during the Great Dragon revolution?” I asked.

      “Some fell through the cracks in the fairy realms,” said Niger. “Others burned their own portals and escaped the fairies into the mortal realm. Only those who did not leave came here after the Great Dragon Revolution.”

      “How many wild dragons are there?” I asked.

      “When Albens was a student, Her Majesty caught one every two weeks or so.”

      “T-those were just the powerful dragons,” said Evolene. “There were teams to capture rapier reds and stray dragonets.”

      I scratched my head. “But what’s so dangerous about them?”

      “Some wild dragons have spent so much time on their own, they believe companionship is a weakness. Some are good at spreading misinformation, making young dragons doubt themselves and give the dragon favors in exchange for approval or for an idealized life outside Mount Fornax.”

      The memory of the wild dragon who had convinced a black female to burrow underground rolled to the front of my mind. “You don’t think he’s still trying to contact Fyrian?”

      “He isn’t,” she snapped. After a moment, she said in a quieter voice, “Actually, I’m ignoring him.”

      “What does he say?”

      “Nice things, most of the time, like how I’m the most interesting female he’s ever met. He says he has an island beyond the Unknown Continent with as many giant rabbits as a dragon can eat.”

      I shook my head. “It’s a lie.”

      Niger furrowed his brow. “Are you still talking to Fyrian?”

      “Yes. The wild dragon who got caught yesterday is trying to talk to her.”

      He stood. “We must go and see what can be done about him. If he influences a clever dragon like Fyrian, we will all be doomed.”

      Evolene set down her pestle and mortar and picked up her staff and an invisibility cloak. “Shall we go and look through your room for clues?”
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      Niger and I walked to my dorm together with Evolene trailing behind in an invisibility cloak. Tensions were still high about her escape from the Magical Militia prison, and she wasn’t taking any risks by venturing out without her new guardian and his diplomatic immunity.

      The closer I got to my dorm, the more my chest tightened. Whoever had ransacked my room obviously did so because he’d heard the rumor that I was royal. Why else would he venture into the room of a cadet? I paused at my door and let out a shuddering breath.

      Niger placed a hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “The thought of someone rifling through my things makes me sick.”

      “Don’t worry,” said an invisible Evolene. “I can put things right after we’ve picked up some clues.”

      Niger grunted. “Whoever he was would have left his scent in your room. When I find him, we will duel.”

      I huffed a laugh. “How will you explain your reasons?”

      “In Mount Fornax, looking at a warrior the wrong way is grounds for a show of dominance. I will find a reason.”

      “We’d better go in.” I pushed the door open and glanced down at my boots. Seeing the ransacked room once was enough for me.

      Evolene gasped, and Niger growled. I groaned. “Terrible, isn’t it?”

      “H-he was certainly thorough,” she said.

      “Did you keep anything of importance in your room, like an amulet?” asked Niger.

      “Just a bag of gold.”

      Niger snarled. “What kind of a person would do such a thing?”

      I shrugged. Obviously, someone was in great need of funds.

      White light filled the room, and items rose from where the burglar had left them strewn. Evolene rested the butt of her staff on the ground. “This is a spell that puts things back to their original place. Some people use it if they want to make a place appear like it hasn’t been disturbed.”

      “That means the culprit was not a witch,” said Niger.

      Evolene shook her head. “A witch wouldn’t leave the scene of their crime in such a state.”

      “Unless she didn’t want anyone tracing her magic,” I muttered.

      “T-true,” said Evolene. “It wasn’t me.”

      I let out a discreet breath through my nostrils. “I know you’re not a thief.”

      “Oh,” she cried.

      “What?”

      “I-I found a scrap of byssum. Riders wear silk and leather, right?”

      “That’s right.” I stared down at the scrap she held in her palm. Byssum was a fine linen made from a plant that formed balls of fluff. “Do you think this belonged to the burglar?”

      “Possibly. There’s a spell that can identify the type of person who last touched an item. I’ll get Master Jesper to teach it to me.”

      I gave her my warmest smile. How could anyone suggest she could be a bad influence? “Thanks.”

      “And when we find the person who did this, we duel,” said Niger.
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      Although Evolene took away clues and straightened up my room, it felt strange to sleep there after a thief had been rifling through my things. Master Jesper’s story of an imp causing discord might have been true, but such creatures didn’t need to ransack a room to find a bag of gold. That night, I slept on the common room sofa, and the next morning Stafford and I found Eyepatch scowling at his station. The usual breakfast rolls, cheese, omelet, and cooked meats were laid out on the table, but something was missing.

      “Good morning, Mr. Cobbs.” I glanced at the tureen. “Any chance of some porridge this morning?”

      The right side of his face twisted with anguish. “All the oats went missing last night. We’re out until someone can go down to the oat fields and harvest some.”

      “Oh.” I frowned. “Sorry to hear that. Has anything else been taken?”

      “Master Torreo is threatening to flame the blighter who took his filleting knife.” Eyepatch cut open a small bread roll and loaded it with a thin slice of orvoli omelet and sausages, which he carved into slivers. Then he placed a dollop of tomato and onion relish and a dab of mustard.

      “Does he know who took it?” I asked.

      He wrapped my roll in a parchment napkin. “Who’s got the guts to steal from a dragon?”

      I took the roll from eyepatch. “Thanks. Do you think someone’s trying to cause trouble?”

      “If they are, they’re going about it the right way.” He reached for a large bread roll for Stafford and sliced it open. “Each mealtime, there’s at least two fights over missing property. People don’t even bother to stage duels anymore!”

      Eyepatch loaded Stafford’s roll with an entire fried orvoli egg, boar bacon, whole sausages, and several slices of hollow cheese. Then he slopped a generous serving of capsicum relish and firebrand mustard. “I know you like chili chutney, but that’s gone missing, too.”

      Stafford’s eyes gleamed. “That’s fine, Mr. Cobbs. It looks delicious.”

      Eyepatch offered us a weak smile. “Enjoy your breakfast, boys.”

      Since our first lesson of the day would be held in a windowless classroom, we headed out of the mess hall and into the sunny terrace. A fresh breeze blew over my skin, filling my lungs with cool air. The grass no longer crunched underfoot but felt a little moist as though it had rained sometime during the night. I glanced up at the thin blanket of clouds covering the sky, which let in streams of sunlight. Perhaps someone had fixed the weathervane and created some temperate weather for once.

      “Did Madam Maritimus work out who stole your gold?” Stafford took a bite out of his breakfast roll.

      “I couldn’t risk another interrogation, so I went to Evolene and Master Jesper instead. She took a few clues away to study.”

      “Oh.” He lowered his roll and dipped his head. “How is she?”

      I paused. “Have you spoken to Evolene yet?”

      Stafford’s shoulders hunched around his ears. “She’s got Phoenix, now. And King Magnar.”

      “She didn’t mention Phoenix yesterday,” I said. “And I think she’s avoiding her new guardian and his sisters.”

      We continued along the terrace in silence, munching on our breakfast rolls. Stafford stamped on a stair stone and activated an upward flight. When we reached the surface, he asked, “Is she all right, then?”

      “Why don’t you go to the laboratory and ask her for yourself?”

      He took the stairs two at a time, muttering, “It will be awkward now. I was supposed to rescue her, and those witches made me crawl on the floor instead.”

      I hurried after him. “Don’t you think she might have been too busy trying not to drown to notice them humiliating you?”

      At the top of the stairs, he paused and bowed his head. “I still can’t face her.”

      “Hold on a minute.” I caught up with him and grabbed his forearm. “You’re the man who wanted to give up your career as a dragon mage to be with her in Tundra. Now you’re telling me you can’t even say hello because you’re embarrassed?”

      He jerked his head away. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Why?” I scowled. If this was anything to do with being female, I would smack some sense into him. There was no shame in falling to a stronger enemy, as long as the victim bided their time to fight back at the first opening.

      “Because you’re a hero,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m just the sidekick who gets hurt.”

      I gave him a hard shove on the arm. “You’re an idiot.”

      “What?”

      “While I was seeking out diplomatic solutions, who immediately rushed to her defense?”

      “Me.” He clutched his breakfast roll with both hands, letting a bit of relish plop onto the lawn.

      “Who stowed away underneath a flying carriage to infiltrate the Magical Militia in a one-man rescue mission?”

      His lips curled into a smile. “Me.”

      “And who risked everything to get a chance to visit Evolene in her prison cell?”

      A flush of pink bloomed across his cheeks. “Stop making me sound like something out of a romantic scroll.”

      “Some girls would consider themselves lucky to have a suitor like you.” And if Father’s behavior at the Warrior Queen was any indication, he wanted Stafford as a son-in-law. I didn’t bother to share that information. It would only lead to awkwardness.

      His brows rose. “Even newly adopted Princesses?”

      I bumped his shoulder. “She was just the same old Evolene when I saw her yesterday. King Magnar’s new guardianship doesn’t suddenly make her anything like Astri and Botilda.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Evolene hasn’t gotten any airs or graces. Visit her and see for yourself.”

      He set his jaw and squared his shoulders. “I’ll do it now.”

      I grabbed his wrist. “After flying safety. Master Klauw saw us in the mess hall. If you don’t turn up, he’ll have your hide.”

      We sat on a low boulder overlooking the Great Lake and watched the blue dragons swimming deep within the water’s surface. The way they danced around each other reminded me of winged fish, except the dragons had serpentine tails that curled beautifully with their flowing movements. One of them had scales so pale, they were almost white, which reminded me of the wild dragon.

      I chomped down hard on my breakfast roll. Something had to be done about that manipulative, iridescent wretch. He couldn’t continue trying to speak to Fyrian. She wasn’t weak-minded and didn’t appreciate his attempts to befriend her. Perhaps he thought he was the first ever to try manipulating a younger dragon into securing his freedom. I swallowed hard. It wouldn’t work. Fyrian had more sense than to listen to him, but I still hated the thought of him trying to poison her mind.

      Stafford finished his roll and wiped his hands on his breeches. “Are you ready?”

      I stood. We had flying safety next. Master Klauw knew everything about dangers to dragons. Maybe I could hint that I wanted to speak to the wild dragon through Fyrian’s link and see what he would say. “Only a few more bites. I can finish the rest on the way.”

      We headed back into the mountain and through the hallways to Master Klauw’s classroom. The dragon rider cadets were already streaming through the doors, so we followed after them.

      As soon as we stepped inside, Stafford turned around and muttered, “Look at the artwork.”

      On the walls were the usual morbid paintings of dragons put in peril by their riders but with a few additions. An auburn-haired mage floated underwater with a blue dragon in a sea full of giant serpents. Next to it hung a picture of a green-haired cadet punching a rapier red unconscious. I glanced at Muti, who scowled at the picture. The final one was a blond-haired cadet on a green dragon falling through the skies chased by an angry lightning bird.

      A clawed fist of guilt squeezed my heart. I hadn’t imagined that feeding the weathervane an antidote would ever cause such a powerful explosion.

      Master Klauw stood. “It would seem that the title of this class should be dragon safety. An increasing number of warriors and cadets force their dragons into situations unsuitable for their capabilities out of a misguided sense of heroism.”

      “Dragons are adults, aren’t they?” said Muti. “They can make up their own minds.”

      The dragon master nodded. “Cadet Pavo makes an interesting observation. Unbonded dragons are free to do as they wish without having to consider the feelings of any warrior, but once a dragon is bonded, he or she forms a deep, unbreakable connection.”

      A blonde-haired witch sitting in front raised her hand. “Can they sense each other’s feelings?”

      “A dragon can feel their rider’s disappointment or anger, yes.” He turned to me and said, “The bond compels them to create harmony, much like in a magical marriage.”

      I shuddered, pushing away thoughts of King Magnar’s terrible wedding vows of obedience. It seemed like Master Klauw thought I was a bad influence on Fyrian. How could I ask him about the wild dragon now?

      The small, ginger-haired instructor paced up and down the front of the classroom. “Some warriors use their dragon’s eagerness to please to manipulate them into entering situations their unbounded friends would judge as too dangerous.”

      I dipped my head. That wild dragon had accused the warriors of enslaving the dragons. Was Master Klauw implying similar? He could coat an entire wall with the number of perilous situations I had encountered with Fyrian.

      Her side of the bond remained silent, and my heart sank. Apart from what she had shared last night about the wild dragon’s attempts at conversation, she hadn’t given me anything more than one-word answers or politely worded requests to leave her alone. I dipped the nib of my quill in the ink pot I shared with Stafford and wrote today’s date on the corner of my parchment.

      Master Klauw returned to his desk and stood beside it, steepling his fingers. “I want each of you to write a story, true or false, of a situation where a rider cajoled their bonded dragon into doing something dangerous. Extra points will be given to those who provide quality illustrations.”

      I blew out a long breath and stared at my parchment. Which adventure would I write about? The incident with the spriggans at the Savannah border? The explosive-hurling homunculi? One of the times I got Fyrian chased by angry witches? They were all pretty bad.

      “I did not steal it!” hissed a voice from the other end of the table. Gobi turned around and pointed his quill at the riders in the table behind.

      Muti bared his teeth. “You were the last person who flipped it. Give me back my lucky shilling!”

      Grimacing, I set down my quill and ran my fingers through my hair. It looked like the thief had struck again.

      “What is the meaning of this?” snapped Master Klauw.

      “This fool is making accusations in class,” said Gobi.

      “This fool has been avoiding me since he stole my silver shilling,” snarled Muti.

      Master Klauw stormed to the other side of the room, his face redder than his hair. “How dare you talk of treasure while discussing the health and safety of dragons?” He pointed at Muti. “You struck poor Rubens, who was just trying to be friendly.”

      Muti shot to his feet. “That rapier red committed an act of tyranny against my person. How else was I supposed to react once I regained my senses?”

      The other rider cadets snickered.

      Master Klauw’s eyes flashed an even brighter green, and he clenched his fists to his sides, arms shaking with rage. “Get out!”

      I drew in a sharp breath through my teeth and grabbed Stafford’s arm. Would Master Klauw turn into a rapier red again?

      Muti’s face paled, but he lifted his chin and walked out of the class without a word. I swallowed hard. Master Klauw might have been one of the smallest males in Mount Fornax, but he was strong enough to punch a quarter-giant like General Thornicroft across a room.

      The dragon master turned his furious gaze to the rest of the class, settling on me. “Out. All of you.”

      I shoved my writing equipment in my knapsack and hurried out of the room. Asking Master Klauw about the wild dragon when he was in this mood would likely lead to a fiery punishment. I wasn’t sure how it would affect Fyrian, and I wasn’t prepared to put her in any more danger. She was still suffering from my bad decision to talk to the wild dragon.

      Instead of going to the mess hall for lunch, I went to the Healer’s Academy to find Dr. Duclair. Roseate told me she was busy with an important patient and couldn’t be disturbed. I tried asking her if there was such a thing as mind healers for dragons, and she said I needed to approach a tamer.

      In the afternoon, we had Swordsmanship class with the riders and tamers. We all crowded around Captain Pristis, who stood in the middle of the circle of cadets to deliver his lecture.

      The slender instructor spread his arms wide and turned around, silver ponytail swishing with the graceful movement. “Can anybody tell me an effective line of defense against a stronger opponent?”

      “A shield?” asked Gobi.

      “Unless it is enchanted, some opponents are strong enough to shatter it with a single blow.”

      “Dodging,” said a tamer cadet.

      “Why?” asked the instructor.

      “It might tire out the opponent and give you an opening to strike while they are distracted.”

      Captain Pristis clapped his hands together and beamed. “Close. Today, you will practice the art of the feint.”

      “Sir!” Gobi’s hand shot up.

      “Yes, Cadet Bluebeard.”

      “Why not attack the opponent directly? Feinting is dishonest.”

      The Captain tilted his head to the side. “Some warriors may consider it a dishonorable technique, but when cornered by an angry dragon, feinting might be the only thing that keeps you alive.”

      That’s when I noticed his uniform. He wore the steel-gray leather of a dragon tamer, which explained why he seemed preoccupied with fighting stronger opponents. I sucked in an excited breath. Captain Pristis could answer all my questions about the wild dragon and give me advice on how to make him stop contacting Fyrian. I would ask him at the end of the class.

      “Get into pairs,” said the instructor. “The person feinting must trick their opponent out of their defensive stance and strike when their guard is down.”

      I grabbed Stafford’s arm and pulled him into a far corner. “You first.”

      He swung at my neck with the wooden practice sword, and I raised to block, but he swerved down and out of reach to whack my shin.

      Pain radiated along my fibula bone, and I winced and shook my leg. “Good one. Did you see Evolene at lunchtime?”

      “Master Jesper told me she went to meet her guardian. They had a meeting with the Witch General and the Magistratus.”

      “What?” I dropped my sword arm.

      Stafford jabbed at my neck. Instead of bringing up my sword to block, I leaped backward out of reach of the second jab he made to my stomach. While he was busy scowling, I swung at his neck.

      He dodged to the left. “I climbed the roof and checked all the skylights. All four of them sat in an interrogation with six of the Magistratus’ white witches. He kept asking what happened the day she escaped.”

      “What did Evolene say?” I circled right, eyes narrowed, trying to anticipate his next move.

      “That someone stunned her.” He thrust, making me spin out of range, only to get the flat of his wooden blade to hit my shoulder. “And she woke up wandering through the drylands of Mount Fornax in her chemise and then bumped into King Magnar.”

      “And they believed that?”

      “The Witch General wanted to perform a truth spell on Evolene, but King Magnar said any actions against his ward would be a declaration of war against the Savannah Empire.”

      I shook my head. That was awfully decent of King Magnar to have protected her. “What happened in the end?”

      “The Witch General asked if a certain Princess married King Magnar in exchange for adopting Evolene. He said no, but nobody believed him.”

      I snorted. She still suspected I had rescued Evolene.

      Stafford lowered his sword arm and drew his brows together. “Well, did the Princess sacrifice herself?”

      “No, I whispered. She didn’t have to.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Good.”

      “When are you going to see Evolene?” I asked.

      “Tonight,” he replied.

      Gobi grabbed my arm. “Bluford, you have to help. Muti has gone mad!”

      “What happened?” I turned around.

      The younger cadet pointed at the far corner. In the gaps between the sparring warriors, Rufus and Muti fought with rapid movements, complete with metal swords. I groaned. “Why are they fighting?”

      Gobi’s eyes filled with tears. “Muti wanted to spar with me. I think he planned on teaching me a lesson for the silver shilling I did not steal, but Rufus took my place. Now Muti is furious.” He gave my arm a gentle tug. “Please, you have to stop him!”

      I walked around the sparring pairs, muttering, “Why me and not the captain?”

      “You are the best dueler in Mount Fornax.” Gobi continued tugging at my arm. “Not even Captain Pristis could have beaten King Magnar’s monster form.”

      “That was Fyrian and the parched sword.”

      He shook his head. “You are always being modest.”

      A huge tamer cadet staggered back into our path. Side-stepping out of his way, I shoved him back toward his opponent. Before I could reach Muti and Rufus, Captain Pristis leaped between the two half-ogres and crouched low, somehow dodging their sword strikes. Then he raised both hands and grabbed their blades.

      “Have you taken leave of your senses?” he bellowed.

      My stomach lurched. I clapped my hands to my mouth, waiting for blood to spout from the instructor’s hands, but nothing happened.

      “This is an outrage,” snarled the Captain. “The two of you will stand in opposite corners of the room until the end of the class. Then I will keep you for the rest of the evening and teach you the true meaning of swordsmanship!”

      My heart sank. Captain Pristis was the only tamer I knew, and I wouldn’t get the chance to speak with him about the wild dragon. Waiting around for him to finish whatever he had planned for them wouldn’t work, as I’d arranged to meet Niger for drogott practice. I glanced at Rufus, who scowled at Muti before taking his place in the corner of the room.

      Gobi wrung his hands. “Oh, no. I got Rufus into trouble!”

      I gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Muti started it. Once the story comes out that Rufus stepped in to protect you, Captain Pristis will understand.”

      Gobi nodded. “Thank you for being my friend.”

      I bit the inside of my lip. Niger had been right. His display of dominance while disguised as me had resolved Gobi’s petty rivalry. Perhaps I didn’t know as much about half-ogres as I had thought. I would have to apologize to Niger when I saw him this evening for drogott practice.
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      Stafford, Gobi, and I walked through the hallways toward the mess hall. At this time of the evening, sunlight no longer streamed through the few openings out into the terraces. Instead, gas lamps shone at full blast, casting multiple shadows across the polished, sandstone floors. My steps were fast and light, as Niger and I would spend time alone practicing drogott. I hadn’t seen Mother for ages, which meant she was probably too busy spying for the Queen of the Fairies to interfere with my time with Niger. I quickened my pace, ignoring the dragon moths fluttering around my heart.

      “Who do you think took Muti’s lucky shilling?” asked Stafford.

      “I do not know,” muttered Gobi. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and stomped behind us. “Muti probably lost it but is blaming me.”

      “Or the person who stole my gold coins took it,” I said.

      “Why would somebody who has gold want a single silver coin?” asked Gobi.

      “Because they’re a thief,” said Stafford.

      I raised a shoulder. “Or they want to create as much disharmony as possible in Mount Fornax.”

      Stafford stopped walking, making Gobi bump into his shoulder. “You know who stole it.”

      “Not exactly, but I have my suspicions,” I replied. “Fyrian and I met someone who hates Mount Fornax. It would make sense that this person wants everyone to fight.”

      Gobi’s eyes widened. “Who?”

      I glanced down the hallway. If I started my explanation now, we’d be standing here all evening arguing about the practicalities of how a wild dragon confined to his cage might break through just to steal a few items and cause mayhem. Then I’d be late to see Niger, and we might not get the chance to practice drogott. Instead, I jerked my head in the direction of the mess hall. “Come on, let’s discuss this while we eat.”

      When we rounded the corner, a long line stretched out from the doors of the mess hall. We strode to the end of the line, behind a group of healers. I recognized one of them: the dark-skinned male with the tight braids whose human side I suspected came from the Boreal Desert.

      “Healer Alabio,” I tapped his shoulder. “Do you know what’s happening inside?”

      He glanced down at me. “Cadet Bluford, isn’t it?” When I nodded, he hooked his thumb at the door. “They were going to serve great mammoth steaks, but someone stole them all. Master Torreo is cobbling together something on the griddle.”

      “Oh.” I glanced at my friends. “It looks like the thief has struck again.”

      Gobi punched his fist into his palm. “This time, he has hit us where it hurts!”

      Healer Alabio grinned. “Not quite. But if he touches the dragon’s tears, the warriors might riot.”

      A large hand landed on the small of my back, making tingles run up my spine. I didn’t need to turn around to see who it was. The scent of rain and thunder filled my nostrils, making my heart swell.

      “What happened?”

      I met Niger’s obsidian eyes. Behind him stood five mage cadets from his fourth-year class. “Someone stole all the steaks.”

      He frowned. “Why is everyone waiting around here, then?”

      “Hunger?” I replied.

      “But there is always food at the Warrior Queen. At this time of the evening, the place is usually deserted.”

      “Oh!” cried Stafford. “We should go now.”

      “Good idea!” Gobi sprinted down the hallway without a backward glance. Half the warriors in the line broke away and headed after him, presumably to have their dinner at the tavern.

      I patted Stafford on the back. “I’ll join you later.”

      He sprinted after Gobi, and the other fourth years followed at a brisk walk.

      Niger grinned. “Drogott practise?”

      I smiled back and nodded.

      Niger and I stepped out onto the terrace. By now, the sun dipped low behind the distant hills, casting flame-colored light across the horizon. It stretched over the clouds like molten lava, leaving patches of indigo sky between the gaps. A cool breeze blew through my magically shortened locks, and I brushed arms with Niger, basking in his company.

      A gray-breasted bluebird swooped down and landed on Niger’s shoulder, shattering my illusions of a pleasant evening.

      “Why are you here?” I snarled.

      “To make sure you don’t end up like your mother,” replied Uncle Orel.

      Niger frowned at the little bird. “Will she attack again?”

      “This is someone else.”

      Uncle Orel flapped his wings and flew onto my head. “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

      “No.” I swatted at him, but he launched himself into a branch. Uncle Rouen perched next to him and twittered a hello.

      “Aren’t you going to ask about your mother?” asked Uncle Orel.

      “No.”

      “She’s in the palace,” said Uncle Rouen.

      I placed my hands on my hips. “Why?”

      “Ask her.” Uncle Orel flew up into the skies, hopefully, to spy on someone else, but if Mother wasn’t at Mount Fornax, they would probably follow us to the drogott arena and watch our practice.

      “What were you talking about?” asked Niger.

      I shook my head. “Idle gossip. Don’t be surprised if you find two bluebirds perched on the goalposts, though.”

      Fyrian and Flavo met us at the mountain’s surface. From the way she dipped her head and wouldn’t make eye contact, I suspected the wild dragon had been trying to speak to her again. When I asked, her side of the bond remained silent, as though she tired of the subject and wanted to be left alone.

      “I already talked to Arva,” she said.

      “Who’s that?” I climbed up her foreleg and settled between her wings.

      “The black dragon who dug the tunnel. She told me to keep ignoring him. The Council of Dragons won’t be able to stop him from trying to speak to me, and neither can the witches.”

      “I’m sorry,” I ran a comforting hand down her scales.

      Instead of replying, she leaped up into the skies and spread her wings. I inhaled a pained breath and closed my eyes. This was all my fault. Why had I thought it would be a good idea to speak to that awful dragon? Two sets of tiny claws landed on my shoulder, and my ears filled with birdsong. I dipped my head. Uncles Orel and Rouen were wasting their time trying to cheer me up. The only way to fix things was to get rid of the wild dragon.

      By the time Fyrian landed on the stage of the drogott arena, the two bluebirds had flown off and sat side-by-side on the stands in their fairy forms. Uncle Orel’s hair shone like quicksilver in the moonlight, while Uncle Rouen’s hair glimmered like spun gold.

      Fyrian and Flavo stood side-by-side, positioned so Niger and I could make eye contact. He pointed at one pair of long posts at the edge of the arena and then at the set opposite. Each held different color flags: red and burgundy, which represented the riders’ and mages’ uniforms.

      “There are six players in a team,” said Niger. “The captain, two offenders, defender, shooter, and keeper.”

      I nodded. Fyrian had taught me the basics of the game, and Rufus once explained the players’ roles. The offenders needed to get the fireball to their opponent’s side of the arena so they could pass it to the shooter who would score. It was the defender’s job to stop both offenders, and the keeper’s job to catch the fireball before it reached the goal. “So, I’m watching out for the shooter?”

      “And the captain. He can perform any of the tasks, so he might try to score.” His face split into a grin. “You are lucky to be on our team. We produce duplicate fireballs to confuse the rider’s keeper.”

      “Can’t one of the riders take control of your fireballs?”

      He snickered. “They can try. You will see what I mean when we practice.”

      I nodded. “Is there anything else I need to look out for?”

      “The riders cannot generate fireballs, so they often swap dragons midway through the game to confuse us.”

      “Isn’t that cheating?”

      He puffed out his chest. “They do what they can with their inferior skills.”

      I pressed my lips together to suppress a smirk. Muti would be furious if he heard Niger disparage riders. “Do I need to catch the ball with my hands?”

      “Catch it, break it, bat it, lance it with the bident.” He threw a two-pronged trident at me. “Anything goes, as long as you do not let it pass through the goalposts.”

      “What about me?” asked Fyrian. “Am I just carting you around?”

      I furrowed my brow and stared at the instrument. Its shaft felt like the handle of my parched sword. Perhaps it was a mage weapon. “We’re playing together. I thought you wanted this.”

      “But not if you get to do all the fun things.”

      I turned to Niger. “Fyrian wants to know if she can stop the fireball, too.”

      “Of course. This is a game for dragons, too.”

      “Maybe I can start my own team,” she said. “Greens versus reds.”

      “You could make Byrrus the captain of the other team,” I replied.

      “Then no one would want to join.”

      My heart lifted. This was the most Fyrian had said to me since our incident with the wild dragon. I patted her side. “Good point.”

      Niger clapped his hands together, and Flavo leaped into the air. “We will practice with a fireball of my own making instead of the official ball produce by Master Fosco. That way, I can control its movements.”

      “Wait,” I shouted. “Mages can do that?”

      He smirked. “Not until their third year!”

      Fyrian crouched low, ready to leap, and I let out a happy sigh. It was reassuring to learn that there was a lot more to becoming a dragon mage than using fire-based weapons producing flames from one’s fingers.

      “Pristis was a mage before he became a tamer.” Fyrian flew around the mages’ goalpost. “You saw how he stopped those swords.”

      “I didn’t know you were watching.”

      “That’s the best part about being bonded to you. I get to experience another life at the same time as mine.”

      Warmth flooded my insides, washing through the knots of unease that had formed since the wild dragon had gotten into Fyrian’s head. It no longer surprised me that the Council of Dragons would keep them in isolation before sending them for taming. Having lived outside the community, wild dragons didn’t understand the sacrifices the master dragons made to keep Mount Fornax a safe place for the dragons and their ogre-hybrid companions.

      Flavo glided around the arena, while Niger raised his hands above his head and brought them together. I leaned forward and squinted. From the light glowing from within his joined hands, it looked like he was compressing his flames. The fire between his hands grew and spun in a tight ball of red and amber and black. My brow furrowed. I’d only seen black flames once before. What in the Known World did they do?

      “That’s advanced magecraft,” replied Fyrian. “It makes the fire do your bidding once it leaves your body.”

      “Like a homunculus?” I asked.

      Her wings rose into a shrug. “But without the rotting flesh and stale urine.”

      When the fireball grew to about the size of a watermelon, Niger hurled it at the goal. “Try and stop that!”

      Fyrian leaped to the skies, head raised. I clung to her back and pointed the bident in the direction of the fireball. If it worked as I suspected, it could shoot out enough fire to skewer the ball, and I will have saved my first goal.

      The fireball arched through the air, and I tracked its movement and stood, stretching out the bident to catch it as it passed. I pushed my magic into its shaft, setting its prongs alight. With a little more power, the fire lengthened and expanded my reach. Just before it flew into Fyrian’s range, the ball dropped abruptly and flew under us toward the goal.

      With a roar of fury, Fyrian dipped into a downward loop and followed after the escaping fireball. I clenched my teeth at the sudden movement, stretching out my arms for balance. The soles of my boots were enchanted to stay onto her back, but they didn’t stop me wobbling when she moved at speed.

      “Use your venom,” I said.

      Fyrian spat out a stream of menthol-scented liquid. I pointed the bident at her venom, transforming it into a line of fire that stretched to the fireball just before it reached the goal. Fyrian rose to the skies, towing it away like the fireball was a balloon on a string.

      “That was amazing,” I cried out loud.

      Niger flew over, eyes shining, teeth flashing into a grin. “I knew the pair of you would be perfect for our team!”

      My cheeks heated. “Fyrian did all the work.”

      “It was your idea to use the venom,” she said. “And you lit it in time for me to catch the ball.”

      We practiced with more of his fireballs until Fyrian said Flavo was bored with flying around with so few players and wanted to return to his friends. Niger mounted Fyrian, while his dragon flew back to the mountain. As Fyrian took the scenic route back over the expanses of meadows and fields, I leaned on his broad chest, resting my head on his shoulder. One of his arms wrapped around my waist, and Uncle Orel pecked him when he tried to put a hand on my hip.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “He’s a bit protective.”

      Niger chuckled. “I did not know bluebirds could peck so hard.”

      I raised a shoulder. “They’re bigger and stronger than normal because they’re part-high fairy.”

      “But not enough to trigger the wards.”

      “Her Majesty doesn’t, and she’s only a half, but the wards keep out anyone who has more high fairy than that.”

      “What about spriggans? They cannot be full fairies.”

      I grimaced. “Who knows how the Forgotten King made them. But they had to trick Mount Fornax into lowering their fairy wards, so they definitely can’t come in whenever they like.”

      “How?” asked Niger.

      A lock of hair blew into my face, and I tucked it behind my ear. “I suppose it’s common knowledge now, but on the day of the opening ceremony, Her Majesty fell ill and needed to be taken to Elphame.”

      “And a high fairy needed to enter Mount Fornax to do the job?” he asked.

      “That’s how the spriggan sneaked in.”

      He grunted. “At least Madam Maritimus knows not to lower those wards for anything.”

      “That’s why the Prince Regent had to leave the region of Mount Fornax to contact Elphame.”

      We flew over a patch of pastureland close to the mountain. Below us, red and orange light writhed within a hollow giant sequoia. This had to be the Lightning Tree and the location where the homunculi had thrown explosives at us. A chuckle reverberated in Niger’s chest.

      I turned around. “What?”

      “You refer to your family with their titles like you are a commoner.”

      “It’s nice to be like everyone else for a change.”

      He shook his head. “You always stand out.”

      I reached for the hand not holding my waist and interlaced our fingers. “You say the sweetest things. I think you’re amazing, too.”

      He harrumphed. “Griffons are not sweet.”

      “All right. Gallant, then.”

      “That is better.”

      Fyrian landed on one of the terraces closest to the dorms. Niger slid down and helped me off. This time, I didn’t bother to complain about being able to get off a dragon on my own. I’d called him gallant, and that’s what gentlemen did in the romantic scrolls.

      She bade us good night and flew back to her stall, leaving Niger and me standing beneath a silver sycamore shedding its seeds. The breeze blew them down from the branches, and moonlight bounced off the wings of the swirling seeds, making them seem alive.

      I sighed. “You always know the nicest places.”

      “We’re still here,” said Uncle Orel from an overhead branch.

      I scowled up at the annoying bluebirds. Wasn’t it past their bedtimes? “Can you give me ten minutes privacy, please?”

      Uncle Rouen burst into a chittering laugh. “A girl can fall to ruin in less time.”

      “Two minutes, then?”

      “One,” said Uncle Orel.

      “Fine,” I growled. “One minute, then.”

      The pair hopped onto a higher branch. “All right.”

      “It doesn’t count if I can still see you!”

      Niger chuckled. “We can walk around to the other side of the tree. There is no door and less chance for anyone walking out to see us.”

      “All right.”

      He held my hand and led me around the thick tree trunk. We upset a cloud of dragon moths that had been hovering nearby, and they flew apart in a burst of light. Up above, the branches rustled, but I didn’t bother to look out for bluebirds. They had given us a minute, and I wouldn’t waste it.

      My foot caught something leathery. “What’s that on the ground?”

      He crouched down, spreading his lit arm for illumination. “Someone is unconscious.”

      I let go of his hand, unsheathed my parched sword, and created a huge flare. Four bodies, all warriors lay on the ground. They wore the green uniforms of grooms, and I think I recognized a couple from the day we used the tea stand to reach the bottom level.

      “No,” whispered Niger.

      “Do you know them?”

      “See the armbands? That means they are dragonet chaperones. We need to raise the alarm.”

      “Hold on.” I placed my hand on his arm. “Fyri? Can you see what’s happened?”

      “I’ll tell Fosco what’s happened and ask Hyacinthus to send some healers.”

      “Thanks.” I turned to Niger. “Fyrian’s raised the alarm.”

      He blew out a breath through his teeth. “I am glad you and Fyrian were here to help.”

      Two sets of footsteps thudded behind us. Uncles Orel and Rouen unsheathed their swords. “Be careful,” said Uncle Orel. “Whoever did this might be close.”

      “They took the dragonets.” My voice broke.

      Moments later, heavy footsteps approached. A quartet of healers carrying bright lanterns rushed down the terrace. “Step aside.”

      They tended to the fallen men. One of them, Master Hyacinthus, glanced up. “Cadet Bluford, isn’t it?”

      I gulped. “Yes.”

      “Can you tell us what happened?”

      “We finished drogott practice, and Fyrian flew us back here because it was closest to our dorms.”

      “Why did Fyrian-Lacerta fly you both back?” Master Fosco stepped out from the shadows. He had probably teleported in his dragon form as soon as Fyrian told him and had chosen this moment to intervene.

      “Flavo left the practice early because he was bored.”

      He nodded. “Continue.”

      I cringed, hoping he wouldn’t ask why I was sneaking around a tree with an older cadet. “We found these four lying unconscious, and I asked Fyrian to get help.”

      Healer Alabio raised his head. “This groom had a concussion and a fractured skull. I’ve healed his injuries, and he should be awake shortly.”

      His patient, a dark-haired half-ogre, groaned. “The dragonets!”

      “What happened to you?” Master Fosco shoved his way to the front.

      “We were escorting a dozen green dragonets to their roost. Asproceros attacked us from behind with some kind of cudgel.”

      “Did you see him?” I asked.

      He shook his head and winced at the moment.

      I stepped forward. “How did you know it was Asproceros?”

      “Who else but a mighty ogre can hit four males with one blow?” he said.

      “A dragon,” I replied.

      Everyone conscious turned to look at me. Master Fosco frowned. “None of my dragons would harm the grooms and steal dragonets.”

      “But that wild dragon might.”

      He stepped back. “I will check.”

      Master Fosco disappeared, and I gaped. “I thought purple dragons had to transform to teleport.”

      “Not if they are as old as Master Fosco,” said Master Hyacinthus.

      Seconds later, he reappeared. “The wild dragon is still in his cell. The culprit has to be an intruder.”

      Another groom sat up. “Or a spriggan,” he said with a groan. They can do anything!”

      Everyone fell silent. The notion that spriggans had invaded Mount Fornax to steal dragonets made my stomach churn. The wards had been strengthened against them since the time the eggs were stolen. After everything that had happened, King Magnar’s sisters wouldn’t bring an artifact into the territory to give the spriggans an opening… Would they?
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      Niger and I joined the search party, looking for the missing dragonets, but there were few clues except that whoever attacked the grooms had done so with one blow. When Madam Maritimus and her team arrived to illuminate the area, there were no footprints or signs that anyone with the bulk and power needed to incapacitate four half-ogres had even visited the terrace. It was almost as though the dragonet thief had appeared and reappeared at the scene of the crime by magic.

      The next morning, everyone in the mess hall talked about the missing dragonets. Even Eyepatch wiped a tear as he served porridge with oats he had harvested with the help of the other servers. With a yawn, I slumped at the breakfast table with Stafford, Gobi, and Rufus. Nothing about the thefts made sense. Why would Asproceros return to the territory where he had murdered a dragon rider, knowing there was a warrant for his death.

      A fight broke out in front of the griddles. A seven-foot-tall dragon tamer accused his much shorter colleague of having stolen his cloak. Master Torreo threw the larger male across the mess hall and out through the barrier, shouting a warning to anyone who wanted to fight close to his fine cooking equipment.

      I shook my head. “This is getting ridiculous. Why is everyone blaming each other?”

      Stafford mumbled something into his bowl.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I asked.

      He shook his head and shoveled a heaping spoonful of porridge into his mouth. This level of despondency could only mean that things hadn’t gone well with Evolene. Or that he had venture somewhere else instead of going to see her as we had discussed the day before.

      I narrowed my eyes. “You didn’t go to the laboratory last night, did you?”

      “Phoenix was at the gates of the Healer’s Academy.” Stafford leaned across, fingers stretching toward my jug of rhododendron honey.

      I pulled it out of reach. “So what?”

      His head snapped up. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      “Anything.” I poured a generous amount of red honey into my porridge. “He might have been delivering a message for Master Fosco, talked to Dr. Duclair about a class, or seen one of the healers about a chipped claw. You might have found out if you’d bothered to go in and ask.”

      “It’s all right for you,” he muttered. “The person you like is less complicated.”

      Shooting a furtive glance at Rufus, I gave Stafford a gentle kick under the table and shoved the jug of honey into his hand. “Never mind that. What do you think’s going on with all these fights?”

      Stafford shrugged. “It’s Asproceros, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what they want it to look like,” I replied.

      Rufus set down his foot-long warthog sausage. “You think the real culprit is disguising his tracks?”

      I nodded. “He’s making everyone go crazy.”

      Gobi dunked his sausage in a bowl of green chili sauce. “You were talking about him yesterday.”

      “He tried to poison Fyrian against me,” I stirred my porridge, making it turn pink.

      Stafford’s eyes widened. “Who?”

      “The wild dragon the tamers brought in a few days ago.”

      Rufus shook his head. “Wild dragons are notorious for causing discord among their own kind, but they do not make warriors fight.”

      “He’s right.” Stafford held my jug of honey and raised his brows in question. When I gave him a nod, he poured half the contents into his porridge. “Not even a purple dragon can do that.”

      “They can teleport and hurt people with their roars, right?” I asked. “What else are purples known for?”

      Rufus broke his breakfast sausage into four smaller pieces and submerged them in his bowl of green chili. “Each dragon is strong in one particular sense. Greens have the best eyesight, whites and silvers have the best sense of smell.” He fished a piece out with his fork and stuffed it in his mouth. “Reds have the most sensitive taste buds, and blues have the best sense of hearing.”

      “You’ve missed out black dragons,” said Stafford. “They have the best sense of touch because they need it to work with the earth.”

      I poured the rest of the honey into my porridge. “That’s covered all the senses. What about purples?”

      “They’re the most perceptive,” said Rufus.

      “Mind readers?”

      He shrugged. “Who knows.”

      “Maybe Phoenix will tell us,” said Gobi.

      Stafford lowered his head, muttering something unintelligible into his spoonful of porridge. I pursed my lips and stirred my breakfast. Just because Master Fosco was in love with his bondmate, it didn’t mean that Phoenix would go the same way. Evolene seemed more interested in working with Master Jesper than riding about on a dragon.

      “All right, then.” I folded my arms across my chest. “What type of dragon can affect people's’ moods?”

      Rufus’ brows drew together. “None.”

      Gobi snickered. “Apart from Rubens, when he kicked Muti in the—”

      “What if a dragon had scales of all colors?” I shot Gobi a filthy look.

      “Wasn’t the wild dragon white?” asked Stafford.

      “Iridescent,” I replied.

      “What color is that?” asked Gobi.

      “It depends on what angle you look at. I saw all the colors on his scales except black.”

      Gobi drew his brows together. “Maybe he is a new type.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever he is, let’s hope they work out how to stop him.”

      “And where he hid the dragonets if you are right.” Rufus stood and headed for the doors leading to the hallway. “Time for History of Dragons.”

      I followed after my classmates, thinking through what I knew. The wild dragon believed the dragons of Mount Fornax to have mentally enslaved themselves to ogre-hybrids in exchange for a comfortable prison. Someone with that point of view might think it was too late to save the grown dragons, but they could save the dragonets, who would be young and impressionable enough to learn how to see us as their enemy.

      “He seems the type,” said Fyrian. “But where did he put the dragonets?”

      “That depends on what type he is. An earth dragon could make an underground hideout.” I stepped out into the hallway lit by dim gaslights.

      Fyrian fell silent for a moment. “But he didn’t have a trace of black or brown on his scales.”

      “It’s just an example.” I followed Stafford through a set of double doors and down several flights of stairs into another hallway.

      “How is he getting out of his cage?” asked Fyrian.

      “He teleports.”

      “Oh! Because he has all the other colors including purple.”

      “Exactly.” I stepped into the History of Dragons lecture theater; a large room that overlooked a cave enjoyed by dragonets. Today, the ultramarine pool lay empty, probably because last night’s attack had driven the dragonets into hiding. I lowered myself into the seat next to Stafford and pulled out my writing material. Thinking went so much smoother when Fyrian was there to help me sort my thoughts.

      Master Roopal rose from his desk and walked across the front of the small lecture theater, rubbing the stump of his left arm. “I was going to continue with what happened to the dragons during their captivity with the fairies, but pressing matters necessitate me to impart some recent history.”

      I sat up and held my quill at the ready. Would this be a talk about the wild dragon who orchestrated the underground tunnel?

      He pulled the curtain off the board, revealing a detailed drawing of a white-haired ogre with heavy brows concealing beady, black eyes. Instead of a nose, an ivory horn protruded from the middle of his face.

      “This is Asproceros, otherwise known as Simum Simum. He is one of the most notorious poachers in Steppe.”

      One of the healers sitting in the front of the lecture theater raised her hand. “Sir, is this the ogre who killed a dragon rider?”

      Master Roopal nodded. “Alas, young Paniscus was a talented rider cut down by this criminal for protecting his beloved dragon. Asproceros entered the dragon’s stall and tried to force her to leave the wards with him.”

      “How?” asked Muti. “No dragon would follow someone they did not like.”

      I leaned forward. Muti had a point. Even if Asproceros was a strong ogre, dragons were still more powerful. Rapier reds were probably about the same in size and strength as a full ogre, but they had teeth and claws and flames to use for self-defense.

      Master Roopal pinched the bridge of his nose. “Asproceros carved an instrument from a bottle gourd, believing that playing it would lure the dragons out from their stalls and follow him.”

      “Like a snake charmer?” asked Gobi.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Dragons love the arts, and music can prove to be a distraction for even the most agitated of our kind.”

      I frowned. Did that mean anyone with a musical instrument could distract a dragon? That was dangerous knowledge in the hands of the wrong person.

      “We like music but not enough to lose our senses,” said Fyrian. “I heard she followed Asproceros out of curiosity. Everyone here knows better than to trail after a strange musician now.”

      I tapped my quill on my chin. Perhaps full-sized dragons knew to be wary of strangers, but what about young dragonets like the group we washed the other day? They could barely behave themselves, let alone heed a warning not to follow an interesting stranger.

      “You’re right,” Fyrian said with a smoky sigh. “I used to love the palace musician. It took several years for me to focus on other things while the music played.”

      “Mother taught me the pipe. Would you like me to come to your stall and play sometimes?”

      “Would you?” her voice raised several octaves.

      “Of course.”

      Stafford gave me a nudge, returning my focus to the lecture. I glanced at his notes, which were already half a page long. Sending him a silent word of thanks, I dipped my quill into the ink pot and scribbled down what he had written.

      “Why doesn’t the head of his Noble House deal with Asproceros?” asked one of the healer cadets, a quarter-ogre with curly, blond hair.

      “It is now defunct and in disgrace,” replied Master Roopal.

      “Which one is it?” the cadet asked.

      “The former House of Rhinoceros.”

      Stafford raised his hand. “B-but… b-but…”

      “Yes?” Master Roopal gave him a nod of encouragement.

      “But Mount Fornax was built on the former grounds of Rhinoceros.”

      “Indeed. Some believe he poaches from dragons because they now own what used to belong to his kin.”

      I closed my eyes and let out a shuddering breath. At least the reason why Asproceros kept returning to Mount Fornax made sense. The history between the Royal Houses of Rhinoceros and Suidae were complicated, starting from Aunt Cendrilla’s grandmother. I shook my head. This wasn’t the time to dredge up centuries-old history. A deadly poacher with a grudge might have infiltrated the mountain and could kill again if someone got in his way.

      Rufus grunted. “If the House of Rhinoceros had not plotted against Her Majesty, they still might have a home.”

      Master Roopal smiled. “It is lucky for us dragons that they did, then.”

      A knock sounded on the door, and a thin man wearing a homespun tunic stepped inside. “A message for Rufus Griffon.”

      “Here.” Master Roopal gestured at Rufus.

      The messenger descended the stairs and stopped at our level. He handed Rufus a small scroll and walked away. Rufus cracked it open, scanned his contents and turned around. “Which brother is injured?”

      A spasm of fear squeezed my heart. Niger!

      “Sorry.” The messenger shrugged. “They didn’t tell me.”

      Fingers trembling, I stuffed my writing equipment into my knapsack and nudged Stafford to swing his legs to the side to let me pass. “I’m coming with you.” Rufus cast an absent glance in my direction and pulled himself to his feet. I whispered to Gobi, “Will you be able to pack his bag at the end of the class?”

      He sat up straighter and gave me a grim nod. “Please tell us what happened. All his brothers are very nice.”

      “All right.”

      Rufus and I left the History of Dragons class, and we walked in silence through the hallways. As soon as we reached the terrace, and the door clicked shut, he asked, “What is between you and my brother?”

      Cold shock spread across my belly, making me catch my breath. “Which one?”

      “Do not feign ignorance, Bluford.”

      My gaze darted around the terrace and over the clump of sunflowers that seemed to lean in to hear my reply. I stared down at the chamomile lawn. Rufus was a lot more observant than the average warrior. He must have seen Niger touching my hand.

      I forced myself to breathe. “I’m the reserve keeper in the—”

      “No.”

      “What, then?”

      “Niger has a lot of friends but none he treasures as much as you.”

      I raised my shoulders into a shrug. “You take care of Gobi like he’s a little brother. Maybe Niger’s doing the same for me.”

      “Gobi is twelve and recently lost his mother. You are seventeen and have both parents.”

      We walked across the lawn in silence, feet crunching the flowers underfoot. What could I say? Any lie I might be able to concoct under this amount of pressure would be so transparent, he would suspect Niger of doing worse than consorting with a Princess in disguise. But if I told the truth, Rufus might report me to someone who could cause me a lot of trouble.

      “You should tell him,” said Fyrian. “Then he’ll stop asking questions.”

      “And start telling me off for taking a boy’s space at the Dragon Mage Academy. You know what he’s like.”

      She gave me a mental shrug. “The news will come out sooner or later. It’s best that you have a few allies who already know and don’t care.”

      I chewed my lip. She was right.

      “There is something I need to tell you,” I said in a small voice.

      “If it is related to why King Magnar is equally as obsessed with you as he is with Princess Alba, I already know.”

      My feet ground to a halt. “How?”

      “Princess Alba demonstrated her fire magic in the opening ceremony. Only a trained mage could have done that. The name Albert Bluford is too similar to Alba Bluebeard. And for the last few weeks, Niger looks at nobody but you.”

      “Oh. Why didn’t anyone else notice?”

      “I only noticed when the loyalty elixir wore off. He tried to kiss you even when he heard Master Jesper’s explanation that Princess Alba was Bluford all along.”

      “Right.” I dipped my head and continued walking down the terrace.

      “Your actions could get my brother executed,” said Rufus. “Half-ogre males should not consort with witches.”

      The words hit me like a boulder. Even though the only thing I shared with witches was my gender and being a quarter-ogre, I supposed someone worried about his brother’s wellbeing would categorize me with the most protected species in all of Steppe.

      He stamped on a stone, activating an upward flight of stairs. “If you care about Niger, you will break things off.”

      Anguish twisted at my heart, making me rub at my chest. I had only just gotten to know Niger, and already, he’d become one of the most important people in my life. But I couldn’t hang onto him and risk his neck.

      Fyrian let out a smoky sigh. “He’s right, you know. There was a case at the Ogre Senate where a witch ran away with a half-ogre. They got married in Volcania, but the baby killed her. When the witch’s family tracked the half-ogre down, the Magistratus had him executed.”

      Swallowing hard, I followed Rufus up the stairs.

      He glanced at me over his shoulder. “It is like I said to you the first time the witches arrested you. Your mother may not be the Queen of Steppe, but your father is the Prince Regent, who protects you from your recklessness. Even a member of a Noble House will not be immune to the Bluebeard wrath if anything untoward happened between you and my brother.”

      The truth in his words hit like a boulder to the gut. Both Mother and Father had killed people who had hurt me. “I-I’ll talk to him.”

      “And if Niger decides you are worth the risk?”

      “I won’t let this continue, but please… give me time to break things off nicely.”

      “Very well.” He strode ahead in silence, leaving me trailing behind, dread and despair wallowing within my gut.

      At the Healer’s Academy building, a receptionist directed us to a hospital room much like the one I had stayed in when I’d contracted Fyrian’s clearscale symptoms. We both paused at the door before knocking. My frantic heart shook my bones to the marrow. What if Asproceros had maimed Niger, or even killed him?

      Rufus opened the door, and Niger glanced up from where he sat at the foot of the bed. My spine sagged with relief, and I emptied my lungs in a single breath. My gaze fell onto the figure on the bed. It was Livens, the brother I had met at the Healer’s Academy whose dragon had been bitten by a sea serpent.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Niger stood. “Somebody hit him with the full strength of an ogre, and he smashed every single bone in his face on the wall and lost his teeth.”

      “Oh, no!”

      “He has been healed, but they are keeping him in a deep sleep so his mind can process the shock while he slumbers.”

      He guided me to the bench next to him, and we sat. Since Rufus was the only other conscious person in the room and already knew my secret, I slipped my hand into Niger’s. “I’m sorry about your brother.”

      He nodded. “Whoever did this will pay.”

      The door slammed open, and I yanked my hand out of Niger’s grip. Masters Fosco and Hyacinthus entered the room, followed by Brunus, Virens, Albens, and a half-ogre female with the same auburn colored hair as the Griffon brothers. She held the hand of a boy about the same age as Gobi, with auburn fluff on his cheeks.

      “Lady Griffon,” said Master Fosco. “I apologize for meeting under such unhappy circumstances.”

      “Will he be all right?” she asked.

      Master Hyacinthus cleared his throat. “I healed Livens personally with the help of Dr. Duclair. All the bones are mended, and we’re just giving him a little time to mentally convalesce.”

      She dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. “When will you catch this wretched Asproceros? If he kills again, I will withdraw every single boy of mine serving in your sanctuary.”

      The Griffon brothers all scowled, including the youngest. Master Fosco explained that Madam Maritimus had set traps for Asproceros, but Lady Griffon demanded that every single warrior and civilian hunt for the poacher so she could execute him herself.

      “We don’t think it’s the ogre,” I whispered to Niger. “That wild dragon has to be the one attacking everyone.”

      “What did you say?” asked Lady Griffon.

      I repeated my words.

      Mater Fosco snarled. “I am not sure why Cadet Bluford is bothering your family with wild theories. Only purple dragons can teleport, and the wild dragon dwells behind two layers of runes that prevent teleportation inside and outside his cage.”

      “I see…” the half-ogress narrowed her eyes. “Is Bluford a minor house from Steppe or elsewhere?”

      I jumped to my feet and bowed. Hopefully, whispering didn’t count as doing anything untoward that could get me expelled. “My apologies, Lady Griffon. I will take my leave.”
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      I hurried out of the room and down to the end of the hallway, glancing over my shoulder for signs of Lady Griffon or a furious Master Fosco.

      “You should have stayed and explained what you meant about the wild dragon,” said Fyrian. “He’s behind all the violence, not that poacher.”

      “Right.” I galloped down the stairs. “Then she’d want to know why I was sitting next to Niger instead of my classmate, and Rufus would have to tell her I was Princess Alba in disguise. Then Lady Griffin would throw herself at Father’s mercy and beg for her son’s life.”

      “Hmmm…”

      Fyrian wasn’t disagreeing with me, so I continued my speculation. “Next, Father would lock me up somewhere as he had threatened, and I’d be so desperate for company, I’d allow King Magnar to rescue me. And that would result in some kind of double damsel denial, where I ended up his magically obedient concubine and lived in his tower between battles.”

      “Possible, but morbid,” she said.

      “And King Magnar would place you in a lower level with a better view, or something.”

      Fyrian sent me a mental prod. “Wait until you get Niger on his own and tell him why he’s putting himself in danger.”

      I swallowed. “I hadn’t thought of things from the Griffon point of view. People have been executed for much less than kissing a Princess.”

      “Maybe if your mother had explained things that way, you might have thought twice about kissing Niger all those times.”

      “It was only twice.” I hurried down the hallway.

      “It would have been three times if you hadn’t found the four unconscious grooms.”

      I pushed the laboratory door open, and a gust of foul air filled my lungs, making my mind summersault. The alchemical markings on the walls blurred, then my vision sharpened back to normal. I rocked back on my heels, arms splayed out for balance.

      Evolene rushed to the door and grabbed my arm. “A-are you all right?”

      I leaned onto her tiny frame. “What in the Known World was that?”

      “You’d better sit.” She guided me out of the room and back into the hallway.

      I slumped against a wall and slid down onto my behind. Another burst of dizziness rocked my body, and I leaned forward, resting my forearms on my knees. “Ugh. What’s happening to me?”

      “That was the second stage of the spriggan poison.” She gave me a gentle pat on the back. “We finished it a few minutes ago but didn’t get round to clearing the air.”

      I glanced up. A breathing parasol covered her crown like an overstuffed mushroom head, and tentacles stretched down into her nostrils and mouth. At least that explained why she’d been in no hurry to get rid of the poisonous fumes.

      “How am I going to fight spriggans with that if it affects me so badly?”

      “It’s only stage one out of four,” she replied. “We still have to add lots of other ingredients and make magical transformations. There’s a spell at the end where we get samples from fairies who might be exposed to the poison. It works by excluding them from its effects.”

      “Oh.” I rubbed my brow. “It sounds more complicated than the antidote to the loyalty elixir.”

      The door opened and closed, then plodding footsteps approached. Master Jesper crouched in front of me, not wearing a breathing parasol. Troll physiology was probably so different to ours that it didn’t get affected by anything but trollsbane and the usual instruments of war.

      “Take this.” It held out a vial of Liquid Invigoration. “It should give you the boost you need until bedtime.”

      “Thanks.” I took the vial and uncorked it with my teeth. The scent of lemon exploded across my senses, and I gulped its fizzy contents. Cool liquid slid over my throat, down my gullet, and into my stomach, where its energizing effects expanded into my torso and limbs. I raised my head and smiled. “Ah! Much better.”

      “Please accept my apologies for the exposure,” said the troll. “Next time, I will perform an enchantment that filters fumes at the doorway, so you’re not affected by the poison.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “Very good.” The troll stood. “Was there anything you needed?”

      “I just wanted to catch up with Evolene.”

      Master Jesper beamed. “In that case, I will leave you children to talk among yourselves.”

      The troll walked back to the laboratory and closed the door. Evolene lowered herself onto the floor next to me. “By the way, I performed a few spells on the scrap of fabric I found in your room.”

      “Did you learn anything interesting?”

      She shook her head. “Whoever stole from you knew what they were doing. They also used a leave-no-trace invisibility cloak.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “It’s something burglars wear when they’re robbing a victim who can afford forensic witches.” She raised a shoulder. “The cloak wraps around you and covers everything. Any hair or skin or sweat you might shed goes into the fabric.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Then we’ll find where he threw it out. Something as powerful as that has to be a one-use garment, right?”

      “That’s the thing. Leave-no-trace invisibility cloaks self-combust when you take them off, leaving no trace of the user.”

      I clenched my fists. “Who would develop such a terrible thing?”

      She dipped her head, covering her features in a curtain of chestnut hair. “A-actually, it was me. F-father had the idea and he got me to keep making versions of the cloak until I got it right.”

      “Did he sell them to people?”

      For several moments, she didn’t reply. At first, I thought she needed a moment to gather herself before speaking, but tears fell into her lap, and her shoulders shook.

      I placed a hand on her arm. “Whatever it is, I won’t judge you. I know he forced you to commit those crimes, and you’ve been punished already.”

      “H-he…” she whispered, her voice becoming quieter with every word. “H-he sold them to…”

      “Huh?” I leaned into her, straining to hear. “I didn’t catch his name.”

      “Asproceros.”

      Every drop of blood drained from my face and fell into my hardening stomach. I tensed, mouth falling open. Evolene had… I couldn’t even think the words. I had imagined the crimes she had been forced to commit had been petty, but how many villains had she helped? Asproceros had very likely used her leave-no-trace cloak to infiltrate Mount Fornax and attempt to steal poor, dead Paniscus’ dragon.

      She raised her head a fraction and peeked up at me through her lashes, tears still glistening in her eyes. A lump formed in my throat, and I pushed all judgement aside and forced my features into a neutral mask. It was easy for me to refuse Father. He wasn’t a complete tyrant, and I’d always had Mother fighting my corner. Evolene had had nobody.

      Fyrian snarled. “They should bring Jack Galloway back to life again and punish him slowly. That poor rider got killed because of him.”

      “Does Roseate know?” I asked.

      Evolene shook her head. “I couldn’t bear to tell her. So few people talk to her here. If she didn’t have me to say hello to each day, she’d be lonely.”

      “R-right.” I blew out a breath. “If you want to stop feeling bad about it, you’ll have to help catch the thief.”

      “You think it’s Asproceros now?” asked Fyrian.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “The leave-no-trace cloak is a more plausible explanation than a wild dragon capable of sneaking in and out of its cage to attack without a trace. Everything that got stolen seems more useful to an ogre than a dragon.”

      “I can’t see the wild dragon wanting to steal raw oats,” she said with a laugh. “That doesn’t mean he isn’t somehow involved.”

      Evolene stared up at me, eyes shining with determination. “Do you have a plan?”

      “Errr….” I loosened the collar of my undershirt. “Not yet.”

      “Fosco said if you do any inappropriate, you’d be expelled.”

      “If Asproceros is behind all the attacks, I can’t sit around doing nothing,” I replied. “He’s a killer who’s hurting people and stealing dragonets. The curfews aren’t working, and the security witches won’t be able to find him in a leave-no-trace invisibility cloak.”

      “Oh, I’m not saying you shouldn’t do it,” Fyrian drawled. “But if you get expelled, I don’t want you to blame me for not reminding you of the consequences.”

      “Fine.”

      I turned back to Evolene. “Leave it with me. There’s something missing in this puzzle that I need to find out.”

      “Anything I can help with?” she asked.

      “Unless you know the habits and powers of iridescent, wild dragons, no.”

      After making arrangements to meet Evolene later, I bounded up the stairs with Master Jesper’s elixir powering my limbs. I would have to ask the troll to supply me with some more for practicing speed drills.

      “You forgot to ask them for an anti-nausea elixir,” said Fyrian.

      “It’ll have to wait until next time.”

      “You also forgot to ask Evolene if she knew a way to counter the leave-no-trace invisibility cloak.”

      “That’s a brilliant idea.” I reached the top of the stairs and hurried down the hallway. “If she was forced to make it, I’d bet she’d work in a way for the culprit to get caught.”

      “Or she did, and when the first batch failed, her father got angry. Remember that time you found her beaten unconscious and clutching that fake note?”

      I shuddered and pushed the door to the ground floor hallway open. Those wounds had been real.

      As I reached the exit, a male healers shoved the door open, carrying the front of a stretcher and shouted, “Make way!”

      I glanced at the unconscious cadet lying inside. Blood covered his features, but his green and gold hair was unmistakable. “Muti!”

      The short security witch following them said, “You know this male?”

      “Muticus Pavo,” I replied. “First-year dragon rider cadet. What happened to him?”

      “His friends found him outside the Warrior Queen in this state.” She rocked forward, holding a staff six inches taller than her actual height.  “How would you describe your relationship?”

      I furrowed my brow, following the healers down the hallway with my gaze. “If his friends found him, then you should already know his na—” My eyes bulged. “You think I beat him up.”

      “Just answer the question.”

      I eyed the witch. She stood about five feet six, with periwinkle-blue hair and looked about ten years my senior. I didn’t recognize her features, so she couldn’t be related to the witches in our Noble House. Perhaps she came from a distant branch family. “I only just got to know him last week. Before that, I used to only see him around in classes. His friends will tell you.”

      “Do you know anyone who might have wanted to hurt him?” she asked.

      “Rufus Griffon,” said a voice from behind. The black-haired dragon rider cadet who usually accompanied Muti everywhere loomed over us. “They fought bitterly in Swordsmanship class.”

      I shook my head. “It couldn’t have been Rufus. He got called out from History of Dragons class to visit his brother. He’s been here ever since.”

      “Who can corroborate this?” asked the witch.

      I pointed in the direction of Livens’ room. “The whole family is in there. Masters Fosco and Hyacinthus also saw him.”

      The witch nodded. “Thank you for your help.”

      I turned to the rider cadet. “You don’t think Rufus did this.”

      He shrugged. “Everyone else likes Muti except for Gobi, but he is too young to cause that much damage.”

      “And everyone says Asproceros has returned to Mount Fornax. Why didn’t you mention his name?”

      The cadet raised his shoulders. “Why would a poacher attack Muti? He does not look after dragonets, and someone already stole his lucky shilling.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

      After going into Muti’s room to wish him a speedy recovery, I headed out of the building. The sun hung low in a sky lightened by a thin covering of clouds. I sucked in a deep breath. I was still reeling from Livens’ attack and the revelation that Evolene had been forced into more criminal activity than I’d suspected, and I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. Fyrian and I needed to sift through everything we had learned and work out the best way to catch the culprit before he hurt someone else or stole any more dragonets.

      Outside, beyond the chamomile lawn, a group of dragon warriors stood around the Healing Academy’s iron gates. My steps slowed. Had someone else gotten hurt? One of them, a half-ogre rider in red leather who wore his gray hair cropped close to his scalp, nodded in greeting. “Master Fosco says cadets are to travel in packs no less than four.”

      “Has anything happened?”

      “Two more attacks. A rider cadet and another groom.”

      I knew about Muti, but the groom was news to me. “Did the attacker take any dragonets?”

      “Silkie works in the refectory and supervises the feeding of full-sized dragons.”

      “That’s strange.” I rubbed my chin. “Why would Asproceros want to attack him?”

      He shrugged. “Wrong place? Wrong time?”

      “I can’t see that poacher going after someone who fed dragons,” said Fyrian. “Unless he wanted to dose their food.”

      I stared at my feet. “But why beat him unconscious? I’ll bet the witches are testing the meat for signs of elixirs.”

      “Someone wanting to commit widespread poisoning would be too sneaky to beat up the man in charge of feeding dragons,” said Fyrian.

      “True.”

      “Come on, Cadet.” The gray-haired rider gave me a hearty clap on the shoulder. “Where do you want us to escort you?”

      I glanced up and blinked. Hadn’t Master Fosco said cadets weren’t allowed out on their own? “The dorms.”

      Three of them broke away from the rest of the group and walked with me across the lawn. The rider said, “All the dorm doors are magically locked now. Nobody goes in or out unless they belong there.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Today. They are stepping up on security with that murderer around.”

      The warriors updated me on the latest security measures Madam Maritimus had put into place. One of them worked with the groom who had been attacked. He was a short, human-looking male who carried the biggest and thickest longsword I had ever seen.

      I eyed its blade. “Did your colleague have any enemies?”

      “Silkie? Everybody liked him.” He snickered. “Apart from Percoquo.”

      Fyrian groaned. “That idiot.”

      “Who’s that?” I asked out loud.

      “A dragon who never knows when to stop eating.” The groom swung the longsword over his shoulder, making everyone flinch. “That dragon’s stomach must be enchanted to hold ten times its capacity. Silkie tried everything to curb his appetite, but nothing worked.”

      We reached the edge of the surface, and the gray-haired rider activated a stone so we could descend the stairs. I followed them down the next few terraces until we reached the level of the dormitories. Then we entered the mountain and walked the dim hallways.

      “What’s wrong with wanting extra meat?” I asked Fyrian.

      “He’d steal food from right under the noses of other dragons. Shameless! No matter how much the others beat him down, he would be back for more.”

      “Did Percoquo have parasites?” I asked the groom.

      “In his brain, perhaps,” Fyrian muttered.

      I ignored her comment and focused on the groom’s answer. “The healers checked him for everything they could find. Even Master Hyacinthus said he was normal. Then the witches filled his stomach with water to test its capacity. Normal. Percoquo just hates missing out on extra portions!”

      I chewed my lip. That still didn’t explain why the dragon would hate Silkie. “What happens to Percoquo now?”

      “Silkie uses bait to lure him into a solitary spot to have his own meal. It’s enchanted to trap him while everyone else eats.” The short groom shook his head. “I never heard a dragon wail until then!”

      Fyrian snorted. “He cries like a hatchling begging to be fed. It’s so annoying.”

      We reached the doors of my dormitory, and I thanked the warriors. The door clicked open at my touch, and I stepped inside.

      “Fyri,” I pushed the door to my room open, took off my sword belt, and sat at my study desk. All traces of the robbery were gone. Knowing that the thief used a leave-no-trace cloak was some kind of comfort. At least there weren’t traces of him left to clean up. “I’ve worked it out.”

      “From a conversation about the greediest dragon who ever lived?” Fyrian replied.

      “Yes. Think about it. Locking him up is cruel.”

      “To you, maybe, but he once snatched a rabbit rex from my jaws and gobbled it in four bites. Solum wouldn’t let me have another. If Percoquo hadn’t been so stronger than me, I would have ripped open his belly there and then.”

      I grimaced and slipped off my flying jacket. At times like this, Stafford’s propensity to take a share whatever I put on my porridge seemed quite endearing. “Um… All right. Do you want to hear my theory?”

      “Go on, then.”

      “To Percoquo, being locked up is cruelty.”

      “Which he richly deserves.”

      “That’s why the groom got attacked.”

      “Percoquo wouldn’t go that far,” said Fyrian. “Apart from his habit of stealing people’s meals, he isn’t all that bad.”

      “I wasn’t talking about him. It’s the wild dragon.” I toed off my boots and walked to the washstand, pulled the spigot and let the sandstone bowl fill with warm water.

      Fyrian paused. “Why would he care about a greedy guts?”

      “Everyone who was attacked did something to a dragon.” I opened the washstand’s cupboard doors and pulled out a washcloth and bar of apothecary soap. “Livens drove his under the Cursed Sea and got him bitten by a sea serpent. Muti punched that rapier red in the face.”

      “Yes, but how would the wild dragon know?”

      “You all communicate telepathically, what if someone’s giving him all the news about Mount Fornax?”

      “That makes sense, but Fosco said the dragon can’t teleport out of his cell. I think my other theory might work better.”

      “Which one?” I lathered up the soap.

      “He’s a new type of mind-controlling dragon, and he’s inciting those who get angry with ogre-hybrids to rebel.”
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      All night long, I lay in bed, mulling over Fyrian’s words. The wild dragon certainly had the power to poison minds, as he had caused a wedge between Fyrian and me that had lasted several hours. But could he persuade a dragon attack someone? I couldn’t picture Rubens hurting Muti maliciously. Theirs had been a fair fight. And while I didn’t know Livens’ dragon, Cymatilis, it made no sense for a dragon to attack their bondmate to the point where they were kept in a healing coma to recuperate from their trauma. Fyrian had vouched for Percoquo, the greedy dragon, even though she found him an irritation.

      I shook my head. If the wild dragon controlled minds rather than poisoned them, he would be capable of inciting dragons to do anything. But why not use that power to gain his freedom or to avoid getting caught? Closing my eyes, I pushed away my speculations. Everything would probably become clearer after a few hours of sleep.

      Hours later, the clang and clatter of furniture outside my room shook me from my slumber. My eyes snapped open, and I swung out of the mattress.

      “What’s happening?” asked Fyrian.

      “There’s someone in the common room.”

      “Who?”

      After slipping on my leather armor over my silk underclothes, I picked up my sword belt from where I left it on my desk and fastened it around my middle. The sound of a body hitting the door made my heart flip-flop. What if this was another attack?

      Unsheathing my Parched Sword, I crept toward the door and placed my fingertips on the handle.

      “Wait!” hissed Fyrian.

      “What?” I snatched my hand away.

      “If that wild dragon has teleported into the common room, a parched sword isn’t going to fight him off.”

      “What do you suggest?” Another thump reverberated on my door, followed by a groan. “Fyri, someone could be out there, getting hurt.”

      “All right.” She paused for a moment, seeming to think things over. “Turn the lights off, open the door a crack, peep out, then slam it shut.”

      “What’s that going to do?”

      “I’ll be looking through your eyes. If it’s the wild dragon, I’ll see him before he sees you.”

      I huffed out a breath. This plan made no sense whatsoever, but since I was the one who wanted to rush out into the common room, I wasn’t going to waste time complaining. After tapping on the wall to turn off the light, I pulled the door handle and opened the door.

      Stafford slumped over the back of a sofa, dangling a sword in his loose fingers. I glanced around the common room for signs of his assailant, but no one else was there.

      “What happened to you?” I whispered.

      A groan was my only reply.

      “He made a lot of noise for someone so small,” said Fyrian. “Do you think the wild dragon teleported out when you opened the door?”

      “Possibly.” I rushed over to my friend and hoisted him upright. “Stafford. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Lean him against the wall and let me take a look.”

      “Right.” For someone larger and bulkier than me, Stafford was surprisingly compliant. After sliding my shoulder under his arm, I walked him to the wall and held him in place. A gust of chili-scented alcohol wafted from his breath, making me wince. “Oh! You’ve been drinking dragon’s tears.”

      “Just one.” He raised his index finger.

      “What else?”

      “Mead, mostly.”

      I tutted at the bruise blooming over his temple. “And you got into a fight.”

      His broad shoulders hunched around his ears. “Not just me. About a hundred warriors. Someone stole somebody’s something, and then there was some talk about honor and satisfaction. One thing led to another, and soon, the whole tavern was fighting.”

      I pursed my lips. “So, you had to join in? I thought you were going to see Evolene.”

      His head flopped down to his chest. “I wanted a drink first, then a group of riders said I wasn’t a real ogre unless I drank dragons’ tears.”

      “You shouldn’t listen to that type of talk.”

      He closed his eyes. “I’m going to sleep.”

      I shook my head. Stafford could have avoided all of this by going to see Evolene. “What time is it, Fyri?”

      “Just before dawn, judging by the light streaming over the mountains. If you let him go to bed, he’ll miss classes.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking.” I pulled Stafford out from the wall. “We’re going to get some breakfast.”

      “What about the curfew?” he mumbled.

      “Did anyone attack you on the way back from the Warrior Queen?”

      “No, but I had four riders walk me back to my dorms.”

      “At least they took responsibility after getting you drunk,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      “Come on.” I slung his arm over my shoulders, propping him up. “We’re going to the mess hall.

      Since all the attacks had taken place in the outdoors, we kept to the dark hallways, hiding in alcoves whenever footsteps approached. I was almost certain the attacker was the wild dragon but couldn’t shake off all the talk about Asproceros returning to Mount Fornax for his final act of revenge. With the spriggans desperate for dragons, it would make sense for them to hire someone with a track record of breaking into the mountain.

      Stafford huffed and exhaled chili and alcohol-scented breath, making me wrinkle my nose, but we finally reached the entrance to the mess hall.

      I pushed open one of the doors, and the warm, rich scent of roasted chicory root wafted into my nostrils. It was a hot beverage, naturally sweet and far richer than tea, that Mother enjoyed in the morning. It came from plants we grew in Mount Bluebeard to supply those who could not afford or stomach Elixir of Coffea. The tables at the cadets’ corner lay empty, and a few males dressed in homespun tunics sat around a table, playing a card game. They were probably civilians who worked through the night having a break at the end of their shift.

      Stafford staggered to our usual table on the left, then he flopped his arms on the surface and lowered his head. I headed to Eyepatch’s station, where a younger, two-eyed version of him stirred a tureen of chicory.

      “Is Mr. Cobbs working tonight?”

      His face split into a grin. “I’m Cobbs.”

      “Umm…”

      “Are you talking about Uncle Eyepatch?” asked the server.

      I nodded.

      “He doesn’t start work until six. What can I do for you, young sir?”

      I rocked forward on my heels and smiled. “Two bowls of chicory, please.”

      “How strong?”

      “One with three-quarters milk and the other with just a splash.”

      “Sweet salt on both?”

      “Lots.” I grinned.

      Mr. Cobbs the younger prepared our bowls of chicory exactly as I had asked, topping them up with creamy milk from a ceramic jug enchanted to keep its contents warm. His gaze flicked to where Stafford slumped on the table. “Your friend’s going to need a little bit more than chicory to be alert in classes.”

      “What do you recommend?”

      “This.” He lifted the lid of a bowl and extracted a long, red chili pepper.

      “Won’t that be too strong?”

      “It’s sweet tornado. Gives a kick up the backside but no burn.”

      I glanced at Stafford. From the way he didn’t even twitch, it looked like he had fallen asleep. “All right.”

      Mr. Cobbs plopped the chili into the stronger bowl of chicory and gave me a nod. “There you go. Your friend will probably appreciate a thick slice of sweetloaf. It contains the same honey the brewers use to make dragon's’ tears.”

      “Thanks.” I took the steaming bowls to our table. As I had already guessed, Stafford had fallen into a deep slumber, complete with an expanding puddle of drool.

      After lowering myself into my seat and placing the bowls on the table, I gave him a sharp poke in the ribs. “Wake up.”

      He jolted upright. “Evolene?”

      “Why don’t you just go and see her?” I pushed the bowl in front of him.

      With a muttered word of thanks, he raised it to his lips and took a sip. His eyes squeezed shut, and the rest of his face twisted into a grimace. “Too strong.”

      “It will give you the boost you need to stay awake in classes. Drink up.”

      Nodding, he gulped down several mouthfuls before letting out a long sigh. “Thanks.”

      Warriors entered the mess hall in small groups. With their uniforms askew and bruises on their faces, most looked like they had been tussling all night at the Warrior Queen with Stafford.

      I bumped my shoulder on his arm. “Evolene could fix that black eye of yours.”

      Stafford picked up the bowl and brought it to his lips, hiding his expression. From the way his eyes didn’t crinkle shut with a grimace, he was pretending to drink the rest of his chicory.

      I raised my own bowl to my lips, making sure to nudge his leg with my knee. “I saw her earlier, you know.”

      His eyes widened. “How was she? Did she say anything about me?”

      Warm, creamy chicory filled my mouth, and I sighed. It reminded me of mornings spent in Mother’s cozy parlor, where we’d eat breakfast away from the servants and disapproving Bluebeard relatives. “I was a bit preoccupied. They had just finished a huge batch of poison, and I breathed in some of the fumes.”

      The clatter of a bowl to the floor made me turn around. Dark chicory spilled across the floor and over the boots of a pale man of about Stafford’s height and build. He hid his features with a hooded cloak, but he wasn’t shy about cursing.

      Mr. Cobbs the younger rushed toward us, holding a huge plate of thick, buttered slices of sweetloaf. After placing it on our table, he said to the hooded man, “I’ll take care of the spill, sir. If you wait a bit, I can make you up another bowl. Six chilis and no sweet sugar, right?”

      “Forget it!” he hissed and stormed out of the room.

      “He was rude,” said Fyrian with a yawn.

      “He didn’t even say sorry for making a mess.” I turned to see Stafford’s reaction, but he seemed preoccupied with dunking the bread into his bowl of chicory.

      I sighed. Ever since he had been brought back from his interrogation at the Magical Militia, he’d become less cheerful. The witches had dosed him with a truth elixir, making him spill everything he knew, but had they tortured him as well? They could be particularly hard on their male prisoners.

      “Um… Stafford?”

      He glanced up from the chicory. “Huh?”

      “Something else is wrong, isn’t there?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he muttered.

      “What happened at the Magical Militia that time you stowed away?”

      He glared into his bowl. “Nothing I want to tell you.”

      “What do you think they did?” asked Fyrian.

      “They never let first year cadets watch the torture of prisoners, but we could listen at the door. One of the witches could make a man cry in less than half a minute.”

      Fyrian let out a smoky huff. “Dragons don’t believe in torture. Either you speak up or get flamed.”

      I suppressed a smile. Maybe life would be simpler if we all thought more like dragons. A thick, brown skin formed on my bowl of chicory, and I pinched off a corner of sweetloaf and scooped it up. It was the best part of the beverage, and I hummed with appreciation.

      Stafford sighed. “Before you say anything else, I’ll have a word with Niger about Evolene. He’ll know what to do, seeing as he’s got a way with women.”

      My cheeks heated. “No, he hasn’t!”

      Stafford picked up his bowl and finished its contents. I took another mouthful of chicory, staring at my best friend through narrowed eyes. We were supposed to be able to talk about everything, and I was much closer to him that he was to Niger.

      “Maybe he remembers you looking pretty in the wedding dress Magnar forced Evolene to make you,” said Fyrian.

      I cringed at the memory and set down my bowl.

      “Where is it?” yelled a burly chef standing at the griddle stations.

      “I left it hanging on the knife rack, just as you asked,” said his bald-headed colleague.

      “Well, it’s not there now. You owe me a new carving sword.”

      The second male reared back. “Don’t pin it on me. Asproceros must have stolen it in the middle of the night.”

      The first male turned to Mr. Cobbs the younger, who was packing up his chicory station. “Oi, did you see a great big ogre with a horn for a nose walk into the kitchens?”

      “No, sir.”

      “There.” The chef spun back to his colleague. “You owe me.”

      A mixed group of tamers and riders, fresh from the Warrior Queen, cupped their hands around their mouths and shouted, “Duel!”

      Some of the stragglers slumped in far-off tables banged their fists on the surface. “Duel!”

      Even the group of civilians wearing homespun tunics joined the chant.  “Duel!”

      I shook my head and stared out into the terrace. The first rays of sunlight colored the wings of the dragon moths orange. In less than an hour, Master Torreo would arrive for work and roar at everyone to calm down. “Maybe we should go out for a bit of fresh air and return later for breakfast.”

      “Good idea.” Stafford pulled himself to his feet and grabbed the last slice of sweetloaf.

      We walked around the left side of the mess hall, far from where the two chefs postured and shoved each other in front of the griddle station. I hoped for their sakes they hadn’t lit it.

      Up ahead at the floor-to-ceiling opening, Albens strolled in, flanked by a group of his mage colleagues. The half-ogre grinned, and the others clapped him on the back and laughed along with him.

      I rushed up to Albens. “Excuse me, has anything happened?”

      “Livens jumped out of bed, demanding his sword.”

      My brows furrowed. “Is that good?”

      The other mages snickered, and Albens’ grin widened.  His pale eyes danced with joy. “When a warrior suffers such a devastating injury, there is a small chance he will retire from fighting.”

      “Not Livens, though!” said one of his companions.

      Albens threw his head back and laughed. “My brother has sworn revenge against his attacker. The witches had to strap him to his bed to stop him from storming the terraces!”

      Beside me, Stafford cringed, while the males all roared with laughter.

      “Come on,” I murmured. “Let’s take a walk. Between us, we might be able to work out who’s really going around attacking people.”
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      It was too early to visit Evolene in the Healer’s Academy building, so Stafford and I strolled around the Great Lake. The sun reflected off its surface, illuminating the dark figures swimming in its depths.

      “Here’s what I don’t understand,” said Stafford. “Why doesn’t Asproceros just steal the dragonets and leave? That’s what I’d do if I were a poacher.”

      “I think Madam Maritimus has locked down all the wards. After the way people have snuck in and out, they’re probably closing off any of their former weaknesses.”

      Stafford rubbed his chin. “So, he’s trapped?”

      “Which means the dragonets are still here.”

      “Then why doesn’t one of the bigger dragons call out to them?”

      “They already tried,” said Fyrian. “It’s like they’re asleep.”

      I relayed the message to Stafford, who shook his head. A huff of frustration pushed its way out of my lungs. “Whoever stole the dragonets is far more cunning than the average criminal.”

      “Like a spriggan.” He picked up an oversized daisy from the lawn and plucked off a petal.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look at what the imps got King Magnar to do. All they wanted were dragon eggs, but they set up diversions everywhere.” He picked another petal from his daisy.

      I nodded. “The attack on Her Majesty just before she entered the wards. They knew she would have to get them lowered to let Prince Vanus into Mount Fornax and take her to Elphame.”

      “Giving the spriggan enough time to move the eggs into the royal carriage and disappear,” added Stafford.

      “Right. And the locusts attack on the capital and the rioting witches were diversions so no-one would notice Astri and Botilda breaking into the palace.”

      He shuddered. “They’re worse than their brother.”

      I shrugged. “I prefer less complicated villains.”

      Fyrian swooped down and landed beside a weeping willow. We both rushed over to her.

      “What’s wrong, Fyri?” I asked out loud.

      “You two are talking about spriggans when the real culprit is that devious wild dragon.”

      “What’s she saying?” whispered Stafford.

      I told him, and he shook his head.

      “Why’s he disagreeing?” asked Fyrian.

      I huffed and repeated her question. Why couldn’t all mages have mental connections to dragons? It would save me from relaying messages.

      “You don’t expect that wild dragon to think Mount Fornax is a paradise, do you?”

      “Why not?” I asked. “It’s better than living out in the wild among the angry villagers and dragon slayers.”

      Fyrian gave a sharp nod of agreement.

      Stafford shook his head. “Neither of you have ever lived in an institution, so you don’t get it.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “What are you talking about?”

      “We get new boys coming into the orphanage all the time. Some of arrive them half-starved, living like gutter rats all their lives. With all the ogresses abducting human boys for breeding, you’d think they’d be relieved for the protection, right?”

      Both Fyrian and I nodded. Mother had told me Aunt Cendrilla had set up the orphanage after encountering a woman trying to sell her baby boy in the Capital Market. If Stafford’s good looks and healthy physique was a barometer of the level of care given at the Perrault orphanages, it seemed a good place to live.

      “Your father seems to think he’s a worthy suitor,” said Fyrian.

      I turned to Stafford, pretending not to hear her. “You’re saying the boys don’t like having a home?”

      “Of course, they don’t.” He plucked another petal from his daisy. “Too many rules. You can’t leave the grounds unless it’s for an official outing, can’t eat outside meal and snack times, can’t fight, can’t do lots of things a boy can get up to out in the wild.”

      “Can’t starve, either,” I muttered.

      Fyrian let out a snort of smoke. “Ungrateful wretches. Auntie Rilla is good to those orphans!”

      “True.” Stafford inclined his head.

      “Do any of them run away?” I asked.

      “They try, but the orphanage is run by retired witches and former Queen’s Guardsmen.”

      “Did Stafford think it was a prison, then?” asked Fyrian.

      I passed on her question.

      He smiled. “It was home to me, but I can’t even remember when I was brought over.”

      Stafford bent down to pick up a stone. He threw it across the water, and it landed with a thunk. I found a larger stone and hurled mine as hard as I could, landing mine a few feet beyond his. He snickered and picked up a stone about the same size as mine and threw it double the original distance.

      “It’s not fair,” I muttered. “You’re so much stronger than me.”

      He shrugged. “You’re the better swordsman and the better mage. Look at how Captain Pristis stopped that fight between Rufus and Muti with his bare hands. He’s only a quarter, like us.”

      “I hope he teaches us how he did that.”

      “Me too. Something like that could come in useful when we’re fighting Asproceros.”

      I glared into the lake, where Stafford’s ripple still radiated through the water. “Or the wild dragon.”

      “I still don’t think it’s him.” Stafford sat at the base of the weeping willow. “Dragons don’t need gold coins, kitchen knives, or any of the other things that have gone missing around Mount Fornax.”

      “Actually, that’s a really good point,” said Fyrian. “Do you have your pipe? I want to hear some music.”

      “It’s at the palace with the rest of my things.”

      Her head drooped. “Oh.”

      “I can whistle if you like.”

      She lay flat on her belly. “Go on.”

      I whistled a tune I used to play for Chrysus whenever he would appear in my room. It was a lullaby about a baby rocking on a tree top. My cousin would transform my room into a forest and act out the baby’s adventure, making himself float through the air onto my lap. It was fun the first couple of times, but I would often need Aunt Cendrilla to come and rescue me from his persistent demands to repeat the lullaby.

      Fyrian’s eyelids drooped, and she exhaled a sulfur-scented sigh.

      “Are you falling asleep?” I asked.

      “No… just relaxing,” she murmured. “You should carve a pipe and play it for me.”

      I continued whistling. “Maybe someone can lend me theirs.”

      “Even better.” Her eyes shut.

      Moments later, our bond went quiet, and I stopped whistling. Stafford’s stomach rumbled and he patted his belly. “Breakfast time, I think.”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “See you, Fyri.”

      She let out two perfectly formed smoke rings.

      By the time we returned to the mess hall, the place was packed with alert warriors, sitting around circular tables over breakfast. The rich, spicy scent of cooked meat and eggs hung in the air, making my mouth water. Master Torreo scowled in the middle of the griddle station, a barrier between the fighting chefs who busied themselves at his sides.

      “What are you getting?” I asked.

      I glanced to the right where Eyepatch stood between a tureen of porridge and a giant bowl of chopped fruit. “A bit of both, I think.”

      After getting half a plate of eggs and onions from the griddle, I went to get the fruit from Eyepatch.

      “Odd combination this morning,” he said.

      “I had chicory.”

      He gave me a knowing nod. “The way my nephew makes it gets the appetite going.”

      I sat a seat away from Rufus, who raised his head. “Have you spoken to my brother?”

      “Not yet,” I whispered.

      “We bumped into Albens,” said Stafford. “He told us all about your brother’s recovery. Congratulations.”

      Rufus gave him a weak smile, and I dipped my head and stuffed forkfuls of omelet into my mouth. Niger and I hadn’t done anything that would get him executed, but I appreciated Rufus worried for his brother.

      “You’re late.” Roseate stood beside our table with her hands on her hips.

      “For what?”

      “I’m taking you to Master Solum’s to work the fields.”

      I gave her a blank look.

      “Locust damage. Remember?”

      I speared a piece of melon and popped it into my mouth. Just before the plague, Roseate had taken us close to the dwellings of the black dragons, where Master Jesper had introduced us to the largomorphus rex. That lecture had been derailed by witches recognizing the troll from the atrocities it had committed under orders by the Snow Queen. Since then, the plague, the loyalty elixir, and the trials had taken up all our time.

      She spun on her heel. “I’m going without you.”

      “Wait,” I said.

      She glared over her shoulder. “What?”

      “None of the other cadets are going yet. Can you give us a bit more time?”

      “Very well.” She stuck her nose in the air. “But if you’re not there in ten minutes, I’m leaving.”

      Rufus harrumphed. “Classes do not start until eight. We have plenty of time.”

      Angry, red blotches appeared on Roseate’s face, which twisted with indignation, then she stormed out of the mess hall.

      “All that talk of Asproceros must dredge up memories of her dead betrothed,” I murmured.

      “Paniscus was betrothed to four witches.” Rufus took a bite of his warthog steak. “They all found out about his treachery and teamed up to curse him. That is why he slept with his dragon.”

      A mouthful of spicy omelet burned a path down my throat, and I grabbed my mug of ale and swallowed several gulps. “Really?”

      He raised a shoulder. “Quarter-ogres get their pick of witches.”

      I gave Stafford a kick under the table and raised my brows. There was no reason why he needed to be skittish around Evolene. His cheeks turned pink, and he shoveled a huge chunk of omelet into his mouth.

      After eating, we took the Fornax Flying Float to a cornfield decimated by locusts. Brown stalks stood leafless like emaciated saplings, swaying in the breeze. Only a few plants of corn with purple kernels were left intact.

      Master Solum stood on a wooden trunk shaped like a podium, his dark features grim. “Until the attack of the locusts, Mount Fornax was self-sufficient for corn and even used its excesses to produce a strong spirit for sale in the Capital Market.”

      Someone raised their hands. “What about that purple corn?”

      “The locusts didn’t seem to like it, so we can assume it’s resistant.”

      “Will you give it to the brewers?”

      He shook his head. “We will harvest the seeds, prepare the soil and replant. Hopefully, it produces the same quality alcohol.”

      I made a mental note to write to Father and ask if Mount Bluebeard grew purple corn. The agricultural witches had most probably worked hard to repair all the damage caused by King Magnar’s locusts, but it didn’t hurt to share useful information.

      Master Solum spread his arms wide. “Today, we will remove the stalks and prepare the land for planting sweet peas.”

      “What about the corn?” someone asked.

      “Our crops are rotated, so we will plant that somewhere else.”

      We all set to work, pulling out stalks of corn and piling them on the side of the field. Even the witches got to do a bit of manual work, as Master Solum said it was good for a warrior to become in tune with the earth instead of relying on magic.

      Partway through the class, the riders broke out into cheers. I turned to find Muti stepping out of a Fornax Flying Float with a grin.

      Master Solum beamed. “Congratulations on a speedy recovery, Cadet Pavo. Are you well enough to work with the others?”

      He flexed his biceps. “I am stronger than ever. If I catch the rogue who attacked me from behind, he will be the one who needs a healer!”

      The other cadets cheered, and I smiled. It was good to see that my new friend had recovered from the attack.

      “Question him,” said Fyrian.

      We continued pulling out stalks, and I moved closer to the rider cadets. “Muti, did you see who did it?”

      He shook his head, yanked out two stalks, and threw them over his shoulder. “The wretch crept out of the shadows and attacked from behind like a coward.”

      “Could it have been a dragon?”

      The riders straightened, all giving me odd looks. Muti pulled on one of his beard braids. “Why would you ask that?”

      “I have a theory. Everyone who got attacked from behind did something that a dragon would perceive as bad. Niger’s brother took his dragon to the Cursed Sea, where he got bitten by a sea serpent.”

      “Yes…” said Muti.

      “One of the grooms locked a dragon into solitary confinement for his meals.”

      He wrapped his beard braid around his finger. “Right…”

      “And you punched Rubens the rapier red.”

      “In self-defense,” said Muti.

      His dark-haired friend shook his head. “You think there is a dragon avenger, sneaking about and righting wrongs?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Now you’re making it sound like something out of a scroll.”

      “It is Asproceros,” said Muti. “He stole my lucky coin.”

      “Now you believe me when I said I did not take it,” snarled Gobi.

      Master Solum cleared his throat. “I’m all for talking to make the work go faster, but you boys need to pick up your pace.”

      “Sorry, sir.” I pulled a stalk out by the roots and set it aside.

      “Besides,” said Master Solum. “Dragons who attack warriors or civilians without due cause are punished. Rubens was the subject of a Council of Dragons meeting. He is hereby suspended from working with cadets until he changes his attitude.”

      Muti nodded. “As long as he got what he deserved.”

      I dipped my head. What about flying around with Captain Caiman? Someone needed to tell the Council that Rubens had already flouted their ruling.

      “That was before the meeting,” said Fyrian. “He’s not allowed to attend classes anymore.”

      We continued clearing the field, debating on who was causing the spate of thefts and attacks. Nobody believed in my theory that a dragon might be causing all the chaos in Mount Fornax, and when I brought up the wild dragon, a few of the tamers laughed and repeated Master Fosco’s explanation of the double layer of runes preventing teleportation to and from the cage.

      Master Solum shook his head. “The wild dragon will be assessed in the next Council of Dragons meeting. If he’s willing to become a citizen of Mount Fornax, he will submit himself for the rehabilitation scheme.”

      “Is that anything like the Dragon Master Academy?” I asked.

      “Very much so, except backed by security and magic.” He surveyed the empty field. “Well done, cadets. The field is ready for the next stage. Everyone, stand back.”

      We all walked to the edges of the field as two black dragons flew down. One of them was Pruna Splendor, the first dragon to eat a largomorphus rex, and the first dragon to have fallen to the plague. The other was one of the dragons whose dwellings I had mucked out as my punishment for supposedly using dark fairy magic during my duel with King Magnar. She had been too depressed over the situation with the stolen dragon eggs to make conversation.

      They both landed on opposite corners of the field and stamped a foreleg. The ground beneath us rippled, and the soil turned itself over and formed planting lines.

      Everybody, including me, gasped. “I didn’t know black dragons were so precise.”

      “They can do anything with earth,” Fyrian replied.

      “Ah!” Master Solum clapped his hands together. “And here’s the dung.”

      Byrrus approached from behind, pulling a giant wagon of steaming dragon dung. Beside him walked King Magnar.

      I blinked. “Why isn’t he riding on Byrrus’ back?”

      “Maybe he doesn’t want to be associated with a dung dragon.”

      “You were a dung dragon once.”

      “That’s because I was helping you out.”

      I smiled. “Thanks. It looks like Byrrus might be warming to his new bondmate.”

      She sniffed. “They’re welcome to each other!”

      Some of the cadets snickered at King Magnar, and others called him names. I stared at a spot in the middle of the field. The sooner Evolene and Master Jesper worked out the spriggan poison, the sooner her new guardian could regain his throne and leave Mount Fornax.

      Master Solum clapped his hands together. “None of that mockery, please. We’re all spreading dung on the fields.”

      He stepped down from his podium and flipped a lid, revealing dozens of shovels. The entire class groaned, and each cadet trudged over to take a tool. I grabbed mine and strode to the wagon. Byruss tipped it over, creating a giant mound of dung. Then he flew away, presumably to fetch another full wagon.

      An irritating blond figure sidled up to me. “Cadet Bluford, may we speak?”

      “No.” I stuck my shovel in the dung and scooped out a huge, steaming heap.

      “I want to thank you for what you did. No one has ever committed such an act of selflessness—”

      “Don’t act as if I did it for you.” I dropped the dung at his feet.

      He stared down at his dirty boots, not saying anything for a while. I exhaled a breath of relief and turned back to the dung pile. Maybe he would get bored of trying to speak to me and go away.

      “Despite everything,” he said in a small voice. “I still hold you in high esteem.”

      “That’s why you tried to enslave me, my friends, and everyone else in Mount Fornax. Well, there’s someone going around hurting people who have committed wrongs against dragons. If I were you, I wouldn’t venture far from Byrrus or your sisters. You’re going to need all the protection you can get!”

      He stepped back, face pale, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “I… I thank you for the warning.”

      I rolled my eyes. Why did he twist everything I said and did into a personal favor?
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      Master Solum kept us working all day and had even arranged for servers to fly in with a yeoman’s lunch of granite cheese, smoked buffalo, melon tomatoes, and pickled melon rinds presented in the kind of bread rolls they served at breakfast. King Magnar worked in silence, shoveling dung over the field and casting me glances when he thought I wasn’t looking. Hopefully, the wretch would heed my warning and get his sisters to guard his back and fortify his home. The last thing Mount Fornax needed was a diplomatic incident.

      Throughout the journey back to the mountain, Rufus kept casting me meaningful glances. I still hadn’t broken things off with Niger, and he wanted me to do it tonight. My heart felt heavier than my sore limbs. It wasn’t fair that he was born a half-ogre, and I was born a quarter, but I couldn’t let someone I cared about get hurt.

      The mess hall was packed with warriors gathered around two giant fondue pots. At the end of one line stood skewers of meat as long as halberds. Each person took a portion and dipped it into whichever of the bubbling pots they preferred. Eye-wateringly spicy, black smoke wafted out of the more popular pot, and the other pot emitted a milder, red smoke.

      Gobi clapped his hands together. “Molten meat!”

      “Oh,” cried Stafford. “We never had anything like that in the orphanage.”

      The pair ran off to join the line for the long skewers, and I headed to the right of the room toward Eyepatch’s station. Rufus stuck at my side, glaring at me from the corner of his eye.

      I bristled. “Don’t you usually go for the more ogreish meals?”

      He flicked his head at the far right corner of the room. “Niger is here.”

      I turned around and scowled. “What? You want me to tell him now, in the middle of the mess hall?”

      “Make arrangements to speak to him alone.”

      “Fine.” I stormed over to where Eyepatch stood at his usual station.

      The older male grinned. “Can I interest you in antelope stew and dumplings?”

      “Yes, please. Can I have a large portion today?”

      He chuckled. “There’s nothing like a bit of farm work to whet a boy’s appetite!”

      Rufus grunted.

      I suppressed a scowl. “Actually, I think it was all that chicory I drank early this morning. It was very good.”

      “I will pass on your compliments!” He handed me a bowl of stew and placed a fat, golden dumpling on top.

      “Thank you.” Without waiting for Rufus, I walked to our usual table and sat a seat away from Niger.

      He frowned, glancing from me to the empty seat. “Is anything the matter?”

      “Your brother,” I said through clenched teeth. “He’s being annoying.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Later.”

      The corner of his mouth curled into a smile. “Are you free to practice a few goals?”

      Any irritation remaining from Rufus melted. “Tonight?”

      He nodded.

      “All right.” At least we’d get to break up in private without Rufus looming close.

      Rufus pulled out the seat between us, grunted a greeting, and sat. Jagged shards of irritation prickled at my skin. I’d already agreed to break things off with Niger, what more did he want? I glared into the side of his face, and he set his jaw, looking straight ahead.

      “Brother?” said Niger.

      “It is nothing,” replied Rufus.

      I couldn’t even lean around and share a meaningful look with Niger, so I turned my glare into my bowl of stew and smashed up my dumpling.

      “You should not waste food,” said Rufus. “A family of destitute humans in Steppe would be grateful to share that bowl of stew.”

      “Who said I wasn’t going to eat it?” I scooped up a bit of dumpling with some stew and stuffed it into my mouth. If I wasn’t so vexed about his interfering, I would have hummed with appreciation at the tender chunks of meat, flavorful gravy, and spiced vegetables. This had to be one of Eyepatch’s most delicious stews yet.

      Stafford and Gobi jogged back, each holding a platter of steaming chunks of meat that melted into a thick sauce and a side plate of flatbread.

      “You are missing out.” Gobi sat opposite Rufus and set down his feast. “This is the last batch of peccary for the season!”

      I smirked. “But you can get antelope any time of the year.”

      Rufus’ scowl deepened, and his gaze fixed on Gobi’s platter of meat.

      Niger clapped his brother on the back. “That was the most succulent peccary I ever tasted. Why did you choose the stew? Cobbs serves that all the time.”

      “Why indeed?” I muttered.

      Stafford glanced up. “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Rufus isn’t so bad,” said Fyrian. “He’s just worried about his brother’s safety.”

      My shoulders slumped. “I know… He’s going about it in the most aggravating way possible.”

      “You didn’t complain about him when he dragged you out of the duel before Magnar’s armor exploded.”

      Fyrian was right. It was hypocritical of me to accept that aspect of his personality when it benefitted me. While Niger was more prone to jump into any adventure regardless of danger, Rufus stayed behind to take care of Gobi, who was too young to come along. I made a mental note to get Rufus alone and apologize for my attitude. If one of the quadruplets got himself involved with someone I deemed dangerous, I’d intervene just as vehemently.

      After dinner, Niger and I flew separately to the Drogott Arena. The sun dipped low behind the hills, coloring the sky in a haze of orange. It reflected on the sandstone tiers of the arena and made the giant goalposts gleam. I sighed. Would he kick me off the team after I broke up with him?

      “If he does, then he can’t be a good friend.”

      “It’s not so simple, Fyri. Would you still want to send messages to the palace if Aunt Cendrilla had decided to send you back to Master Fosco?”

      “She wouldn’t have done that. Auntie Rilla loved us.”

      I smiled. “Imagine if she did that. Would you want to see her again?”

      “I… I’d like to, but I’d always wonder why she didn’t want me.”

      “See?” I gave her scales a gentle rub. “Breaking up is difficult.”

      Before she could reply, Niger hurled a speeding fireball through Fyrian’s forelegs.

      “Hey!” I shouted.

      He burst into laughter. “What were you waiting for? A lesson?”

      Fyrian dove after the fireball, just as something arched over my head. I stretched up and snatched it out of the air with both hands. “That’s cheating!”

      “No… That is drogott!”

      The rest of the session continued with Niger producing fireballs in quick succession and throwing them at the goal. Fyrian dipped, turned, and looped, trying to stop the balls before they reached their destination. Half the time, we failed, but it was the most exhilarating game I’d ever played.

      “Speak for yourself,” snapped Fyrian. “You’re not the one who has to listen to Flavo’s taunts.”

      I laughed. “Aren’t you friends?”

      “He’s all right, I suppose. For some reason, he thinks he’s my elder.”

      “Most dragons are older than you.”

      She growled. “That doesn’t mean they should keep bringing it up!”

      By the time Niger had tired of producing and directing fireballs over the arena, he let them dissipate into sparks and signaled for us to fly back to the mountain.

      “That was fun,” said Fyrian. “I should never have let that stupid wild dragon get between us.”

      I wrapped my arms around her neck and squeezed. “It’s great that you shook off his influence, and I’m sorry to have ever brought you to see him.”

      Niger flew Flavo back toward the mountain, past the dry part with the narrow terraces, and to the side with the waterfalls. My heart soared at the beautiful scenery. Stars shone down from the cloudless sky, making the waterfalls appear like streams of quicksilver spilling from the mountain. Flavo landed on a terrace in one of the middle levels, and Fyrian settled herself next to him.

      I slipped off her back and walked over to where Flavo now sat on his haunches. The sound of crashing water filled the air, muffling my footsteps but doing nothing to block the pounding between my ears. I swallowed hard. How could I phrase needing to break up with him because of an ancient law that protected witches from deadly unions?

      Niger strode over to me, brows furrowed. Moonlight Shone through the ends of his hair, making them glow like bronze lamps. “Are you and Rufus arguing?”

      “Kind of. He knows who I am.”

      He drew back. “How?”

      I raised a shoulder. “He’s observant, I suppose. We weren’t very discreet, either.”

      “Rufus will not say anything.”

      He took my hand and led me to toward the edge of the waterfall. The roar of the water filled my ears, giving me the courage to speak.

      “You know there’s no long-term potential with us, don’t you?”

      Niger’s shoulders stiffened, but he continued behind the waterfall, not replying for several moments. Then he turned to what appeared to be an alcove which led to a cave containing a shimmering pool. Moonlight streamed through windows of transparent sandstone, adding to the magical effect.

      I tore my gaze away from the beautiful sight and cleared my throat. “Niger, did you hear what I said?”

      He let go of my hand and turned, not making eye contact. “I thought things might be different with you, since you are a quarter-human. Fairies are compatible with ogres. Look at Her Majesty.”

      “Who had an ogre mother.” I placed a hand on his bicep. “No one knows what will happen when the fairy is female, and the ogre is male.”

      “Your mother—”

      “Got pregnant because Queen Cendrilla accidentally cursed her into a half-ogre. And it nearly killed her.”

      Niger’s eyes shuttered closed and he exhaled a sharp breath. Unlike me, he’d been thinking about the witch protection laws. He grabbed my hand, and we continued to a ledge at the far wall of the cave, and Niger sat, pulling me down next to him. “Is there not someone who can test our compatibility?”

      “Maybe.” I glanced up at him. “Are you that serious about us?”

      His brows furrowed. “You saw me as a temporary diversion?”

      “No!” I placed my hand over his heart. “I wasn’t thinking about the future. So much has happened here that I’m always preoccupied with one problem or another.”

      The corner of his lip curved. “Like stolen dragon eggs or witches in distress.”

      I gazed down at my lap and shrugged. “Something like that.”

      “Alba.”

      My head snapped up. I don’t think he had ever referred to me by name. “Yes?”

      “If I speak to my brother and tell him of my intentions, would you accept my courtship?”

      I blew out a long breath. Maybe we had a chance. Master Jesper had said my bond with Fyrian had given me unlimited power levels. That speed drill we had done was proof we had fully bonded. The law protecting witches might not apply to me, considering I was a dragon mage. I parted my lips, ready to agree, when a fist squeezed my heart. I hissed through my teeth and flinched.

      His brows drew together. “No?”

      “Damsel denial.” I rubbed my chest.

      He snarled. “That wretched King.”

      “I’m working on that. He’s agreed to waive it if I help him regain his kingdom.”

      “He should never have ensnared you with trickery in the first place!”

      I placed my hand on his. “It’s done now. But when he frees me, I would be happy to say yes on a few conditions.”

      Niger beamed. “That is wonderful—”

      “We’d have to have our magic checked by Dr. Duclair to see if we’re compatible, and you’d have to speak to—”

      He placed a finger on my lips. “Change.”

      My eyes widened. “Hmmm?”

      “There are no interfering bluebirds. We are free to do whatever we like.”

      I drew back and clicked my fingers. “Thunderbird.”

      Niger’s eyes softened. He cupped my cheek in his large hand and placed a soft kiss on my forehead. “You are the most beautiful creature in the Known World.”

      I smiled. “You’re just saying th—”

      His lips met mine in a soft kiss, and my eyes fluttered shut. I was thankful the damsel denial only prevented me from considering other offers of marriage and courtship. It seemed to allow me to kiss anyone I wanted. Before I could relax into his embrace, he drew back.

      I blinked my eyes open. “What’s wrong?”

      “You said yes.” He beamed.

      “But I’ll have to win back Savannah from the spriggans. There’s no telling how long that will take.”

      He shook his head. “I have seen you perform the most impossible feats. If anyone can stop the spriggans, it will be you, and I will fight at your side.”

      I threw my arms around Niger and squeezed tight. “As soon as Dr. Duclair has proven us magically compatible, I’ll start dropping hints to Father that I’ve found someone. He feels guilty for betrothing me to King Magnar, so I doubt he’ll object.”

      He laced his fingers through mine, pulled me to my feet and swept me into a dizzying kiss. “I hope not.”

      Later, I restored my disguise. When we emerged from the cave, it was to find Fyrian sitting with a turquoise dragon.

      “Where did Flavo go?” I asked.

      “He doesn’t like waterfalls, so he left.”

      I could barely remember anything about the flight back, except for Niger’s arms around my middle and the way he always smelled of an oncoming thunderstorm. Fyrian stopped us at the terrace closest to the dormitories and flew off to her own stall.

      We walked the hallways in silence, keeping a respectful distance from each other. There was no point in getting caught before we could prove to the likes of Mother, Father, and Rufus that my magic was compatible with Niger’s.

      A large figure darted out from the staircases. He stood eight-feet-tall and half as wide. Where a nose should have been stood a curved horn of ivory.

      Niger snarled. “Asproceros!”

      The ogre dropped a bottle, spreading the scent of corn spirit across the hallway. I clenched my teeth. Stealing dragonets wasn’t enough for the greedy ogre. After the incidents with the locusts, Mount Fornax needed the funds it made from corn spirits more than ever!

      “Fyri, tell Master Fosco I’ve found him!”

      “Who?”

      “Asproceros!”

      The ogre sprinted down the hallway with the speed of a wildebeest fleeing from an ambush of midnight tigers. We gave chase, dodging the bottles Asproceros threw over his shoulders.

      “Don’t waste that!” I shouted.

      Niger skidded on a patch of corn spirit. “He is too fast.”

      I withdrew my parched sword. “Oi, poacher! You’re leaving a trail of alcohol. If I light it, you’ll go up in flames.”

      He rounded the corner with a clink of bottles.

      Niger pulled out his Smoker, a thick sword with three holes on its rounded tip. Runes ran down its blade to channel the toxic smoke of yellow dragons. “If that does not work, I will suffocate him.”

      As we rounded the corner, a massive fist smashed into my face. Before the pain could even register, everything went black.
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      “Alba?” A voice meandered around the edge of my consciousness.

      The pounding in my head muffled the voice, and I cracked my eyes open. Harsh light stung my pupils. Wincing, I sucked in a sharp breath. Then a memory of a huge fist crashing into my face slammed to the forefront of my mind. A groan slipped from my lips. What happened to Niger?

      A young witch I recognized from the time I was in the Healer’s Academy with clearscale peered down at me, green eyes wide.

      “Dr. Duclair, Cadet Bluford is awake!”

      I closed my eyes again and exhaled.

      “Sorry,” whispered Fyrian. “I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

      Before I could mumble a reply, white light flashed through my eyelids, and I fell unconscious again. Time must have passed, but I couldn’t be sure how long. When I opened my eyes, the pounding faded into a vague throb, and Madam Maritimus sat at my bedside.

      I jolted. “Huh?”

      A small, feathery figure shifted on my collarbone. “Alba!”

      “Mother?”

      “Cadet Bluford, there’s no need to give a witness statement, as Cadet Griffon’s was very detailed,” said Madam Maritimus. “But can you remember anything unusual about the blow?”

      “Umm…” My mind rocked back to that unbelievably hard punch. “He didn’t feel like flesh.”

      She leaned forward, excitement glimmering in her eyes. “What did you feel? Metal, fabric, a slippery membrane?”

      “It was scratchy.” I swallowed. “Fabric.”

      The soft weight disappeared off my collarbone, and mother flew behind the bedside table and transformed. She poured a glass of water and placed it to my lips. “Drink.”

      “Thanks.” Cool liquid slid past my dry tongue and moistened my throat. I blinked a few times, trying to clear the fog of slumber from my mind. “What does the fabric mean?”

      “There are three types of invisibility cloaks used by criminals. We believe this is the one that makes its wearer undetectable by wards. A clever piece of magic that contains a ward of its own that assimilates to the magical frequency of the properties it wishes to penetrate.”

      I glanced down at my lap. It didn’t seem that Madam Maritimus knew anything about its creator. “But we could see him.”

      “True,” she replied. “I looked into the records for the hallway and only found traces of you and Cadet Griffon. It must mean the visual undetectability aspect of his cloak is waning in power.”

      “Right.” I swallowed another mouthful of water.

      “Didn’t Evolene say she sold lots of cloaks to that poacher?” asked Fyrian. “What if he has another one?”

      “We’ll have to speak to her about ways to counter it.”

      Madam Maritimus stood. “Thank you, Cadet.”

      “Ummm…” I glanced at the older witch and swallowed. What I was about to tell her might reveal how we had returned to Mount Fornax with Evolene after she had closed the wards, but I had to speak up. Asproceros might take advantage of the security breach and disappear with the dragonets. “Do you know about the tunnel by the lightning tree? It leads to a hole in the wards.”

      Her lips twisted into a tight smile. “It won’t let anyone in or out of Mount Fornax who doesn’t already belong there.”

      I opened my mouth, about to tell her that King Magnar’s youngest sister, Piper, had snuck through to Mount Fornax but closed it. That had been the librarian in disguise. He would have been keyed to the wards already.

      Madam Maritimus left, and Mother pressed her lips on my forehead. “This place is too dangerous for a little girl. Your father wanted to have you taken to the palace to have Dr. Streamer take care of you.”

      “Why her?”

      Mother smoothed my hair off my face. “She’s the foremost expert on fairy physiology and the only witch ever allowed into Elphame to learn medicine.”

      I shook my head. The dull ache sharpened, and I winced. “The last time I stayed with Father, he betrothed me to a warlord he’d never met.”

      Mother lowered herself into the seat next to the bed and crossed her legs. “What’s wrong with King Magnar? He seems nice enough to me. Young and handsome, too.”

      I reared back, staring into Mother’s wide, obsidian eyes.

      “She’s been flying over that poppy field,” said Fyrian. “Remember what those flowers did to you?”

      “Either that or his sisters enchanted her,” I replied.

      “Are you all right, Mother?” I reached out with my hand.

      She wrapped her fingers around mine and squeezed. “Why? Because I think King Magnar is a good choice?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Didn’t anyone tell you all the things he did?”

      “In protection of his country and sisters.” She raised a shoulder. “People have done worse for a lot less.”

      “And what about that business with the spriggans and the Forgotten King?”

      Mother let out a weary breath and shook her head. “He was imprisoned, desperate, and young. If he had known what the spriggan wanted to unleash, he might have thought twice.”

      I narrowed my eyes. This wasn’t like Mother at all. She killed and maimed my enemies, not sided with them. And she certainly didn’t take time to work out their motives. “Did the Queen of the Fairies gift you with mind-reading powers?”

      “No.” The corner of her lips curved into a smile.

      “Then you’ve been speaking to King Magnar.”

      “We went to his hut as soon as your father told me you were betrothed. I was going to peck Magnar’s eyes out until he released the damsel denial, but he told me any injuries would backfire on you.”

      “That was considerate of him.” I pulled my hand away and folded my arms.

      A hard knock reverberated on the door. “That will be your friends. They’ve come here every lunchtime for the past three days to visit.”

      My brows rose. “Th-three days?”

      Mother leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. “I have to check in with Her Majesty, but I’ll return to see you soon.”

      She walked to the door and opened it, revealing Niger, Rufus, Stafford, Muti, and Gobi, each carrying yeoman’s lunches. Mother beamed. “Your friend is awake.”

      “Bluford!” Niger rushed to the bench at my bedside and sat. “How are you feeling?”

      I smiled. “Confused but unhurt.”

      “Hello, Paloma!” Gobi said, his face turning bright red.

      Mother pinched his cheek. “I still can’t believe how much you look like a young Orson.”

      Gobi beamed.

      The others took their places around my bed, each munching their massive, overstuffed rolls and giving me expectant stares.

      “So, it was Asproceros, after all?” said Stafford.

      I pursed my lips. Now that I’d seen the ogre, it was hard to blame the wild dragon. Perhaps Fyrian and I had been blinded by our nasty encounter and thought that a manipulative and bitter dragon could be capable of everything that went wrong in Mount Fornax. “He had that horn in the middle of his face, just like in his wanted poster.”

      “How hard did he punch you?” asked Gobi, his eyes wide.

      “It was so hard, I was out before the pain hit.”

      The others whistled, and Muti shook his head. “I was not so lucky. The wretched coward threw me against a wall.”

      Stafford’s brows furrowed. “I get why he punched Albert. He and Niger were chasing him and would have burned him alive, but why did he attack people from behind when he could have snuck past them?”

      “Some people enjoy hurting others,” said Niger.

      They all gave grim nods.

      The door swung open, and Evolene stepped in, holding her staff to her chest. “I-I heard you were awake.”

      Stafford sucked in a breath. “Evolene!”

      She dipped her head and smiled. “H-hello.”

      Niger nudged my arm, furrowed his brow, and flicked his head at Evolene, mouthing, ‘What happened?’

      I mouthed back, ‘Tell you later.’

      He flashed me a grin, making me smile back.

      I ignored Rufus’ huff of disapproval. Niger would have spoken to his brother over the past three days I’d been unconscious. We weren’t a case of a half-ogre pursuing a witch. My bond with Fyrian gave me access to vast power, and if our test for magical compatibility worked out, we would approach Father with the results, and we could court properly. It would work.

      The Noble House of Griffin was one of the few who wholeheartedly supported Father’s role of Prince Regent. They had fought on our side in the Great Dragon Revolution and had gained Father’s trust and admiration. Rufus no longer needed to worry. We had a plan, and we would keep a respectful distance until we could speak to Dr. Duclair.

      The door slammed against the wall, and Roseate stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips. “You have too many visitors.”

      “Nonsense,” said Niger. “When my brother was attacked, Bluford, my mother, five brothers, Master Fosco, and Master Hyacinthus all stayed in his room.”

      “That’s different.” She stuck her nose in the air.

      If the space behind my eyes didn’t ache, I would have rolled them. Roseate always seemed to put herself in the middle of happy gatherings. It was as though she craved the negative attention.

      “It is not. Begone,” said Niger.

      Her bottom lip trembled, but she squared her shoulders and widened her stance. “Dr. Duclair said Cadet Bluford was discharged and needed some privacy to get changed.”

      “Then leave,” said Muti. “Bluford does not want a pink witch watching him undress.”

      I shared a glance with Niger, who stood. “We should all go.”

      Stafford stood, as did Rufus. Gobi and Muti remained seated.

      Rufus turned to Gobi. “We can wait for Bluford in the mess hall.”

      Gobi folded his arms. “We should wait for Bluford here. What if Asproceros returns to finish the job he started?”

      I sighed. “He’s not coming to the Healer’s Academy. There’s nothing for him to steal.”

      Muti grunted and also folded his arms. “Gobi is right. You were the only warrior to threaten Asproceros enough to make him run. He will want revenge. Griffons, you two should wait with us. When he bursts through the door with his invisibility cloak, we can all battle.”

      Stafford tiptoed out of the room with Evolene, sending me an apologetic smile.

      “If Gobi and Muti knew you were female, they’d give you privacy,” said Fyrian.

      “Then they’d no longer consider me a warrior.” Dragons only seemed to care about the age of their comrades and their stage of development. Ogres tended to view females who weren’t witches as breeding stock.

      Roseate caught my eye and smirked. A flash of irritation surged across my skin. I sat up and smirked back. “Actually, I need you all to leave. Roseate and I have unfinished business.”

      Gobi’s eyes widened, cheeks turning pink. He glanced from Roseate to me and then stood. Muti grinned and gave me a wink and thumbs up. Niger snickered and held the door open for the others.

      Roseate’s nostrils flared, and she pressed her lips together, shaking with rage. As soon as the door clicked shut, she snarled, “You just tried to destroy my reputation.”

      “And you disturbed my friends’ visit to act important. You’re not even a healer or a healer’s apprentice.”

      She folded her arms. “I know a few of the basics.”

      “Have I really been discharged?”

      “Dr. Duclair doesn’t even know you’re awake yet.”

      “Right.” I folded my arms. “Since you’ve spoiled my reunion, you can make yourself useful.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I need you to send a message to Captain Pristis. Ask him if he can visit me about something I saw in class. And ask Master Jesper to come and visit me as soon as possible.”

      Roseate left and returned an hour later with a bowl of congealed porridge. She placed it on the side table. “Dr. Duclair says you should eat this.”

      I pushed myself up, resting my back on the magically cushioned headboard. “Did you send my messages?”

      “Sort of.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “There’s something wrong with the laboratory door, but I told Evolene to tell the troll you might want to see it.”

      “What about Captain Pristis?”

      She pulled out a grubby spoon from her pocket, dunked it into the porridge, and shoved it onto my lap. “I’m not leaving the safety of the Healer’s Academy to play messenger dragonet. Eat this!”

      “I can flame her and her poisoned porridge if you want,” said Fyrian.

      “She’s not worth it,” I replied.

      Master Jesper stepped in through the doors. “You wanted to see me, Cadet Bluford?”

      I held up my bowl of porridge. “Could you analyze this and tell me what’s in it?”

      Roseate snatched the bowl and hurried out of the room. Master Jesper stared after her. “Shall I pursue Madam Roseate?”

      “No need,” I said. “Thanks for coming.”

      “I’m terribly sorry for your encounter with that ogre. Your condition is partially my fault.”

      My brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been exposed to the spriggan poison on two occasions. I believe that it interacted with your fairy physiology and may have weakened you.”

      Fyrian’s gasp reverberated in my head. I leaned forward, clasping my hands. “Are you sure?”

      The troll lowered itself onto the bedside bench. “Forgive my phrasing, but there may not be much difference, species-wise, between you and a spriggan.”

      Fyrian sent a mental shudder through our bond. “Jesper wouldn’t say that if it had been at the border.”

      “A-are you sure?” I reached for the glass of water on the bedside table. Hopefully, Roseate hadn’t tampered with it.

      “According to my conversations with Master Roopal, the spriggans are beings of the Forgotten King’s creation. Stolen children he infused with his power to perform tasks on his behalf. Theoretically, this poison works on the power given to the spriggans to change them into the beings they became.”

      “Right.” I let out a long breath. “And since the Forgotten King is my great-grandfather, I hold some of his magic.”

      “Precisely. I had not anticipated its effects on you until your unfortunate encounter with Asproceros.”

      “But that punch would have knocked out anyone.”

      Master Jesper reached into its cloak and pulled out a small rack of vials. “I have checked with Dr. Duclair to ensure these elixirs don’t interfere with her treatment of your injuries.”

      My eyes widened. “What are those?”

      The troll pointed at each vial. “The white is a bone-strengthening elixir containing an enchantment to maintain the structural integrity of your skeleton. The next time you face an impactful trauma, your bones will fracture but not break.”

      “But it will still hurt?”

      “Only until the elixir fixes the fracture.”

      My heart skipped several beats. “How long will its effects last?”

      “A month.”

      I stretched out my hand. “Can I have it now, please?”

      Master Jesper smiled and placed the vial in my palm. Magic pulsed from within the glass, making me grin. With an elixir like that, I would never need to fear Asproceros' fists.

      After uncorking it, I downed its chalky contents and grimaced. “Thanks. What do the others do?”

      Master Jesper listed their functions. The black, sludgy elixir contained enough alchemical charcoal to absorb any amount of poison. Next to it was a blood-red elixir that tasted like cherries. It would accelerate the effects of any conditioning exercises. Master Jesper explained that with enough work, I might become as strong as a male quarter ogre. Finally, there was a clear elixir that would help me connect better with Fyrian so I could access more of her dragon magic.

      “Does that mean you’re going to develop scales and breathe fire?” she asked.

      “What does it do?”

      “It’s based on a formula alchemists developed to control homunculi.”

      My stomach dropped. I wanted nothing to do with those disgusting beings. “Oh. That one won’t be—”

      “Don’t dismiss it, Cadet Bluford.” Master Jesper waggled its finger. “The Mens Ligo elixir will only strengthen your bond with Fyrian. If you find its effects disagreeable, I will prepare an antidote.”

      “It’s worth a try,” said Fyrian.

      “Thanks.” I uncorked the elixir and took a sip. It tasted like spring water, so I gulped the rest of it down. “Is there such a thing as a permanent anti-nausea elixir?”

      The troll inclined its head. “It will need a sample of your hair.”

      “Thanks.” I plucked a few strands and handed them to the troll. “One more thing. Do you know about the leave-no-trace cloak?”

      Master Jesper slipped the hair into its cloak pocket and stilled its features. “Its creator has confided in me, yes.”

      “I need something to counteract its magic. Asproceros is using one of those. If we can make him visible to the wards, we’ll have a better chance of catching him before he escapes with the dragonets.”

      The troll stood. “Very well. The poison needs to rest for a day before the next stage. Madam Evolene and I will work on the items you require.”

      “Thanks for everything.”

      Master Jesper paused at the door and smiled. “Consider your upcoming confrontation with Asproceros as practice.”

      “For what?”

      “For defeating the spriggans.”

      “Jesper’s right, you know,” said Fyrian. “If you can’t defeat a stupid poacher, you’ll never defeat the spriggans and free yourself from the damsel denial. Then you’ll never be with Niger.”
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      Later that day, Dr. Duclair flew into the room with her patchwork cloak flying over her shoulders like a magic carpet. Her yellow hair lay flat against her head instead of its usual fluffy marigold shape. I suppose it meant she was too busy dealing with the aftermath of all the violence to style her hair.

      “Or she’s busy with Thornicroft’s so-called heart condition,” said Fyrian.

      I sat up and straightened my bedclothes, ignoring her remark. General Thornicroft’s quarter-giant physiology might be more complicated than that of the average ogre-hybrid.

      “Yet they managed to heal you,” she said.

      “What’s wrong with you this morning?”

      Fyrian sighed. “That wild dragon is getting on my nerves.”

      “Good morning!” said the doctor. “Roseate tells me you awoke a few hours ago and have refused a meal.”

      “I only asked what was in it.”

      She hummed. “I’ll have a word with that young witch about her bedside manner. How are you feeling, dear?”

      “Better, but there’s a problem that’s bothering Fyrian and me.”

      Her brows drew together. “Do tell.”

      “We spoke to the wild dragon, and now he won’t leave Fyrian alone.”

      She pursed her lips. “The runes on his cage should prevent communication with anyone not holding the bars.”

      “I don’t know how, but he spoke to both of us, and neither of us touched his cage. Is there any way to stop him?”

      “Master Fosco deals with matters such as these. I’ll have a word with him this evening.”

      “Don’t let her,” cried Fyrian. “He’s looking for an excuse to expel you.”

      “Actually, we wanted to know if there was a potion or a rune.”

      “Not to block dragon-to-dragon communication,” she replied. “The only thing I can advise is to strengthen your bond. The two of you working together should keep him out.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath through my nostrils. “How do we do that?”

      She tapped her bottom lip with her fingertips. “It’s a pity General Thornicroft is out of action. He’s the expert in these matters. Captain Pristis is here visiting a colleague. I can ask him to drop in and give you some advice on his way out.”

      “Thank you!”

      “Don’t forget to ask about that magical compatibility thing with Niger,” said Fyrian.

      I nodded. “Ummm… Dr. Duclair?”

      She beamed. “Yes?”

      “How can I tell if I’m compatible with someone for marriage?”

      She placed her hand on her chest. “Oh! Is it Cadet Perrault?”

      “No.”

      Her face fell. “Who, then?”

      Fyrian tsked. “Why does everyone want you to be with Stafford?”

      “Quarter-ogre,” I muttered into our bond. “He’s a half-ogre.”

      She pursed her lips. “Perhaps it’s a good thing you didn’t say. I would be legally obliged to inform your father of the risk you’re posing to your life.”

      “I-it’s a hypothetical question.” The lies spilled from my lips. “He doesn’t even know I like him.”

      “Keep it that way. Nothing good will come of such a union.”

      “Ask about her and General Thornicroft,” said Fyrian.

      “Shhh!”

      “What if there was a quarter-ogre I liked? Could we take the test?”

      Her features evened out. “Of course. Ask for Libra Familia. It’s available in any household spell book. Witches perform it to make sure their husbands have the right balance of ogre and human. If you can bring the boy here, I’ll do it for you.”

      “Right…” I swallowed hard. Father couldn’t know about Niger and me until we’d gotten a favorable test result. “Thanks. Will it consider my fairy side?”

      She tilted her head and frowned. “You will have to speak to Her Majesty’s personal physician to see what kind of compatibility tests she performed with the Prince Regent.”

      “You should have taken up your mother’s suggestion to stay in the palace,” said Fyrian. “Then you could have asked Dr. Streamer.”

      “Maybe when this business with Asproceros is over, you and I can fly out there.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Right, then.” She clapped her hands together. “Your injuries have healed, but I’d like to keep you another night to ensure you get a good night’s sleep.”

      “Can I leave tomorrow morning?”

      The doctor flew to the door. “I’ll have your discharge parchments sent to you after breakfast. See you in class tomorrow afternoon.”

      Moments after Dr. Duclair left, someone else knocked on the door. I sat up and straightened my hospital tunic. “Come in.”

      The door opened, and Captain Pristis stepped inside. “Dr. Duclair said you wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, sir. I wanted to ask how you were able to stop a sword fight with your bare hands. Was that a mage technique?”

      “It is…” he lowered himself onto the bench. “But only available to those partnered with silver dragons.”

      My heart sank. I’d hoped it was something any mage would be able to do. “W-why silver, sir?”

      “You’re aware of how each color dragon corresponds with an element?”

      I nodded. We had done an exercise in History of Dragons. As a green, Fyrian was aligned with the wood element. Silver dragons included white, gray, and silver. They were aligned with the metal element and could produce cold flames. I twisted the end of my sheet. “But I still don’t understand how you could stop swords without getting hurt.”

      “The deeper your connection with a dragon, the more aligned to your element you become,” said the captain. “If I concentrate, my body can become as hard as metal.”

      “What does that mean for someone with a green dragon?”

      He smiled. “That’s something you’ll have to discover on your own.”

      My shoulders drooped. So much for getting answers. “How did you deepen your connection with your dragon, sir?”

      “Meditation. Have you tried it?”

      “Is it anything like a dragon quest, sir?”

      “Not as involved. Close your eyes.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, straightened and let my eyes flutter closed. “Ready.”

      He chuckled. “It’s supposed to be a silent process. Next, if you concentrate, you should be able to find a space in the darkness of your mind that feels more silvery.

      “He’s talking about our bond,” said Fyrian. “Tell him we already know this bit.”

      “Let’s listen to all his instruction.”

      She sent me a mental shrug.

      “Focus on expanding the silver in your mind,” he continued. “Make it bright, so it shines like the moon.”

      I exhaled and turned to where we kept our bond. Fyrian was right. General Thornicroft had used the moon to describe our bond and then said my mind was like hollow cheese. Had I placed distance between Fyrian and me by plugging up the holes? The space ahead was dark, with a pinprick of silvery light shining in the distance. I pulled the light closer with my mind, making it bigger, and dark spots appeared on its surface.

      “Like the moon,” said Fyrian.

      The vessels under my skin thrummed with power. Sweat trickled down my brow, and I breathed harder. This meditation seemed to be working.

      “Will it turn your skin into bark, do you think?” she asked.

      “I hope not.”

      “Maybe you’ll get green scales.”

      I swallowed hard. After the clearscale incident that had brought me to this very hospital bed, I wasn’t interested in tampering with the texture or transparency of my skin.

      “Good,” said Captain Pristis. “Practice this every evening before you go to sleep. It took me a few years before I could sense Griseo’s feelings. Now, it almost feels like we can read each other’s minds!”

      I opened my eyes. “Fyrian and I already have conversations.”

      He chuckled. “Of course. You’re the boy with the fairy blood. Try the meditations anyway. You might access something of Fyrian’s power that will help you in combat.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He stood and headed for the door. When he stepped into the hallway, he said, “Fyrian, if you’re listening, feel free to contact Griseo for advice!”
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      The next morning, after a breakfast that wasn’t delivered by Roseate, four male healers escorted me to Flying Safety class. Instead of pictures of reckless riders putting their dragons in peril, Master Klauw plastered full-color illustrations of plants on the wall. Everyone had already settled into their places, so I slipped into my usual seat next to Stafford and pulled out my writing materials.

      “Poisonous plants and substances.” Master Klauw turned his viridian, green gaze on me. “How many of them do you know that affect dragons?”

      I raised my hand.

      “Cadet Bluford?”

      “Dragonsbane.”

      “An obvious choice.” He hopped out of his seat and paced the front of the room.

      I clenched my teeth. If he didn’t want that answer, why didn’t he say so?

      “He likes to get the last word,” said Fyrian. “You should see him in the Council of Dragons meetings.”

      “I can imagine.”

      Master Klauw picked up some papers from his desk and walked over to the picture of dragonsbane. “As Cadet Bluford rightly stated. This is one of the deadliest poisons known to dragon kind.”

      “What does it do?” asked one of the riders.

      He pinned a picture of a rotting dragon skeleton on the wall. “It works much like ogrebane would on you.”

      All the half-ogres in the room shuddered. Ogrebane was so dangerous, anyone found transporting it into Steppe faced immediate execution. I’d never come in contact with the substance, but Mother once told me a story of how Aunt Cendrilla had used it to burn through an ogre’s insides and reduce him to a puddle of liquefied flesh.

      Master Klauw continued posting pictures of dying dragons next to the plant illustrations, explaining the effects they had on dragons over time.

      “Sir,” asked Stafford. “How would you know this?”

      Master Klauw glared at us both. “How?”

      Stafford gulped. “I mean, I can understand a few dragons accidentally eating dragonsbane or being poisoned by it. In large enough quantities it’s deadly, but you said the other plants can take months or years to kill a dragon. If they know about the poison, why would they keep taking it?”

      His nostrils flared. “The fairies held us for a thousand years and performed experiments to satisfy their savage curiosity. This was one such test. To see how long it would take a dragon to die from poisons known to kill lesser reptiles.”

      I clapped my hands over my mouth. The experiments had always seemed abstract until now.

      “I had a dream of my legs rotting away once,” said Fyrian. “It must have been that dragon’s memories.”

      My throat spasmed, and I gulped hard. It was no wonder the dragons had strong wards to keep out high fairies. They were probably like the type of children who pulled the wings off butterflies to see what would happen next.

      “Some poisons are more insidious than others,” said Master Klauw. “There is a form of natural gas, deep within the earth that can turn a docile dragon into a killing monster.”

      “What happens to a dragon who kills under the influence of the gas?” I asked.

      “That depends if anyone knows the dragon has been compromised. Dragons who kill humans face a death penalty.”

      Fyrian harrumphed.  “As do dragons accused of murders that never took place.”

      I sent her a wave of love and sympathy. That had been a harrowing experience. “Did Master Fosco ever give you a public apology?”

      “Klauw brought it up in the Council of Dragons and made everyone say sorry. They’re asking for a dragon master to work alongside Madam Maritimus to investigate crimes.”

      “Who?”

      “Phoenix, when he graduates.”

      One of the healer cadets, a blonde-haired witch sitting in the front, raised her hand. “Is it easy to test for this gas?”

      “Only when the dragon is in the throes of rage,” replied Master Klauw. “His or her eyes will turn red.”

      “If we’re out catching a wild dragon, what do we do?” asked a tamer cadet.

      “You have three options when you see those red eyes.”

      I sat straighter, quill poised.

      “One.” He raised a finger. “Have a purple dragon move you to another location. Two, have at least six witches combine power and create a fireproof barrier. And three, throw alchemical charcoal into the dragon’s mouth.”

      I bit down on my lip. Why did that seem so familiar?

      “It was in the black elixir Jesper gave you,” said Fyrian. “The one that would absorb all those poisons.”

      “What’s that, sir?” asked Stafford.

      Master Klauw walked back to his desk, reached down to the ground and pulled out a box. “Everybody, take notes. What I am about to say might save the life of your dragon.”

      The sounds of knapsacks unbuckling filled the room. I turned around to find Muti and the other riders scrambling about for writing material. Stafford dipped his quill into the ink pot we shared and tapped the excess pigment from its nib.

      “Are you ready?” asked Master Klauw. “Alchemical charcoal soaks ten thousand times its volume in poisons. A piece as small as a pea is enough to save the life of even a sleeping dragon.”

      I wrote that down as fast as I could, hoping Master Klauw’s box would give us a sample of the substance.

      He picked up the box, stood and walked alongside the first row of desks, placing pieces of charcoal in front of each cadet. “If you venture out somewhere with suspect water, placing a pellet of alchemical charcoal will purify enough to quench the thirst of your dragon. Do not throw it in the Great Lake and expect it to work, you must draw the water into a receptacle and then place the pellet into it.”

      The blonde witch’s hand shot up. “How long does it take to work?”

      “Three seconds.”

      I scribbled that down and raised my head, eager for the next tip.

      “Wait a minute,” asked Muti. “What happens if you do not have any pellets?”

      He dropped half a dozen pellets on my parchment. “Find a healer.”

      “And if there is no healer?”

      “Then you must make your dragon vomit, so he or she can fly to a healer.”

      Wrinkling my nose, I slipped the pellets into the pocket of my breeches. Hiding in a dragon’s mouth while fire rained down was one thing, but making them sick sounded dangerous.

      Master Klauw continued handing out the pellets then he strolled back to the front of the class. With a mischievous grin, he reached under his desk and pulled out a huge scroll. “Did Dr. Duclair teach you about a dragon’s digestive system?”

      “No, sir,” we chorused.

      “Dragons can eat any time of the day, but digestion is dormant during waking hours. Why?”

      Rufus’ hand shot up. “So they have enough energy to fly.”

      “Correct.”

      Master Klauw pinned the top of the scroll to the front wall. From the way it bulged, there was at least one other parchment underneath it. He unrolled the scroll, revealing a diagram of a dragon with a series of tubes going from its mouth to just beneath its tail.

      “I’ve seen this before,” said Fyrian. “But I don’t understand why he needs these diagrams for dragon safety.”

      “He’s morbid but he means well,” I replied.

      “When the dragon sleeps, the valve separating gullet and stomach opens up.” Master Klauw pointed at the opening at the top of the dragon’s stomach. “While the dragon is awake, the gullet is where undigested food remains.”

      I raised my hand.

      “Yes, Cadet Bluford,” he said.

      “How can you make a dragon sick?”

      “By climbing head-first into the dragon’s mouth and thumping hard on the back of the throat.” He pounded on the wall over and over again, his nostrils flaring.

      I suppressed a shudder. “B-but what if you fall in?”

      Master Klauw’s eyes flashed. The rest of his face split into a grin I’d only ever seen on rapier reds. He pulled the first sheet of parchment off the wall, revealing the same diagram but with an upside down cadet in the dragon’s gullet, pushing against the valve to its stomach. The piping on the cadet’s uniform was burgundy, and his hair dark blond. He’d even outlined the dragon in green.

      “What an eel worm,” Fyrian muttered. “As if I would accidentally swallow you.”

      “Ignore him. He’s just jealous people as young as us get to have all the adventures.”

      Master Klauw steepled his fingers over his chest and rocked back on his heels. “Make sure to climb out before your dragon falls asleep because the valve between gullet and stomach will open. And the acid in our stomachs dissolve flesh and bones.”

      Everyone, including me, groaned.

      “Class dismissed and sweet dreams.”

      We all piled out of the classroom, muttering about the probability of being digested by one’s own dragon. A few of the others took the nearest doorway that opened up into a staircase, but Stafford, Rufus, Gobi and I continued down the hallway to find a door leading to a terrace.

      “I can’t believe they let him teach cadets,” Stafford muttered. “He’s the most pessimistic person in the Known World.”

      Gobi clutched his stomach. “I do not think I could crawl into a dragon’s gullet.”

      Rufus shook his head. “My brother told me some of his classes were hair-raising, but I did not believe him until now.”

      “Niger said that?” I asked.

      He turned, giving me a cold stare. “Albens.”

      “Right.” I gulped. Next time, I’d try not to perk up whenever he mentioned one of his brothers.

      “What’s going on over there?” Stafford pointed at a smashed door at the end of the hallway.

      Madam Maritimus emerged from its depths, flanked by two witches. The white-haired witch’s features hardened. “Did any of you hear any unusual activity this morning?”

      “No,” I replied. “I was in the Healer’s Academy, then in Flying Safety class.”

      “And we were in our dorms and the mess hall before classes. What’s happened?” asked Stafford.

      “This door leads to a hallway that leads to a chamber where a group of dragonets were staying,” she said. “They are all missing.”

      My heart reverberated in my chest. Asproceros struck again? “What about the grooms taking care of them?”

      “They were found a few minutes ago with cracked skulls.”

      “That means he has two sets of dragonets.” I bit down on the inside of my cheek.  “What type were they?”

      “Green.”

      “Fyri?” I asked.

      A moment later she replied. “I can’t reach any of them, but I can hear the flying cat.”

      “Where is it?”

      “In a sack of some sort.”

      I relayed the information to Madam Maritimus, who frowned. “Does the cat know if it’s still in Mount Fornax?”

      “It says they’re in some sort of cave. There’s a light source, and the weather is cool.”

      “So, they’re somewhere with a powerful weathervane. He probably hasn’t left the wards yet.” I turned to the older witch and repeated Fyrian’s words.

      The witch’s lips thinned. “He is more organized than I’d suspected and probably better equipped.”

      I gulped. What if he had more than invisibility cloaks to help steal dragonets? We had to stop him before he struck again!
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      The four of us stepped onto the terrace, leaving Madam Maritimus and her team to complete their investigation. A harsh wind wrapped around my neck like a noose, and clouds as dark as steel hung low in the sky.

      I clenched and unclenched my fists. Asporceros was becoming bolder with each passing crime. Perhaps he thought himself invincible because of his physical strength and leave-no-trace invisibility cloak, but soon, he would go too far, and someone would end up murdered.

      Stafford glanced at me through the corner of his eye. “Are you all right?”

      “No,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Is it your head?”

      “It’s that wretched poacher.” I slammed my fist into my palm. “He’s stolen another group of dragonets. How long before he finds a third? How long before someone gets in his way like poor, dead Paniscus?”

      “They’ll catch him eventually.” Stafford activated a stair stone at the end of a terrace. “You heard what Madam Maritimus said—”

      “No,” I said.

      Stafford’s steps faltered. “What?”

      “What if he was hired by the spriggans to steal the dragonets?”

      Rufus grunted. “It is possible. And they are a more logical target than eggs.”

      “What do you mean?” Stafford bounded up the stairs.

      Rufus swept his arm aside in one of those gentlemanly gestures for me to go ahead up the stairs before him. “If they want to use dragon fire to raise the Forgotten King, dragonets will be faster than waiting decades for an egg to hatch and go through the stages to become a dragon.”

      My nostrils flared. One admission of my true identity, and he was already treating me like a lady. I took the stairs two at a time. “Standing around speculating isn’t helping anyone. Mount Fornax is huge, and we need more people patrolling all the sites Asproceros might raid.”

      “The dragonet dwellings,” said Rufus as he reached the top.

      Stafford furrowed his brows. “But there’s only four of us and five types of dragonet left. If we team up, we can only guard one group, and if we separate, whoever gets to meet Asproceros might be killed.”

      “Two groups,” said Muti from the bottom of the stairs.

      I gave him a sharp nod. “Thanks. You and your riders will make for a strong second team.”

      He beamed. “We will guard the red dragons.”

      We continued along the terrace in the cool weather toward the mess hall. The scent of dragon mint filled the air, helping me clear my head. Two groups still weren’t enough to guard the dragonets. As much as I wanted to stand on a table in front of everyone and announce my intentions, Master Fosco would probably expel me for attempting an unauthorized mission.

      “And Asporceros might hear you if he’s sneaking about,” said Fyrian.

      “Ugh. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “He could be anywhere.”

      We stepped through the barrier of the mess hall, where the servers turned the hand crank of a giant spit containing dozens of whiskered catfish. The scent of garlic and paprika filled the air, making saliva pool in my mouth. We picked up our plates and joined the line of warriors waiting for fish.

      “When will we ambush Asproceros?” asked Muti.

      I glanced around for signs of Master Fosco, but no-one sat at the head table.

      “They’re all at an emergency Council of Dragons meeting,” said Fyrian.

      “Are you there?”

      “I can’t miss it,” she said. “That ogre took my friends.”

      A sigh slid from my lips. Only a few weeks ago, Fyrian was a dragonet like the ones taken. She had to be frantic with worry. “We’ll catch him and get them back.”

      “And I’ll help.”

      “Bluford?” asked Muti.

      “He gets like that when deep in conversation with Fyrian,” said Stafford.

      I raised my head. “Sorry, I’m back now. Let’s watch out for Asproceros every night until he’s caught.”

      My classmates and the dragon rider cadets grunted their agreement. Soon, we reached the start of the line and got healthy portions of spit-roasted fish and chargrilled vegetables. Rufus led the way to the cadet tables and sat next to his brothers, Brunus and Virens, the pair who had carried me into King Magnar’s sky commander tournament with the rest of the drogott team. I gave them a nod of greeting and sat next to Stafford.

      “I spoke to Evolene last night,” he said with a smile. “She and Master Jesper are working on something to counteract Asproceros’ invisibility cloak.”

      “Good.” I gave him a shoulder bump and beamed. Whatever issues he was having about Evolene’s new status as King Magnar’s ward and Phoenix’s bondmate seemed had been resolved by speaking to her. I broke off a piece of crispy skin and took a bite.

      Brunus and Virens leaned across the table. “You have team Griffon’s support. Niger will join us to guard the yellow dragonets.”

      “Really?”

      “We owe Asproceros a good hiding for attacking our brother from behind.”

      A weight lifted off my chest. “Thank you!”

      “All right.” Stafford waved a forkful of roasted pepper. “We need two more teams. Who can we ask to volunteer?”

      I glanced around. “Maybe some of the grooms? They’ve been the worst hit.”

      Gobi leaned forward in his seat, eyes glimmering with excitement. “Am I invited on this hunt?”

      “It’s going to be dangerous,” I said. “Everyone who encountered Asproceros ended up with fractured skulls, including me.”

      He scowled. “But you leave me out of all of your adventures. I may be young, but that does not make me weak!”

      I shot Rufus a helpless glance. Didn’t he usually keep Gobi out of trouble?

      He rolled his eyes. “I suppose the Prince Regent would not forgive me if I let his kin get hurt.”

      “He’s talking about you,” said Fyrian.

      “Why do Griffon brothers act like women need protection?”

      “Because they’re ogres, and you’re a Princess.”

      I sniffed. “You two might as well come along. If the grooms say yes, we’ll need one more team. Maybe the witches who were betrothed to that rider?”

      Rufus shook his head. “Considering they tried to kill him, I doubt that they would want to avenge his death.”

      “He’s right,” said Fyrian.

      I glanced around the mess hall, looking for people who might want to join our quest to catch Asproceros before he struck again. Most warriors were already patrolling the grounds, so I couldn’t ask any of them to neglect their duty, and the few civilians in the mess hall didn’t seem strong enough to face a full ogre. Even after taking Master Jesper’s elixirs, I wasn’t sure if I could handle Asproceros on my own.

      “That’s why we need to practice what Pristis taught us,” said Fyrian. “Come to my stall. You might develop your hardened skin if we work close together.”

      “Good idea.” I needed all the help I could get.

      The short groom who had walked me back from the Healer’s Academy stepped in through the barrier, his giant longsword trailing on the ground after him. By his side was a quarter-ogre whose pale, blue hair fluffed out from his head like a dandelion. Behind them strode the two groom cadets who had been fighting over an enchanted dagger.

      I placed a hand on Stafford’s shoulder. “This lot might be interested in volunteering.”

      “Good luck.”

      The four males headed for the spit roast, and I followed after them. “Excuse me?”

      “Hello, there,” said the short man. “Is everything all right?”

      “Did you hear? Asproceros stole some green dragonets this morning.”

      The fluffy-haired man bared his teeth. “I still owe that piece of orvoli dung a beating for cracking my skull from behind.”

      “This is Silkie,” said the short man. “He’s the one in charge of feeding the dragons.”

      I gave the taller male a nod of greeting. “A few of us are meeting up later to ambush Asproceros. Are you in?”

      Silkie’s nostrils flared. “Definitely. Can I bring a few mates?”

      I glanced from the longswordsman to the cadets. “If you can put together a gang, that would be great. We’re splitting up to guard different groups of dragonets.”

      “Is anyone guarding the blues?” asked Silkie.

      I shook my head.

      “We’ll watch over them. When?”

      “Every night until he’s caught,” I replied.

      Silkie gave me a nod. “I’ll be there with weapons.”

      After finishing my meal and arranging to meet the others later, I headed over to Fyrian’s stall. She sat on her haunches with her head high and forelegs straightened. The setting sun caught the horns around her head, making them shine like a crown of polished jade.

      “I’ve been speaking with Griseo.” She lowered her upper body to the ground, indicating for me to get onto her back. “He says the fastest way to form a connection is with skin-to-scale contact.”

      I climbed onto her forepaw. “Is that Captain Pristis’ dragon?”

      “Yes,” replied Fyrian. “He’s a lot more friendly than that miserable Caneo.”

      Using the horned ridges on her forelegs as a ladder, I clambered up to her shoulder. “That’s two silver dragons you like.”

      “Who’s the other?” she asked.

      “Fulmen.” I settled into the space between her wing bones. “Stafford’s getting close to him, you said.”

      “I suppose he’s all right. Besides, I never said I didn’t like silvers.”

      I glanced around the bare, sandstone cell. “What do I do now? Sit here with my eyes closed?”

      “Griseo said they leaned against each other’s bonds.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Leaned?”

      Her wing bones twitched into a shrug. “I suppose bonds between dragons and non-fairies are solid.”

      “That might be why General Thornicroft said my mind was like hollow cheese.”

      “All right. Close your eyes and let’s connect.”

      After shrugging off my flying jacket, I placed it on my lap and wrapped my arms around Fyrian’s neck. The scales under my skin radiated the heat of a hot spring. With a sigh, I relaxed into the embrace and closed my eyes.

      Darkness filled my vision, devoid of the usual faint sunlight streaming through my eyelids. My consciousness floated in what felt like a starless, cloudless night. This felt nothing like the meditation exercise I had practiced with Captain Pristis in my hospital room. Last night, I had been watching the darkness behind my eyes, but today, it felt like I was floating. I twisted around and glided through the air toward a pale, silver moon.

      “Fyri, are you there?”

      “Yes.” Her voice echoed through the dark. “But I can’t see you.”

      “Fly toward the moon. That’s where I’m headed.”

      “All right.”

      I continued higher, arms outstretched, propelled by my will to join Fyrian at the moon. Moments later, my fingertips touched the cool surface of what appeared to be a solid disc that shimmered like quicksilver.

      “Fyri, where are you?”

      “I’m at the moon, but it’s more like a bit of metal.”

      “Why does it look so different today?” I asked.

      “We usually connect deepest when we’re in trouble and don’t have time to notice the scenery of our bond. Sitting here in the comfort of my stall makes our connection slower, I suppose.”

      “That makes sense.” My fingertips sank into the disc, encasing them in the sensation of cool slime. “Something’s happening. Hold on.”

      “What are you doing?” her voice raised several octaves. “The moon is rippling at my end.”

      Casting my mind to a point beyond the moon, I pushed my fingers through the silver disc until they went through the other end.

      “A-are those your hands?” she asked.

      I glanced down at my arms, which were now wrist-deep in the quicksilver. “What’s wrong with them?”

      “Don’t come any further!”

      “Why?” I pulled my arms back, but the force of the silver liquid yanked me through to the other side. The world flip-flopped, making me tumble through what felt like the murkiest pond in the Known World. My breath caught in my throat. “I don’t think this is supposed to happen.”

      “I told you to stop!” she shrieked.

      My head spun somersaults, making me want to curl up into a ball and lie on the ground. “I-it was too late!”

      Eventually, the tumbling stopped, and I opened my eyes. Fyrian floated in front of me, her crimson eyes narrowed into slits.

      I exhaled a long breath of relief. “That wasn’t too bad.”

      “How will you get back?”

      Twisting around, I pointed at a spot behind me. “Through the—”

      “It’s gone,” she snapped.

      “Where?”

      “Look at yourself.”

      I glanced down at my hands. Instead of pale flesh, I was covered in silver scales. “W-what does that mean?”

      “It can’t be anything good.”

      “Can you ask Griseo?”

      Fyrian closed her eyes. A moment later, she opened them. “I asked him hypothetically what would happen if a rider pushed themselves through the moon. He said it wasn’t hypothetically possible and to stop bothering him with silly questions.”

      “Why didn’t you tell him what really happened?”

      “Because he would tell Roopal, who would tell Fosco, who would expel you for doing something unauthorized.”

      “Sorry. I forgot about the written warning. Is there someone else you can ask?”

      “Not Caneo,” said Fyrian. “He and Thornicroft probably know what this is, but he acts too important to speak to a young dragon. Maybe Hyacynth—”

      A hand landed on my bare forearm, giving me the kind of jolt I’d once gotten from a shocking-eel. The scenery disappeared, leaving me in the dark. “Cadet Bluford?”

      I opened my eyes to meet the turquoise gaze of King Magnar. “W-what are you doing in here?”

      “I’ve been calling you for a few minutes now.” His brows drew together. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine.” I pulled my arm out of his grip. “Is that all you did?”

      “What?”

      “Call out my name and touch my arm?”

      His cheeks reddened. “What are you accusing me of?”

      A flush heated my face. “Nothing. I-I was just checking. What do you want?”

      “I overheard some louts saying you were recruiting warriors to track a poacher. I would like to volunteer.”

      “Do you have your magic helmet?” My voice became breathy with excitement. A seven-foot-tall, armored oaf with a huge broadsword and an even larger temper would be handy in a fight against a full ogre.

      His brows rose. “Don’t you remember breaking it?”

      My shoulders slumped. “Oh yes, the duel you lost. Then the answer is no.”

      “Why not?”

      “You wouldn’t last ten seconds against Asproceros.”

      His spine stiffened into one of those regal postures that made me want to shove him down to the ground. Then he raised his chin in an even more aggravating posture and said, “I’m stronger than I look. Give me a chance to prove my worth?”

      I shook my head. “You can take a beating, I’ll give you that, but that ogre killed a dragon rider. It wouldn’t be safe for you.”

      “What if I brought Astri and Botilda?”

      A jolt of excitement made me straighten. I’d almost forgotten the pair were in Mount Fornax. They probably didn’t venture out because of the furor around Evolene’s escape from the magical militia. I beamed at King Magnar. He might be the worst monarch in the Known World, but his sisters were impressive.

      “They’d be brilliant,” I said. “All right, the three of you are our fifth team, and you’ll be watching the black dragonets.”

      His face fell. “I wanted to lend my strength to your team.”

      I pretended not to hear his overture of friendship. Every time I showed him an ounce of compassion, he would make it backfire. “The black dragonets are probably at the bottom of the mountain in one of those earth homes. You can always explain what you’re doing to a black dragon, and one of them will direct you.”

      He sagged. “Very well. I will inform my sisters.”

      After he left, I took a stair stone to the surface and walked over to the Healer’s Academy building to pick up Evolene. Two white discs hung on the door. I picked one up and placed it over my head. While it felt slightly warmer than the quicksilver moon, the tentacles slithering down my mouth and nostrils were far more unpleasant. Once the breathing parasol was in place, I pushed the door open.

      Green smoke billowed out from the laboratory. Stafford sat on a cot, watching Evolene milk a Boreal viper and pour its venom into a bubbling cauldron.

      “Did Stafford tell you about Asproceros?” I stepped inside.

      Master Jesper took the writhing snake from Evolene’s hands and placed it into a basket. “I want you to exercise caution when apprehending him. If he has been sent by the spriggans, his last captive might be yourself”

      My stomach churned at the notion. “Can either of you join us tonight?”

      Master Jesper shook its head. “This is a critical stage in the brewing process. I have to enchant multiple spells over the poison, and I can’t get it wrong. However, Madam Evolene may take the evening off.

      “Thank you.” She wiped her hands on a cloth. “I’ll bring the visibility dust.”

      “Is that to negate the effects of the cloak?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      Stafford stood. “Let’s go upstairs to class, then. We’ll come down for you in a few hours.”
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      Dr. Duclair held Healing class in a room twice the size of Fyrian’s stall because she and a pair of male assistants wanted to demonstrate ways to calm anxious dragons. Master Hyacinthus attended the first half hour of the lecture to translate, as the dragon felt he needed a little moral support.

      I scribbled down a few notes but couldn’t focus because Asproceros and his monstrous fists occupied my mind. The ogre was indeed a coward. Most warriors wouldn’t run from weaker opponents, and they certainly wouldn’t attack them from behind or ambush them from behind a corner. He’d only managed to catch me unawares because I wasn’t prepared for him.

      “But you know what he’s like now,” said Fyrian.

      “Full of dirty tricks,” I replied. “Next time, I won’t let him take advantage of any blind spots.”

      “And dodge those fists.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What’s going on in class?”

      “Nothing.” I kept my eyes on the parchment.

      Dr. Duclair’s patient was a male with oxblood-colored scales who wore a black mask to obscure his face. From the faint scent of dung clinging to his scales, it was clear that the anxious dragon was Byrrus, Fyrian’s nemesis. He had passed up the opportunity to partner with Captain Caiman by bonding with King Magnar under the influence of the loyalty elixir. I pushed thoughts of the distressed dragon to the back of my mind. Fyrian wasn’t in the best of moods because of the wild dragon’s harassment, and I didn’t want to add any more fuel to her rivalry with Byrrus by showing her the class.

      “Cadet Bluford?” Dr. Duclair floated down from the masked dragon. “Are you still suffering from your recent concussion? You don’t seem to be concentrating.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Sorry. My mind wandered.”

      “Stay behind afterward.”

      My heart spasmed. I was supposed to be meeting the others to coordinate the ambush. “Yes, Doctor.”

      She flew back to address the entire class. “A dragon who loses the will to eat usually does so because of a low mood. For those of you who have mage powers, Healer Maccoa will demonstrate a basic healing technique. It infuses a little of another dragon’s energy into the patient to give them a boost.”

      A quarter-ogre with long, black-and-white hair in a braid that reached his shoulder blades stepped forward with his palms raised. “This only works when you’ve bonded to a dragon. If you try this without a bond, you’ll exhaust your magic and end up here for a week.”

      The witches in the front giggled. I glanced at Stafford, who shrugged. He didn’t find his comment amusing, either.

      “Focus on your bond and push some flames into your palms.” Healer Maccoa set both palms alight. “If anyone wants, they can follow along with me, but keep your hands off your parchment.”

      The witches tittered.

      I stared at my upturned hand. Tiny flames spread down from my fingertips and ended at the base of my knuckles.

      “Good,” said the healer. “I see a few of you have gotten it right.”

      I turned to Stafford, who had covered his entire palm with flames.

      “You just need to fine-tune where you’re putting the magic,” said Fyrian. “Concentrate.”

      Healer Maccoa strode up to the oxblood-colored dragon and rested both flaming palms on his chest. “Tell me how that feels? Any better?”

      The dragon nodded with a long, sulfurous breath, and all the tension left his muscles.

      “What do you think he’s depressed about?” asked Fyrian.

      “Maybe the other dragons make fun of him.”

      The bond went silent for several moments. “I’ll make more of an effort with Percoquo. He doesn’t eat people’s food these days.”

      “Do you think there’s anyone else you could be nicer to?” I asked.

      “I suppose I can stop calling Caneo miserable. I’ll bet he’s missing Thornicroft.”

      I shook my head. Once we’d caught Asproceros and found the dragonets, I’d speak to Fyrian about her attitude toward Byrrus.

      One of the rider cadets raised his hand. “What if he isn’t eating because of poison?”

      Dr. Duclair flew down. “There aren’t many things a dragon can ingest that causes much harm. Their noses are sensitive enough to identify substances that can make them ill.”

      He tapped the end of his quill on his lip. “Well, say someone tricked a dragon into eating meat with a hidden clump of dragonsbane, would you have to crawl down their throat?”

      “Of course not.” Her nose twitched. “There are elixirs and plants that will force a dragon to disgorge.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Nobody needs to climb into a dragon’s mouth except for in the direst circumstances.” She flicked open the doors with her staff. “Before our next class, I would like you to visit the library and identify five common plants that will make a dragon expel the contents of its gullet.”

      The riders groaned, and everyone packed their writing materials into their knapsacks. Healer Maccoa pulled back a folding door that opened up into a sandstone courtyard about the same size as the one outside the reception building. Byrrus gave the healer a nod of thanks and stepped out of the classroom.

      As the cadets streamed out, Stafford leaned close. “We’ll pick up Evolene and wait for you in the hallway.”

      “Thanks.” I pushed myself up and walked over to Dr. Duclair’s desk. “You wanted to speak to me?”

      “Have you been drinking quicksilver?”

      I drew back. “No.”

      “Your skin has a slight silvery hue.”

      My eyes widened. “Um… Fyrian and I connected, and there was a moon—”

      “A dragon quest?”

      “No.”

      “Then how do you explain the physical manifestation of your connection on your skin? I take it you fell through the moon.”

      I gaped. “How did you—”

      “I’ve been the lead healer in Mount Fornax since the beginning. Who do you think gets to see all the mishaps between bonded partners?”

      I shuffled my feet. “What did I do wrong?”

      “Where have you been keeping the dream-horn General Thornicroft gave you?”

      “Umm… I left it in my knapsack. It’s probably still there.”

      “There’s your problem. The dream-horn combined with skin-to-scale contact with your dragon deepens the connection. At this rate, if you get hurt, so will Fyrian-Lacerta and vice versa.”

      “How do we stop it?”

      “A good night’s sleep should do the trick.” She wagged her finger. “Next time, don’t combine the dream-horn with such close proximity unless you wish to taste your dragon’s next meal.”

      I coughed. “Right. Thanks for your help. Could you not tell Master Fosco?”

      “Your medical information is confidential unless it concerns a contagious issue we cannot keep under control.”

      “Thank you.” I rushed to the door. “Bye, Doctor.”

      Outside in the hallway, Rufus, Gobi, Stafford, and Evolene leaned against the wall. Each wore grim expressions except Gobi, who grinned and rubbed his hands as though he was about to embark on the most exciting adventure in the Known World.

      “We’d better go and meet the others,” I murmured.

      We made our way out of the Healer’s Academy building and down to the terraces in silence. Asproceros would probably not attempt to steal dragonets tonight while everyone was still on high alert from this morning’s attack, but he would probably scope out his next target. That was what burglars did in the adventure scrolls.

      “Wait for me!” shouted a familiar voice from the terrace above. Roseate bounded after us down a flight of stairs.

      “Why?” I raised my head to the skies and let out an exasperated breath.

      “Paniscus was my betrothed. I should be there to avenge his death.”

      “Fine, but don’t cause us any trouble, or I’ll hand you to Asproceros as a parting gift.”

      She slowed her steps and nodded.

      I didn’t even notice what they were serving in the mess hall. The other four teams, including King Magnar and two smaller males who were obviously his sisters in disguise, sat around five cadets’ tables pushed together. Niger straightened and gestured at the empty seat next to his. A male with burgundy hair, wearing a cadet’s uniform walked past and took the seat. It was Phoenix.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” said Fyrian. “He felt Evolene’s nerves and wanted to know what we were doing.”

      “As long as he won’t tell Master Fosco,” I replied.

      “That’s the thing. No one but us knows they’re bonded. Phoenix wants to keep it a secret.”

      “Because they’d work out that he was part of the team that broke Evolene out of prison?”

      “That’s right.”

      With each step toward the group, my heart struck hard against my ribcage. All faces turned to me, and I gulped.

      “They’re expecting a speech,” said Fyrian. “Say something rousing.”

      “Right.” I cleared my throat. “Thank you, brave warriors, for volunteering to rid Mount Fornax of the scourge that is Asproceros. While most villains will be hiding in their lairs, lying low until it’s time to strike, Asproceros the coward will wander the terraces and hallways under a cloak that makes him both invisible to eyes and wards.”

      The Griffon brothers and the others who had been attacked muttered their displeasure.

      “With the help of Evolene’s magical invention, we will set a trap that will let us see when he approaches,” I continued.

      “How does it work?” asked Albens.

      I gestured to Evolene, who sat at the far end of the tables next to Stafford.

      She squared her narrow shoulders, reached into her cloak, and pulled out a handful of empty vials. “T-throw this at the entrance to the dragonet dwellings. I-it contains an invisible powder that turns red when in contact with certain enchantments.”

      Roseate tilted her head to the side. “What spells did you use to craft this?”

      “I-its a trade secret among alchemists and their apprentices,” said Evolene.

      I raised my brows. She probably didn’t want to admit to everyone that she had created the invisibility cloak Asproceros used to commit his crimes. After her recent experiences with witches both inside and outside the Magical Militia, I didn’t blame her.

      A member of each team took a vial.

      “Good luck, everyone,” I said. “Sound the alarm if you need help.”

      We all stood and went in our separate directions. Since my team were watching the purple dragonets, we headed to the lowest levels of the dry side of the mountain, where the terraces stretched six-feet wide.

      “There are two entrances, so we should split into groups.” Phoenix turned to me. “I will take Evolene and Cadets Griffon and Bluebeard. You take the others.”

      Stafford bristled. “I should stay with Evolene.”

      Evolene nodded. “S-Stafford and I usually work together on these adventures.”

      I glanced away. That wasn’t quite true, but I suppose she was trying not to hurt anyone’s feelings.

      “Fine,” Phoenix said with a growl in his voice. “I will take Roseate.”

      She folded her arms. “I’m staying with Evolene.”

      I rolled my eyes. Evolene was awfully popular for such a quiet little witch.

      “What does it matter who stays with who?” snarled Rufus. “Asproceros is trying to steal dragonets!”

      “He’s right.” I turned to Phoenix. “Will you be all right with just Rufus and Gobi?”

      Gobi puffed out his chest. “You need not worry about us.”

      Phoenix gave Gobi a pat on the shoulder. “Let’s watch the exit.”

      “Phoenix.” Evolene pressed a vial into his hand. “You’ll need this.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled, reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of natural sponges. After handing us each a pair, he said, “You must put these in your ears in case I need to use my voice as a weapon. They’re enchanted to block out only harmful sounds.”

      The rest of us walked to the spot above the entrance of the purple dragonet enclosure, which was already guarded by a group of four armed grooms. Evolene threw her vial onto the ground, and it disintegrated into dust.

      My brows rose. Obviously, she had a lot of experience in sneaking about. We sat at the edge of the terrace and peered down. So far, no strange marks appeared on the ground.

      I lay on my belly at my vantage point and listened to the grooms below speculate on the whereabouts of Asproceros. When they fell silent, I glanced out into the horizon, hoping Evolene had remembered to make her powder visible after dark. The sun disappeared behind the distant hills, staining the thin covering of clouds on the horizon blood-orange. More of the strangely colored clouds stretched out over the mountain, leaving expanses of dark turquoise in their gaps.

      Over the next several minutes, the sun receded and darkened the sky. I stifled a yawn. Waiting around in silence wasn’t the most exciting of activities.

      Roseate pulled herself to her feet, flicked her staff, and erected a silencing bubble. “Are you with Phoenix, now?”

      I pushed myself up to my elbows and groaned. “What’s this got to do with our mission?”

      A flush covered Evolene’s cheeks. “O-of course not.”

      Roseate smirked. “It’s just that being bonded to a dragon is like being married, isn’t it?”

      Evolene shook her head. “We’re just friends.”

      “Stop making trouble,” I snapped. “Fyrian and I are bonded, and it’s nothing like marriage.”

      Roseate’s smirk widened. “But Fyrian is a dragon, and Phoenix—”

      “Is a dragon, too!” snapped Stafford.

      “Who turns into one of the most handsome men in Mount Fornax.”

      “Will you be quiet?” I hissed. “We’re trying to concentrate.”

      Moments later, red footsteps appeared on the terrace. They stopped mere feet to the left of the grooms.

      “He’s here!” I hissed.

      Stafford leaped off our terrace and landed eight feet above the footsteps. A roar of outrage sounded from beneath him, and an invisible force flung him from side to side. He held on for dear life, clenching his teeth.

      A quartet of witches sprinted out from the dragonet enclosure. Their leader’s staff glowed with brilliant, white light. “What’s going on here?”

      “It’s Asproceros,” said Stafford, voice strained. “He’s under an invisibility cloak.”

      See if you can knock him out with your magic,” I said to Evolene.

      Roseate shot at Stafford’s shoulder, tearing off the collar of his flying jacket.

      Evolene shoved her aside, aimed the crystal tip of her staff at a point just above Stafford’s head, and shouted, “Somnus!”

      Red magic flashed, and Stafford fell forward, landing atop the invisible ogre, four feet above the ground. He raised his head. “I caught him!”

      I jumped down and groped around. Rough fabric grazed my fingertips, and I yanked hard. With an almighty tear, the invisibility cloak came apart, revealing the horned, slumbering face of Asproceros.

      Witches and grooms crowded around us. “Well done, Cadet,” said the oldest witch. “What’s your name?”

      I gave a beaming Stafford a hearty clap on the shoulder. “He’s Perrault. Stafford Perrault.”

      One of the guards raised his head and grinned at Evolene. “The three of you grouped up to catch him? I’ll be commending you to—”

      “GWOOOOAAAR!” Asproceros leaped to his feet, knocking us all aside.

      I fell onto my back, staring up at eight-and-a-half feet of muscled brute.

      “Did you think you could catch Asproceros, the great Simum Simum, so easily?” He pulled out a curved sword that glinted in the moonlight. “I am immune to witch magic, impervious to dragon fire. And after I kill you all, I will take your dragonets!”

      I rolled onto my back, unsheathed my Parched Sword, pushed all my power through its hit. A stream of fire shot from its tip and lanced through his leg. The scent of burned cloth and seared flesh filled the air, making me gag. Asproceros growled and kicked, but that only increased the number of my flames burning through his leg.

      Phoenix bellowed from the other side of the terrace.

      “Oh!” The ogre doubled over, clutching his ears.

      The witches and grooms around us shrieked.

      Yellow magic shot over our heads and engulfed Asproceros in a penitentiary bubble. His face twisted with rage, and he pounded his mighty fists on the barrier, making it bulge with every strike. I scrambled back, glancing up at the terrace, where Evolene stood with her staff held high, her face a mask of grim determination.

      “Roseate,” I yelled. “Help her!”

      The pink-haired witch trembled at the edge of the terrace, pointing her staff at Evolene’s stream of yellow magic, making it thicken.

      Asproceros jumped, and the bubble rose six inches off the ground. My stomach twisted. If only the other witches were well enough to lend Evolene her power. An ogre like that was no match for Evolene and Roseate. He jumped again, off the side of the terrace. The bubble bounced down to the next terrace down and the one after that.

      I scrambled after him, stamping my foot on a pale stair-stone and descending at a sprint. Asproceros dropped another four levels before he broke the bubble with a dagger made of gravestone.

      Roseate flew overhead, patchwork cloak billowing over her shoulders like a flying carpet. She held Evolene around the waist, who shot spells at the retreating ogre.

      “Where are you?” I shouted into the bond.

      “Overhead,” she replied. “There’s nowhere to land.”

      I jumped down on the next terrace, ran to its edge and leaped down to the next. “Four terraces down might be wide enough.”

      “Asproceros is down there. Should I flame him?”

      “Just enough to slow him. Nothing more.”

      “Right.”

      I followed after the ogre, who dodged spell after spell, using a huge, blue eye in the back of his skull. It was probably some kind of dark magic he had borrowed to be able to escape his enemies.

      Muti’s team, who had been watching out for the red dragonets, flew down on rapier reds, who spat streams of fire at the ogre. Asproceros reached into his baggy breeches and raised a shield, which expanded and deflected their flames.

      I growled. “How many magical artifacts does he have?”

      “They won’t stand up to my venom.” Fyrian landed in front of me with a thud.

      I scrambled onto her, and she launched herself off the terrace and flew close to Asproceros.

      He glared at me through the eye in the back of his head. “Your green dragon’s fire will not stand up to my Supreme Shield of Shelter!”

      “Go on.” I patted Fyrian on the neck. “Give him a taste of your venom.”

      She spat a stream of thick, green fluid, which splashed onto his shield.

      “What is this?” he bellowed.

      I pointed the Parched Sword at the venom-splattered shield and shot my power into its hilt. Fire spread across its surface and down his arm, which had probably caught a few drops of venom.

      The ogre roared and threw the flaming shield at my head. “Swine!”

      Fyrian dipped to the side, and the shield fell onto her wing. The rider cadets on rapier reds spat rapid balls of fire at the escaping ogre.

      By the time Fyrian righted herself, Asproceros reached into his breeches and pulled out a double-ended halberd.

      My nostrils flared. He was going to throw it like a javelin and hurt someone. “Everybody, fall back!”

      The rapier reds scattered, and Fyrian surged into the sky. There was no telling how far an ogre could throw a weapon, and I supposed nobody wanted to be close enough to find out.

      I glared down at Asproceros, ready to direct Fyrian to spin out of the way if the halberd flew toward us. But instead of aiming it into the skies, he placed it between his legs and launched himself off the side of the mountain.

      “My helm-bird is enchanted to be faster than any dragon in the Known World, including those little red ones!” he sped off at an alarming speed. “You cannot keep the wards closed forever, but I can stay hidden until I take every dragonet in this accursed mountain!”
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      Asporceros sped around the mountain, with the rapier reds on his tail, and moonlight making the blades on both ends of his helm-bird glint in the dark. He leaned forward, keeping close to the terrace, giving the dragons little space to flank him on both sides.

      Fyrian and I flew above a crowd of rapier reds that lit up the sky with their streams of fire. Black scorch marks appeared on the bare limestones, where they had missed their target.

      I rested my clenched fists on Fyrian’s neck. If Asproceros continued at this speed, we would leave the dry side of the mountain, where dragon fire would damage the orchards and crops.

      “We’ll have to fly ahead and cut him off,” said Fyrian.

      “Do you need my power?”

      “It’s already flowing to me through the bond,” she replied. “Can’t you feel it?”

      Below us, Asproceros threw an explosive that shot green power at the crowd of rapier reds, causing them to scatter. Some of the powder landed on a group of dragon moths gathered around a cave’s entrance. A frustrated breath surged out of my lungs. “I’ve been too preoccupied to feel anything.”

      Fyrian sucked in a deep breath and lurched forward, overtaking the flying ogre. “He’s about to get the flaming of his life.”

      “Do it.”

      She dipped into a downward loop and blew out a stream of fire, aiming at the tip of the halberd. Asproceros’ black eyes widened, and his mouth fell open, revealing a row of uneven teeth.

      Seconds before the fire hit, the halberd lurched backward.

      “Ha! You will never catch me!” The ogre shook his fist.

      Muti swooped down from behind, his rapier red spitting rapid bursts of fire. The halberd tumbled out of the sky in a downward spiral toward the bare sandstone grounds.

      “You did it!” I shouted.

      “Yes!” Muti raised a fist into the air.

      Fyrian swooped down, ready to land where he fell, but the ogre and his helm-bird reversed, accelerated upward, its sharp, metal tip aiming for her eyes. She spun left, out of its way.

      I snarled. “We have to do something about that stupid halberd.”

      Asproceros leveled out and flew close to the widening terraces where thin patches of desert sage grew from the stone. My heart pounded as hard as a war drum and twice as fast. Trees came into sight up ahead on the mountains, and in moments, we would have to be careful not to set them on fire.

      Phoenix appeared in front of Asproceros and blew a stream of flames into his face. As predicted, the halberd flew backward. In the blink of an eye, Phoenix disappeared and reappeared behind the ogre.

      “W-what are you doing?” he bellowed.

      “Yes!” I shouted.

      Phoenix continued the pattern, blocking the ogre at every move and making the halberd lurch up and down, forward and backward, and from side to side. The riders flew in a loose circle overhead and rained down pellets of fire, setting the remnants of Asproceros’ invisibility cloak alight.

      “S-stop,” he cried. “If you continue tormenting me, I will fall out of the sky!”

      “Fyri?” I asked. “Can you see anything happening to his halberd?”

      “There’s a split in the wood,” she replied. “It’s getting longer with every second.”

      “Keep going!” I shouted to Phoenix. “You’ve nearly got him.”

      The ogre’s flying halberd lost altitude, dropping several feet, but Phoenix kept up with his attacks. Fyrian and I flew after them, ready to give chase in case the fall was a trick to get out of the dragons’ range.

      Clouds covered the moon, and his cloak had burned to embers, leaving the only thing visible on Asproceros the whites of his eyes.

      “AAAARRRRRRGGGGGGHHH!”

      His halberd plummeted, spinning out of control. Asproceros clutched its wooden shaft and rocked back and forth as though the movement might reignite its magic.

      The clouds thinned, and I locked eyes with the ogre. The features around his horn twisted into a rictus of terror. My throat dried. This was no bluff. I was about to see his end.

      With an almighty thud and a huge cloud of dry air, he hit the ground. The dust still hadn’t settled, so I couldn’t see if he had survived.

      Gulping, I asked, “Is he dead?”

      “He isn’t moving.”

      Fyrian landed several feet away from the fallen ogre by a featureless patch of mountain consisting of bare sandstone. I swung my legs to one side and slid down her foreleg. Dust particles filled the air, obscuring my vision. The sound of four large feet hit the ground on the opposite side of the ogre, and purple scales became visible through the dust. They disappeared, indicating that Phoenix had turned back into a man.

      “It looks like the plan worked,” he said.

      “Y-yes.” I stepped forward, pulse thudding in my throat. Would we find him lying in a pool of blood, his body mangled from the fall? I shook my head. What full ogres lacked in magical power, they made up for in resilience. Asproceros was probably unconscious. Hopefully with a fractured skull.

      “YAAAH!” A massive figure galloped toward me through the dust, broadsword raised above his head.

      “Run!” shouted Fyrian.

      Stepping back, I widened my stance and raised my sword. “It’s too late. He’ll catch me in seconds. I have to fight.”

      Phoenix rushed behind him and bellowed. The ogre stumbled to his feet, clapping a hand over his ear. I pushed my magic into the Parched Sword and sliced a lance of fire at the wrist of his sword arm.

      Asproceros cried out, a gut-wrenching sound accompanied by the clang of his sword hitting the ground.

      “Out of the way,” said Fyrian.

      I jumped aside. Fyrian spat venom into the ogre’s face, coloring his nose-horn green.

      He clapped his hands over his eyes. “What is this?”

      “The most flammable liquid in the Known World,” I said. “If so much as an ember comes close to you, you’ll go up in flames.”

      Foam frothed from the corners of his mouth. “I will kill you.”

      I raised my flaming parched sword. “You’ll have to get through this first, and I still owe you for punching me in the face.”

      The fury twisting his features melted into a blank mask. He stepped back, nearly tripping on a huge rock he must have dislodged from his crash-landing. “W-wait! I can split the proceeds of this job with you. Just turn a blind eye and let me go.”

      “Or I can set you alight and claim the hefty reward on your head.”

      He bared his teeth. “If I die, you will never find the dragonets. They are behind several layers of enchantments in a place you can never conceive. Come with me, and I will lead you to them. Kill or burn me, and they will die of starvation.”

      My mouth fell open. This had to be some kind of bluff. He was probably just saying anything he could to get me to think twice about attacking him. Behind him, dark figures swooped down from the sky.

      The ogre bared his teeth and reached for his fallen sword. Before he could grab it, multiple streams of yellow magic hit the ogre from all angles, encasing him in a penitentiary bubble so thick, I could barely see him.

      “I don’t think so.” Madam Maritimus flew down and landed on the ground beside me, her patchwork cloak settling over her shoulders. The light from the penitentiary bubble reflected on her while hair, making it appear the color of citrea lemons. “But you will lead us to the dragonets and reveal who hired you.”

      Muffled shouts sounded from within the bubble, but this time, a dozen witches stood around it with their staffs raised, giving the enchantment enough power to keep him secure.

      “He’s put the dragonets somewhere they can starve,” I said to the older witch.

      “Remove the silencing,” said Madam Maritimus.

      One of the witches withdrew her magic from the penitentiary bubble. Thunderous bangs echoed from within the magic, drowned out by the ogre’s roars. “Release me, you hags!”

      Madam Maritimus strolled over to the furious ogre. “Where are the dragonets?”

      Asproceros butted at the yellow magic with his horn. “I will gore your guts out and eat you all. Release me!”

      The bubble maintained its integrity, not even bulging with the contact of his horn. I folded my arms, glaring at the ogre’s futile attempts at escape. If he was so tough, why didn’t he break out of the magic and carry out his threats?

      “He’s an idiot,” said Fyrian. “A greedy one, too.”

      Madam Maritimus placed her hands on her hips. “Remove the bubble’s breathable air.”

      Green magic flashed, and Asproceros clutched at his neck, beady eyes bulging. “M-mercy, noble witches, for I will die!”

      “Tell us where you put the dragonets,” she said.

      He dipped to his knees. “A-anything.”

      “Restore the breathable air,”

      With a flare of yellow magic, the ogre rested his hands on his thighs and breathed hard. “Asproceros does not fear death. When I get free of your enchantment, I will eat your entrails with Mount Fornax’s finest chili sauce.”

      “At least we’ve identified the petty thief,” muttered Fyrian.

      “Can I try something?” I asked.

      The older witch shrugged. “If you think you can get answers quicker.”

      “Madam Maritimus,” I said in a loud voice. “D-don’t use ogrebane. It’s illegal!”

      She rolled her eyes. “This is not Steppe, Cadet. In Mount Fornax, the dragons make the rules.”

      Fyrian nodded from where she loomed over the bubble, adding a guttural roar for emphasis.

      “O-ogrebane?” Asproceros glared down at me. “That is inhumane!”

      I spread my arms wide. “If it’s good enough for Her Majesty, it’s good enough for the dragons. Didn’t she use it to destroy Rhinoceros’ body?”

      The ogre bared his crooked teeth. They looked orange in the light of the penitentiary bubble. Although flatter than those of the average ogre, I didn’t doubt that Asproceros’ mighty jaws could snap a human in half. I reached into my jacket pocket, pretending to search for a vial, and his face dropped.

      He crouched down a couple of feet, making eye contact with us both, and a triangular, pink tongue darted out to lick his parched lips. “What do you wish to know?”

      “Where are the dragonets?” asked Madam Maritimus.

      He shook his head. “I will not say.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You will execute me with ogrebane.”

      I sent the witch an apologetic smile, but she pursed her lips. “If you fear execution, why did you return to the scene of your murder?”

      He straightened and jerked his head to the side as though affronted by the question. I wrinkled my brow. The ogre was trapped and seemingly without a magical artifact. What was the point of making things difficult by refusing to answer a reasonable question?

      Madam Maritimus sighed. “Those of you witches with weak stomachs, look away and please keep your magic trained on the penitentiary bubble. I do not wish to have my leathers splashed with liquid ogre.”

      “No!” he pressed two massive palms against the bubble. “Please, I will tell you anything.”

      Fyrian let out a smoky harrumph. “I ought to flame him for wasting everyone’s time.”

      “Not before he tells us what he did with the dragonets,” I replied.

      “Of course.”

      “Asproceros,” Madam Maritimus snapped. “This is your last chance to speak.”

      “A-all right!” He swiped at the sweat gathering in the groove between his top lip and nose-horn. “But you will hear my story in its entirety before judging. I believe you will understand my plight.”

      I glanced at Fyrian. The slitted pupil in her crimson eyes widened. It looked like neither of us understood what Asproceros meant.

      “If this is a ploy to tire the witches out, it won’t work,” said Madam Maritimus. “And I don’t wish to hear any treasonous complaints about Queen Cendrilla gifting your family lands to the dragons.”

      The ogre’s teeth clacked shut. “All right, but it was not my idea to return here.”

      “Whose was it?” I asked.

      “A group of bounty witches pursued me across Steppe. The Rueppelli sisters.”

      My brows rose. They were seven powerful witches from an offshoot clan of the Noble House of Griffon who carried out secret missions for the Magistratus. If they had set their sights on Asproceros, why hadn’t they caught him?

      The ogre turned his head to the side and leaned it against the bubble. “I crossed the border into the Savannah hills, and they trapped me in an iron maiden and dragged me back, but a dark force stopped their magic.”

      My stomach churned. “Ugh. Spriggans.”

      “That would explain why he’s back,” said Fyrian.

      “Why did this dark force rescue you?” asked Madam Maritimus.

      Asproceros drew back and shook his head. “He was interested in the witches and wanted to hire them.”

      “To what end?” asked the witch.

      The ogre reached into the pocket of his baggy breeches and pulled out a handkerchief the size of one of the flags flying over the Drogott Arena. “One moment, please.” He mopped giant beads of sweat from around his brow. “He offered them their weight in gold for a dozen dragons.”

      “And?” asked Madam Maritimus.

      “They refused.”

      I bit down on my lip. “What happened next?”

      “The dark mage took off his helmet and showed his true face.” The ogre clapped his massive hands over his eyes. “It was horrible!”

      Madam Maritimus leaned forward. “Explain.”

      “A-a baby man.”

      “Like an imp?”

      “Worse. I cannot explain. A baby and old man at the same time.”

      Fyrian and I both shuddered at the memory of the spriggan. It was hard to convey the terror of an aged baby face atop a warrior’s body.

      “He’s stalling for time,” I whispered to the witch. “What if he has a weapon that takes time to power up?”

      “His hands are bare.”

      “It’s in his breeches.”

      Madam Maritimus gave me the most peculiar stare. I raised my brows in question. Asproceros had pulled the broadsword, the helm-bird, and the explosive from the front of his breeches. It wasn’t unreasonable to assume he had stored some other danger down there.

      The ogre moaned. “The baby-man rained boulders down on the witches to punish their insolence. Then he turned to me and asked why I was precious to them.”

      “You offered to steal the dragons in exchange for gold?” asked Madam Maritimus.

      Asproceros bristled. “He promised me the restoration of my Noble House. When his master arises, those who supported his enemies will fall and be replaced by people of his choosing.”

      “Why did you take dragonets if he wanted dragons?”

      “I explained to him my failure with the dragon I tried to poach, and he said he would accept dragonets instead.”

      My heart pounded. Maybe Asproceros could give us information on the spriggan’s tactics. “What did he want to do with them?”

      The ogre shook his head. “I do not know.”

      “How did you pass through the wards?” asked Madam Maritimus.

      “The man who sold me my cloaks told me they offered absolute protection against security magic.”

      “The Sword of Lightning was too good for Jack Galloway,” Fyrian muttered.

      “It’s best that way,” I replied. “That man escaped every other kind of punishment. At least now he can’t cause any more trouble.”

      “He is if you count the artifacts he sold to criminals. What else hadn’t Evolene mentioned?”

      A gray cloud covered the moon, casting us all in darkness. Only a dozen glowing crystals from the witch’s staffs and the magic in the penitentiary bubble provided illumination. I pushed away those thoughts. Asproceros and the spriggans were more than enough to occupy my mind.

      Madam Maritimus placed her hand on the penitentiary bubble. “Thank you for your answers, but we need to know what you did with the dragonets.”

      “What about the baby-man?,” asked Asproceros. “He said I would die if I failed him.”

      “He is a spriggan. A dark fairy who can’t enter our wards and won’t hurt you.”

      “Y-you promise?”

      She nodded. “I promise.”

      My throat dried, and I glanced at the grim faces of the witches powering the penitentiary bubble. The spriggan wouldn’t punish Asproceros because the ogre wouldn’t leave the wards alive. Master Fosco had placed a heavy bounty on his head and would probably flame the ogre himself for his crimes against Mount Fornax.

      “Where are the dragonets?” asked Madam Maritimus.

      “I placed them in an enchanted sack.”

      “Where?”

      “The breeches.” He pulled at their waistband.

      I shot her a triumphant look, but she missed it.

      “Prove it,” she said.

      He reached into the front of his baggy breeches and pulled out something squirming in a sack.

      Fyrian gasped. “The flying cat just told me it was moving again!”

      “I found this interesting creature on my prowls.” Asproceros pulled out the flying cat by the scruff and held it aloft.

      The cat’s ears pulled back, and claws curled out from its front paws. With a yowl, the flying cat bared its fangs, swung around, and kicked at the ogre’s face with its back legs.

      “Filthy beast!” Asproceros dropped the flying cat and clutched at his face.

      “Make a hole in the bubble,” I said. “The cat’s in danger.”

      “Do it!” shouted Madam Maritimus.

      The magic in front of the flying cat thinned, and the little creature leaped out from the hole, spread its wings, and flew toward Fyrian’s head. Just as the hole in the penitentiary bubble closed up, Asproceros yanked the horn off his nose and blew into its mouthpiece.

      With a loud PING! the crystals on the witches’ staffs shattered, and the penitentiary bubble popped into golden sparks. I jumped back, heart exploding with panic.

      Asproceros threw his head back and bellowed out a triumphant roar. “You hags are worthless without your staffs, and now you will pay for your insolence!”

      The witches all rose into the air, propelled by their flying cloaks. Madam Maritimus unsheathed a thin rapier.

      He turned to us and snarled, the blood from the hole in his face dripping onto his snaggled teeth. Pushing my power into the Parched Sword, I swung it into his face and set Fyrian’s dry venom alight.

      Asproceros fell onto his back, clutching his burning face. “It hurts!”

      “Roll around in the dust,” I shouted.

      Phoenix strolled up to the writing ogre and punched him on the side of his head, knocking him out cold and onto his back. By now, the moon had emerged from the clouds, illuminating the ogre’s massive body. Grimacing, Phoenix reached into the ogre’s breeches and pulled out two more burlap sacks.

      Dozens of dazed dragonets staggered out of them, their wings splayed out for balance.

      “If you check those breeches, you’ll find the gold coins he stole,” said Fyrian.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m sure the witches will examine his secret compartments when they’ve fixed their staffs.”

      She shrugged her wings. “Suit yourself.”

      “I’ll take him to Master Fosco.” Phoenix transformed into a purple dragon, wrapped his front paw around the ogre, and disappeared.

      The witches flew up into the mountain, presumably to get new staffs, and the rider cadets returned the rapier reds to their dwellings.

      “Should we go with them?” asked Fyrian.

      I shook my head. “This counts as an unauthorized mission. If Master Fosco’s in a bad mood, he’ll expel me.”

      “Best to keep out of his way, then.”

      I glanced around. We were still on the dry side of the mountain, and the ground had sustained little damage. “Isn’t this where we first met the wild dragon? Where’s his cage?”

      Fyrian dipped her head toward an overhang. “Over the—”

      I turned around and gaped at the empty cage. “Did they move him to the holding stalls?”

      “They would have announced it in the last Council of Dragons meeting,” she replied.

      I clenched my fists. “Then he teleported. I knew he was a purple dragon!”

      Fyrian tilted her head to the side and squinted. “But Fosco said there were runes on his cage.”

      “They put runes on your walls when they arrested Niger, and you rubbed them off. Maybe he scratched them.”

      A worried rumble sounded in the back of her throat. “I don’t think the tamers would be that careless. Especially when you said the wild dragon was behind the attacks.”

      “How else would you describe how he escaped, then?”

      “I don’t know,” she said in a small voice.

      Shaking my head, I strode over to where Fyrian sat on the ground. It looked like I would be seeing Master Fosco, after all.

      A man wearing a black cloak emerged from around a corner and froze. Platinum hair hung loose over his shoulders, and he narrowed pale eyes at me. “Fairy!”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He bared his teeth. “I know all about your plan to poison the dragons.”

      “A-Alba.” Fyrian’s voice shook. “Run. I’ll fight him off.”

      My stomach dropped. If this man was as dangerous as Fyrian implied, turning my back on him would be suicide. “I’m not poisoning anyone.”

      “I heard you tell your friend about the people making a poison base for you.”

      “That’s wro—” my mouth fell open. “You’re the man from the mess hall who dropped a bowl of chicory.”

      “The very same,” he snarled.

      Fyrian blew a stream of fire at the man, but he stepped through it. Some of her flames caught the sleeve of his cloak, setting it alight.

      I gulped. He didn’t even bother to douse the fire. What kind of man was he?

      “N-not a man,” she said.

      I pointed at his flaming sleeve. “You’re a master dragon!”

      He curled his lip. “A what?”

      “You’re the wild dragon.”

      “And you’re the fairy who subjugated None-Of-Your-Business’s mind.” The male spread his arms wide, setting his hands on fire. “When I’ve beaten you senseless and rescued this green female from her enslavement bond, I will kill you and your ally, King Magnar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Every ounce of blood in my face plummeted to my trembling feet. I blinked hard, not quite believing what I had heard. Fyrian shouted through our bond at me to run, but numb shock dulled my senses. The man prowling toward me made no sense. If I poisoned the dragons, Fyrian would die, taking me along with her.

      Fire continued to burn along the male’s sleeves, and he advanced toward me with the languorous pace of a glacier tiger stalking trapped prey. With every step, the stones crunched beneath his feet. Moonlight reflected on his pale hair and skin, and his malicious, quicksilver eyes gleamed with the promise of murder.

      Behind him, Fyrian roared. “Run!”

      “I-I can’t.” In the face of a larger, stronger, faster predator, running would only turn a person into prey. I had to face him down and fight. Even if it meant losing.

      Stepping back with my left leg, I raised the Parched Sword and bent my elbows into my sides. Every bone, every muscle and sinew, trembled with anticipation. If he came at me, I would aim for his throat. “You’ve got me all wrong. The poison isn’t for dragons. It’s for spigg—”

      “Fairies have been trying to kill us since they banished our creator. You are no different.” Mayhem danced in his eyes. “What does this poison do? Another loyalty elixir to make us fight for you like mindless slaves?”

      I inhaled a sharp breath through my flared nostrils. The wild dragon-man had obviously been eavesdropping into the conversations of other dragons and used the information he had gathered to exact revenge on those he thought were being abused. It was no wonder he wanted me dead.

      “Listen to me,” I said through clenched teeth. “The poison is for spriggans.”

      With a snort, he pointed a burning finger at me. “How do I know you’re not one of those filthy creatures in disguise?”

      “Open your senses. Do I feel like a spriggan to you? The last time someone unleashed their dark magic, it woke the sleeping dragons and brought the Masters running.”

      His steps faltered. Confusion flickered across his features for a split second before they twisted back to a mask of hatred.

      I gulped and glanced around for anything that might give me an advantage, but only found a landscape of shattered sandstones on the ground next to a barren mountainside. How could he not know about sleeping dragons? And he hadn’t understood what I’d meant when I had called him a master dragon. Where had he been for the past millennium?

      Fyrian raised her right forepaw and swiped at him from behind, but he batted her away with his fist. Flinching back, she hissed with pain.

      Across the bond, agony flared across my right hand, and I reared back. What kind of dragon was he?

      His face split into a grin of serrated teeth. “None-Of-Your-Business is screaming into my head, saying that you’ve saved dragons countless times. How are you controlling her?”

      Sweat gathering on my palms caused the handle of my sword to slip. “I’m not.”

      Fyrian bared her teeth and lunged at the male. He slashed his hand through the air, making her bounce off an invisible barrier. She staggered back and let out a roar of outrage.

      “Fyri, stop trying to fight him. Tell Master Fosco and the others the wild dragon is loose!”

      “Stop calling for Fosco.” The male ripped off his burning sleeves, exposing a pristine, muscular arm. “He won’t come. I have wrapped my mind around you and little None-Of-Your-Business. No one can hear her pleas for help.”

      “W-why are you doing this? If you can connect to her mind, you’ll know I’m not a dragon killer.”

      He stopped and fixed me with a disgusted glower. “Yet you are betrothed to a dragon slaver.”

      His words struck like an ogre’s fist to the gut and knocked the wind out of my lungs. The wild dragon had picked up enough to incriminate me and to learn who had hurt other dragons, but his mental powers either weren’t acute enough to gather the whole truth or he was too crazed to care.

      “King Magnar is my enemy.” My throat became so dry, it made my voice hoarse. “I’m the one who made the antidote rain over the dragons!”

      “Give me his location. I searched for his hut yesterday, but the land I gleaned from the other dragons’ minds was empty.”

      “I don’t know where he is,” I said.

      “Liar.”

      In the blink of an eye, he crossed the distance between us, knocked my Parched Sword out of my grip, and wrapped his hands around my neck. Then he slammed me against the hard, rocky mountainside.

      An explosion of pain spread across my back, making me whimper. How could I fight against the strength of a dragon?

      In a soft, cajoling voice, he murmured, “I can extinguish the flame of your life with my bare hands.”

      His flesh felt both burning and freezing at the same time, as though hot and cold fire ran through his veins. Terror shuddered down my spine and seeped into my limbs, causing them to tremble.

      Resisting the urge to squeeze my eyes shut, I forced out the words, “If you kill me, you’ll kill her, too.”

      “None-Of-Your-Business is a traitor who submitted to a fairy. Her death will be of no consequence. Tell me the location of your King Magnar, and I will let you live.”

      Swallowing hard, I tried to push myself off the mountainside, but his grip remained strong. The wild dragon had to be bluffing. Earlier, he said he would rescue Fyrian from her enslavement. He had attacked Livens for letting Cymatilis get bitten by the sea serpent, Muti for punching Rubens, and Silkie for locking up Percoquo during mealtimes.

      “Y-you care about the dragons. All of them. And you’re not a killer, otherwise, some of the people you attacked would be dead.”

      “I can see your bonds,” he whispered into my ear. “They are like yokes around the dragons’ necks. The moment I tear them apart, I will be free to kill you all.”

      “There’s a reason why you haven’t done it already, isn’t there?” I said. “You’d be ripping part of the dragons’ souls.”

      I closed my eyes, drawing as much of Fyrian’s power as I could into myself. The darkness of my mind glowed silver, as though I’d fallen into the moon. Even with our combined magic, we were probably no match for the wild dragon, but I had to prove something to him. Fyrian and I were so deeply connected that his efforts to separate us would kill us both.

      The hands around my neck disappeared. “What is happening to your skin?”

      “It’s her power.” I opened my eyes again. “I give her mine and she gives me hers.”

      “An abomination!” he hissed through his jagged teeth.

      “But it’s her choice. Every dragon who has bonded with an ogre-hybrid did it because they wanted to.”

      “Most of the dragons here are civilians.” Fyrian pressed a front paw against the barrier. “No one puts them under pressure to work with the warriors. They can sit around and do nothing if they want.”

      He shook his head. “The dragons here are children. Even Fosco doesn’t know what he wants. I have to save them all.”

      “By severing their bonds and killing their bondmates?” Power, hot as dragon fire, surged down my arms and into my trembling fists. “What gives you the right?”

      “Silence,” he roared. “I will start with you!”

      “You’re not going to hurt either of us!” With all our combined might, I jabbed him hard in the throat with an uppercut, making him stagger back and cough. Triumph exploded through my chest. He had weaknesses. I reached into my sword belt and pulled out the Lightning Rod. Its gauge shone half-full.

      His head snapped up, eyes narrowing into slits. “Where did you get this strength?”

      “Dragons.” I shot a stream of power through his bare shoulder, creating a nasty burn.

      He howled and clutched his wound. “Nobody has hurt me since the fairies.”

      My legs widened into a fighting stance. “I tried to discuss things with you, but you’re the one who threatened to start ripping up bonds. I won’t let you hurt the dragons.”

      He bared his teeth. “Do not mock me! I am their protector.”

      “Did you even bother to ask them if they needed your protection?” I shook my head. “We tried to explain to you that we weren’t master and slave. We even told you how we bonded, but you ignored all that and believed what you wanted.”

      His nostrils flared. “You mean to kill me.”

      “If you try to tamper with our bonds, I might.”

      “Why?” He pressed his palm on his chest. “I have done nothing wrong.”

      “Apart from hurt people you thought were harming dragons. If you were so worried, why didn’t you speak to them? The blue dragon who got bitten by a snake volunteered to stay behind and protect her friends. And the rapier red who was punched in the face started the fight.”

      He let out a guttural snarl that made my hair stand on end. “And what of the hungry dragon starved by his handler?”

      “Percoquo eats everyone’s food,” said Fyrian. “He doesn’t know when to stop. That groom locks him up during mealtimes so we won’t tear him apart when he steals!”

      His face stilled into an expressionless mask. I expected he felt a bit stupid for having attacked people without delving into their reasons for supposedly mistreating dragons.

      “And King Magnar?” He asked. “Don’t tell me his loyalty elixir was for the good of all dragonkind.”

      I aimed the Lightning Rod at his throat. “It wasn’t his elixir. Some alchemists poisoned the dragons to make them loyal to the Savannah royal family, so his father, King Calder, could regain his throne. Once we had defeated the alchemists, King Magnar took advantage of the loyalty elixir and wanted the dragons to go and fight the spriggans.”

      “Lies!” He stamped his foot, crushing the loose stones to dust. “Spriggans were banished alongside the King Who Must Be Forgotten.”

      I clenched my teeth. “They’re back, and they’re in Savannah. They took his throne and are holding four of King Magnar’s sisters.”

      “Show me the location of these spriggans. I will defeat them.”

      I gave the Lighting Rod a little shake. “Only this level of power can hurt a spriggan. We fought them at the border, but they trapped us with magic they’d developed over a millennium to control the dragons. That’s why my friends are developing a poison.”

      He glared at me for several moments before saying, “I wish to see None-Of-Your-Business’s encounter with the spriggans.”

      Fyrian closed her eyes and lowered her head.

      The wild dragon also closed his eyes. His fists clenched, and his breaths quickened. Hope bloomed across my chest, but I still gazed across the skies for signs of friendly dragons or flying witches. If the wild dragon hated spriggans more than he hated ogre-hybrids, perhaps he would calm down and focus on the real threat to the dragons.

      My gaze fell to the Lightning Rod. It would be so easy to attack him while his guard was down, but I’d destroy our tentative truce and put Fyrian in danger. Something about the wild dragon was different, and upsetting him further would be disastrous.

      Several moments later, he opened his eyes. “I will fight by your side.”

      I lowered the Lightning Rod, aiming it at his heart. “I-is this a trick?”

      “The spriggans are loose,” he replied. “They will awaken the King Who Must Be Forgotten, and no dragon will be safe.”

      Behind him, Fyrian slumped. “H-he’s released our minds.”

      A heartbeat later, Master Fosco appeared, holding onto Masters Roopal and Solum. Phoenix appeared shortly after in his dragon form with Masters Klauw and Hyacinthus clinging onto his foreleg.

      I placed my hand on my chest and exhaled a long sigh of relief. The wild dragon seemed serious about fighting the spriggans, but who knew what havoc he would wreak once he’d finished his task.

      “He isn’t like anything I’ve ever seen or felt,” Fyrian said in a small voice. “Not even Fosco and Roopal can tie up a dragon’s mind.”

      The wild dragon raised his head and stared at the newcomers. “I suppose you are what the young Fairy calls master dragons.”

      “Who are you?” Master Fosco strode across the wasteland, crunching stones underfoot. “I did not see the likes of you in the realm of the fairies.”

      “Did the fairies make you after the fall of the Forgotten King?” asked Master Roopal.

      Master Solum stepped forward. “Do you have a name?”

      “He called me Gladius,” replied the wild dragon.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The King Who Must Be Forgotten.”

      “Why do you call him that?” asked Master Roopal. “It implies you might remember him.”

      Gladius bared his teeth. “I have not forgotten a thing about the wretched fairy or his spriggans!”

      I glanced at Fyrian, who raised her wings into a shrug. The wild dragon certainly had a wider range of powers than the other dragons. If he could remember the Forgotten King, he had to have existed around the time the older dragons were kept in the realm of the fairies.

      “Again, who are you?” said Master Fosco.

      “Did they not tell you about the King’s mount?” asked Gladius.

      Master Roopal drew a breath through his teeth. “The golden dragon. You were the first.”

      “Kept away from my brethren and banished along with my master,” snarled the wild dragon.

      “But why?” asked Master Roopal. “No dragons were loyal to him.”

      In the light of the moon, his grim expression made his features gaunt. “I was to be the weapon who killed the Queen of the Fairies. When the King fell, her subjects tore off my golden armor, wrapped me in their foul magic and buried me deep within the earth.”

      A breath caught in my throat, and my mind rolled back to the history lesson about the Forgotten King. There had been talk of a golden dragon but Master Roopal didn’t say much about it because King Magnar kept disrupting the class.

      “Ages ago, Albens said there was a clan of gold dragons terrorizing the Unknown Continent,” said Fyrian.

      “Right. What if it wasn’t really a clan but one dragon?”

      “What?” she asked.

      “Remember Albens’ duplication trick he demonstrated at Magnar’s sky commander tournament? I’ll bet Gladius could do that.” I blew out a long breath. “Whose side are you on?”

      Gladius’s pale eyes narrowed. “You cannot tell?”

      “I know you want to protect dragons, but what if the spriggans wake the Forgotten King?”

      “I choose the dragons, of course,” he snapped. “If I am strong enough to kill the Queen of the Fairies, then I am strong enough to kill the King.”

      “You wish to rule us?” asked Master Fosco.

      Gladius paused and wrapped an arm around his middle. I bit down hard on my bottom lip and tightened my fingers around the Lightning Rod, in case he did something rash. He might be the oldest and the most powerful dragon, but he wasn’t the sanest. The wild dragon also didn’t seem to understand the notion of working with others unless it was to kill spriggans.

      I clasped a hand over my mouth. He’d been banished because the fairies had deemed him too dangerous to live. What if he stormed their realm and tried to get revenge?

      A tense silence stretched out. Dragons landed around us, only to transform into men. I gulped, recognizing Masters Torreo and Aurelius among the males.

      “They’re getting ready to battle,” said Fyrian.

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that. Gladius needs to understand that Master Fosco earned Mount Fornax for winning the Great Dragon Revolution. It doesn’t belong to a newcomer who’s  he’s the oldest or the strongest.”

      “Calm yourself, Fairy,” said a male voice. “I have no interest in ruling.”

      My head snapped up, and I glared into the wild dragon’s eyes. “Why don’t you tell them that instead of leaving them all in suspense.”

      “Tell us what?” asked Master Fosco.

      “I came with your tamers out of interest, but now, I will stay to rid the world of the scourge that is the spriggans.”

      “And the Forgotten King?” asked Master Roopal.

      Gladius sniffed. “If he is still banished, I will not disturb him. My powers were never tested against a powerful high fairy.”

      “What will you do when you have killed the spriggans?” I asked.

      “You can’t continue terrorizing people in the Unknown Continent,” said Master Solum.

      The wild dragon spread his arms. “I didn’t know I could transform until I saw Fosco do it. It will be easy enough for me to roam the earth in this form.”

      “You’ll leave?” I asked.

      “But not before I’ve reduced the spriggans to ash.” Gladius turned to me. “Come, Fairy and None-Of-Your-Business. We have an attack to plan.”

      
        
        END OF BOOK SIX

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thanks so much for reading Pariah of Dragons. I hope you enjoyed it!

      Gladius wants to wage war against the spriggans, but Master Fosco’s poison won’t ready for a long time. But events force them to set off in search for the spriggans but at what cost?

      While you’re waiting for the final book in the Dragon Mage Academy series, you may wish to read Aunt Cendrilla’s story, which details how a down-trodden stepdaughter broke her shackles and became a Warrior Queen.

      Take care,

      Cordelia

      P.S. Reviews are much appreciated!

      P.P.S. Here’s the link to Aunt Cendrilla’s story: https://readerlinks.com/l/221923
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      The Seven Kingdoms series is Cendrilla’s story set seventeen years before the events of the Dragon Mage Academy series.
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