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Chapter One
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We fled, in the black of night, from those spine-shivering terrors. If it had taken all the magic Savette could draw to demolish one Ifrit, what could we do if the other one found us? Hubric and Kyrowat led us and Raolcan and I brought up the rear. Between us, Enkenay bore Savette and the Dark Prince. They’d bound their eyes with scarves again and they clung to one another like survivors pulled from the wreckage of a ship. I watched them as much as I watched the horizon, scanning, scanning, scanning for any sight of a creature made of smoke and fire with ten horns on his head.

Fear fuelled me, keeping my tired eyes from closing. My bad leg throbbed incessantly – it had twisted in the battle and while it wasn’t broken, I was sure it must be a mass of bruises under my leathers. I wasn’t going to think about how it could have been healed if I had just landed inches closer to the arches. No, I wasn’t going to think about that. I didn’t think about it through the long hours of flight. I didn’t think about it as the sun came up – finally – on the horizon, bathing me in gold and hope. I didn’t think of it when Hubric signaled a weary stop and we landed exhaustedly next to a pond in a rolling field of grass. 

Stop thinking about it. Seriously. You’re driving me crazy.

But honestly, how did you stop thinking about something like that? I’d been so close to having something I’d wanted all my life. I’d been so close to getting what I didn’t even believe was possible. Now that I knew it could happen, how could I stop longing for it?

You’re going to eat yourself alive. Like Draakuna who bit off his own tail, and finding that he tasted very good, quickly devoured the rest of himself.

I really hoped that was some sort of dragon legend and not something true. It sounded awful.

No more awful than what you’re doing to yourself. Set it aside. Raise your chin high. You are Amel Leafbrought, rider of Raolcan the Purple. Your value does not lie in your leg.

He was right ... of course.

I’m always right. It’s exhausting.

Hubric dismounted. Stumbling for a moment before easing into a crouch. Kyrowat slumped beside him. Were they injured? I dismounted and hobbled over to him. Every step was heavy. Had I ever been so tired?

“Hubric? Are you hurt?” I squatted down beside him.

“No,” he grunted. “Tired. Kyrowat also tires. We need an hour to rest. Make that two hours. One for me, and one for you. The dragons need to sleep through both or we’ll fly them to death.”

He has a point. That healing left me worn out.

“Can you take the first watch?” Hubric asked me, rubbing his face tiredly.

“Yes,” I said. How did you take a watch?

Sit on my back while I sleep so you are up high and watch all the horizons. We’re in a wide field. No one can sneak up on us if you watch carefully.

“Thank you.” Hubric didn’t even bother to pull out a bedroll or blanket. He slumped against Kyrowat, closed his eyes and was snoring before I stood. 

Beside Enkenay, Savette and Rakturan lay in the long grass, their arms entangled around each other. It was going to be hard not to sleep myself, but I needed to stay awake to keep them all safe. I climbed onto Raolcan’s back again and sat up in the saddle, scanning the horizon through a yawn. Raolcan’s breath grew long and deep as he fell into sleep. Good. He deserved it. They all did.

I needed to think about something other than sleep to stay awake. My leg. No. Raolcan told me not to think about that. Savette and Rakturan? Something had passed between them that I didn’t understand. Some bond that formed with the change of Rakturan’s eyes. Could all those strange prophecies Hubric was fond of quoting be about them after all?

I scanned the horizon carefully in every direction. The mountain and hill country had sloped into these rolling plains of grasses nearly as high as I was. From dragon-back I could see over them, but not with my feet on the ground. I’d heard tales of these plains – the heart of the Dominion where crops grew twice in a summer and herds ate their fill, guided by migrating families. There was a peacefulness in the way the wind waved the heads of the long grasses to and fro, in the patterns they formed and the whorls of air on grass. With nothing but grass and sky, the sky felt very close, like I could reach out a hand to touch the wispy ribbons of cloud above. I’d never been in such a place before.

I’d been looking too long in one direction. I turned slowly to look behind me. The grass was moving in a straight line towards us. This time, it wasn’t the wind moving it.
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Chapter Two   
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“Raolcan! Hubric!” I called. “There’s something in the grass!”

What was it? All I saw was the grass rippling and rolling like something was on the way. Raolcan’s head arched up and his gaze followed the rippling grass. 

Up, up, up!

Kyrowat leapt up, leaving Hubric to fall to the grass, his head spun to follow Raolcan’s gaze. Hubric scrambled to his feet, calling to Savette and Rakturan.

“On your dragon, now! Now!”

I still couldn’t see what it was. Was it so small that it was disguised by the tall grass?

Strap in! Secure your crutch and our baggage. Hurry!

I scrambled to obey, tightening and fitting straps in place.

Launching!

I was still fumbling with my waist strap when Raolcan leapt into the air. Beside us, Enkenay surged upward. I leaned to the side, straining to see what was below me, and then Raolcan spun suddenly to the side with an angry cry. I held my waist strap in both hands, clinging to it as he snapped in one direction and then the other. Heat flared over me, leaving me hot and afraid. Had one of the dragons flamed?

Kyrowat.

Why would he let off flame so close?

He fights for us.

We were flung to the side so suddenly that I fell from the saddle, only my safety belt holding me. I reached for the saddle and clung to it, as Raolcan flew in a wide curve, arcing upward. My heart hammered in my chest while wind whipped through my hair and around my legs. Only my hands clinging to the saddle and the leather of my safety strap held me.

Free! Thanks to Kyrowat.

Now that the arc was predictable, I was able to catch one of the stirrups with my good foot and scramble back into the saddle. Below me, in a green field of waving grass the Ifrit stood with hands raised high, flames swirled in his mouth and the smoke of his horns flickered and flared in time with it. Between he and us was Kyrowat, swooping in a second time to flame at the Ifrit, but I noticed he kept a wide space between them. He wasn’t taking any more risks.

That was close.

Where was Enkenay? 

Above us. He launched when we did, but the Ifrit grabbed my tail. I couldn’t get free until Kyrowat flamed him. 

I swallowed. He’d had Raolcan’s tail! It was the Ifrit who had shaken me loose! My head was spinning. My vision darkened.

Come back to me, Amel. Don’t spiral out of control. All is well, spider. He cannot reach us here. He is bound to the earth.

Enkenay dropped to our level and we drew up beside him. I signaled greeting to Savette who held his reins with Rakturan behind her. Enkenay must have agreed to let her be his rider, too.

He owes nothing to Dragon School anymore. His bonds broke when he died.

He died?

Just before Savette healed him. He is a free dragon now. But he’s adopted those two.

Kyrowat pulled in between us, looking unhurt, though Hubric’s expression was grim. He signed to follow and for me to take the rear as he sped ahead of us. There would be no rest for me tonight, and no more rest for anyone else.

We will be fine. Dragons are made of tough materials. See Enkenay? He’s not even flagging, and he was dead not even a day ago.

I thought Raolcan hated White dragons, but he seemed to be taking to this one.  

Enkenay is different. He’s more than a normal dragon now.

Good. Because we were going to need more than normal the way things were headed. We were going to need everyone to be extraordinary.
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Chapter Three
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I slumped over Raolcan’s back, fingers tingling as I clutched the saddle and tried to keep my drooping eyes open. I’d been nodding in and out of sleep. I didn’t even know how long. It was our third day of flying. We stopped every four hours to refill waterskins, let the dragons drink, and do other necessary tasks, but Hubric only allowed ten minutes each stop and none for sleeping. I still couldn’t believe that the dragons were flying without stop all this time. 

I am growing very weary. Hubric presses us too hard.

The moon was nothing but a slender crescent tonight, but with no clouds in the sky, I could still make out the velvety landscapes below. The constant grasses had morphed slowly into fields interspersed with rock formations and ahead was a single, slender, pillar-like formation of rock, rising high above the landscape. What would have caused such a thing to exist? It was formed almost as if human hands had carved it and then it had slowly crumbled – far too regular for the fashioning of wind and rain, but such a thing was impossible.

My mind drifted, imagining giant people with hammer and chisel carving this pillar in certain strokes. I startled. What was that?

We’re landing. Oh, my wings ache! I hope he lets us sleep.

I could barely open my eyes to see us land with a bump on the top of the pillar. 

The needle. Humans call it that.

Hubric was already dismounting and Enkenay was settling onto the narrow top of the pillar. There was room for three dragons and four people and not much else. 

“We can see everything from here,” Hubric said. “And even our enemies must sleep sometimes. We need to stop or the Dragons will not recover.”

I couldn’t imagine a safer spot to choose. No humans could reach us here.

“I’ll take first watch,” Hubric said and I didn’t bother to wait to hear the rest of his words - if there were any. I loosened the belt around my waist and fell asleep in the saddle, across Raolcan’s back.

When I woke, stiff and sore, the sun was up and Hubric squatted over a tiny fire, a kettle and mugs prepared.

“Is that tea?” I asked thickly, sleep still heavy in my body. 

“Better than tea,” Hubric said with a tired smile. “It’s caf. It will put a jolt in your blood and keep you going days past when you should.”

“Do you have enough for two?”

He grinned as he poured out a second mug. 

“I let you sleep through both watches,” he said. “We’ll give the others a little more time and then we fly again.”

“Is it always like this on the road?” I asked, sipping the black bitter drink. It was harsh on my tongue but the feeling of it as it filled me was like drinking pure sunlight.

“Sleeping in strange places with Ifrits chasing you, enemies in every town, and powerful people along for the ride?” he asked, gesturing to Rakturan and Savette. “Yep. Pretty much. The Dragon Rider life isn’t ever boring.”

I took a long sip of caf. The bitterness was growing on me. Hubric pulled a battered book from a pocket in his leathers and flipped through it until he found what he was looking for. I sat down on the ground near the fire, enjoying the warmth of it on my face and hands as I sipped my caf. I still felt bone-weary, but at least I could keep my eyes open.

“Twice blind,” Hubric muttered.

“What?” 

“Twice blind but still seeing,

The only bulwark against the dark

Watch as the arches proclaim

Dominion of Light.” His eyes were far away as he spoke – not even looking at the book. 

“That’s those prophecies again, isn’t it? I thought you had them memorized.”

“Some.” He turned to look at Savette and Rakturan. Did he still think the prophecies were about her when there were two of them now with glowing eyes? “Twice blind...”

Oh. Now that I looked at them, too, I saw what he meant. Twice blind – two of them blind? And that part about the arches ... we’d been inside a ring of arches. Maybe he had a point. 

I looked up to find him staring at me. 

“You see it, too. Don’t you?” He sipped his caf, never looking away from me. “You see it’s her. It’s a good thing that you pulled her along with you, Amel. She needs to be guarded. If the Dusk Covenant knew about her – although I suppose they know a little now – they’d never let her survive.”

“They weren’t going to let her survive before. They stole her and held her captive.”

He looked at the horizon. “They didn’t know who she was or they’d never have kept her alive. She is everything they fear.”

“Who are they?” I asked. “It doesn’t make sense to start a secret society to destroy your own country. There must be something else to it.”

“There’s always layers with people, Amel. Layers of wants and which layer makes the decision is always a question. Some swear to the Dusk because they do hate the Dominion. The Dominar has enemies and there are people who abhor our way of life and the systems that hold us together. It becomes worse if someone they love is hurt or killed in the middle of that system. Those are the true believers – people who aren’t much different than you or I, but they’ve lost everything but that one desire – the desire to right one particular wrong or make someone pay for what happened. It eats away everything but that one thing and they lose any conscience about how their actions might affect others. All they see is their goal.”

I shivered. “That was what Magika Hectorus was like. But it wasn’t what Corrigan was like.”

“Like I said, there are layers. People might agree with the principles but there’s more to it. Maybe they finally find a place with the true believers – a place they never had before with anyone else. Maybe the ideals, while not that important to them, open up paths to success or honor that weren’t open to them before. Maybe they get power they didn’t have. Maybe it just makes them feel good to rub other people’s faces in the dirt or feel like they’re somehow in the right or cleverer than their neighbors, or to rebel – not against anything, just to rebel in general. People are strange. In that buzz of thoughts and wants any one thing could be the controlling impulse that launches them down a path you can’t turn back from.”

It made a lot of sense. After all, I’d joined Dragon School with a lot of layers. I’d wanted to keep my family safe from the burden of my care and I’d wanted to go out in a flame instead of just rotting slowly over the years. 

“What about your secret society?” I asked. “The Lightbringers? I know nothing about them.”

Hubric coughed. “You shouldn’t know anything about us. That’s the point of secrecy. But Ephretti had a loose tongue and no surprise. She’s been smitten with Leng Shardson for years. She isn’t taking a rival very well.”

I felt my cheeks growing hot. I looked at my mug of caf instead of Hubric’s piercing eyes. He saw too much.

“But now that you know, you need to either swear secrecy and agree to be an agent of the Lightbringers or join us yourself.”

“What does an agent do?”

“You keep our secret and report information about the Dusk Covenant so that we may counter their actions.”

That seemed simple enough. I wanted the Dusk Covenant eliminated, not just countered. 

Hubric coughed and I looked up at him again. His eagle eyes were trying to stare right through me. “I’d rather you joined, apprentice. Although that’s ultimately up to you.”

“What does it mean to join?”

“Lightbringers protect the light. We stand for truth and right. We do not tolerate lies or evil. It’s not about protecting the Dominion – although we do that, often. It’s about the prophecies. We believe they will come true at the time we most need them, and we do what we can to protect and promote them.”

He offered me the book in his hands and I took it. It was thinner than I’d thought, but the words in it were small, densely packed on the page in a tight, spiky handwriting. The leather cover was old and battered, crumbling at the edges.

“That’s my copy,” Hubric said. “If you join, you’ll be expected to copy it into your own book and keep that book on your person, memorizing as much as you can of it and being faithful to keep the words of the prophecies to the best of your ability.”

“It sounds like it takes up a lot of time. I mean, I’m still learning to be a Dragon Rider. I’m not sure I’m ready to have my whole life controlled by prophecies I don’t even believe.”

“Don’t you believe them?” he asked, looking meaningfully to Savette.

I swallowed, nervously. Maybe I did. I wasn’t sure. It was certainly strange to watch her and Rakturan sleep, their glowing eyes shining through where the blindfolds had slipped.

“Think on it,” Hubric said. 

“I will,” I promised. It seemed like a heavy promise – like a decision that was going to affect my whole life, and I wasn’t sure that I cared enough to want it, but it sure seemed to matter a lot to Hubric.

I forced a smile for his sake, but inside I felt suddenly unsteady.
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Chapter Four
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A Lightbringer, hmmm? Look at you getting these lofty invitations, Raolcan said as we flew toward Dominion City. Hubric assured us when we left the pillar –called “the needle” by locals – that we’d be there in only a few hours.

I didn’t ask for lofty invitations. I wasn’t even sure what to make of this one. How could it be lofty if it were secret? How could it be worth it if it required that I live my life by a book Hubric had written out in cramped handwriting? I’d given him back the book before we left, but I’d need to read it myself before I decided.

Maybe you should copy it. Just in case.

Was he suggesting that I should join them?

If you join, I will have to as well. 

And what did that mean for a dragon? He couldn’t exactly write out his own prophecy book.

The Lightbringers do more than study their prophecies. The legends of them – while unclear and difficult to find – are incredible. They do acts of great power together for the preservation of humans and dragons. They’re older than the Dominion. And some of what they do involves us, too.

And they thought Savette was promised in their prophecy? Shouldn’t someone else have come along a lot sooner than her?

Hubric thinks that. He doesn’t represent all of them. 

Interesting. I would want to meet more of them, first. I hadn’t liked Ephretti.

But that’s just jealousy.

And I hadn’t liked Dashira.

But she’s a White and Purples are opposed to Whites.

Which was something I still didn’t understand.

We believe truth is the most important thing. They believe healing and peace are. Those things come into conflict from time to time.

How? Truth brought healing. There could be no true peace without it.

Spoken like a true Purple. They see things otherwise.

Well, I’d still need to meet more Lightbringers. And I’d need to read this book. 

In the distance, two mountains rose over the rolling plains beneath us. It was hard to make them out in the haze of the sun, but they had a strange shape.

I’ve seen them before, they’re the twin cities. Dominion City and Sky City. The first sky cities of the Dominion.

Really? They were huge. 

Bigger even than you imagine. It will still be hours before we reach them. 

Ahead of us, a wall loomed with towers placed regularly along its length. The sides of the wall were smooth and the towers were great spires rising in the air and allowing no purchase for a dragon who might want to land on one. I saw lights flicker in the spires. Someone was up there watching.

The city spreads to the ground as well and both the base cities and the sky cities require a wall of defense. It is no help against dragons, but helpful against all else. The lights you see are mirrors. They use them to signal to one another and to the guards in the sky cities.

Would it be enough against Ifrits?

Doubtful.

Hubric signaled follow as we drew near the wall. He rolled Kyrowat into a dive toward the gatehouse stationed over the main road leading into the city. The road was packed with people and animals, queued up to enter the area surrounding the cities. It felt so strange to see them all constrained to the breadth of the road after I’d known no limits but the sky for this long.

It’s my gift to you. The closest thing we mortals get to real freedom.

Enkenay followed Kyrowat in his dive as Savette and Rakturan adjusted the scarves over their eyes. Despite their distance and bright-eyed blindness, they seemed to be following what was happening around them.

We brought up the rear, diving to swoop low over the ground parallel to the road just like the other two dragons. I couldn’t help but smile as I looked at the people lining the road, gasping and pointing at our dragons as we passed. It must be astonishing to them to see such glorious creatures so close. Only weeks ago, I would have felt the same. So much had happened since then to put me – in the brown leathers of the Sworn – on the back of a dragon flying past people who were just like me.

I wondered, suddenly, about Savette’s dragon. He couldn’t be dead if she were still alive, could he? After all, if he died, wouldn’t she die, too?

Something strange is happening to her. It was enough to heal death in Enkenay and set him free of his bonds. Perhaps it is the same for her.

There was so much I didn’t know, and I longed to know it all.

Even the long life of a dragon is not enough to teach everything that is. Be content with what you have while always learning anything you are offered.

Kyrowat landed just outside the gatehouse in front of the wall. Enkenay and Raolcan quickly joined him. I felt my heart speed up as I saw a cluster of guards in black ride out from the side of the gate on black horses, white and silver banners swirling around them. Dust rose as they hurried toward us, their leader wearing a fur cloak and carrying a massive, silver hammer.

The gate guard. This is how they receive enemies.

But we weren’t enemies!

Something has changed to make them think that you are.
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[image: image]


Hubric called down from his perch just as the leader drew his horse to a dusty stop. “Castelan Gendrin Cabridis. Lieutenant of the Silver Cord. It has been some time since last I saw you at your father’s table.”

Now that the soldiers were closer, I was surprised to see that the lieutenant was hardly older than I was. There were two grizzled faces in the riders behind his back, but just as many fresh and young. Shouldn’t a position as important as guarding a gate be for someone older?

Shouldn’t a job as important as delivering the Dominar’s messages be for someone older?

Ouch. 

“No time for pleasantries, Hubric Duneshifter,” the Lieutenant said, his expression grim. His eyes scanned us, nervously and he drew back in his saddle when he saw Savette and Rakturan, their eyes bound with white cloth. In the bright sun, it was hard to tell if any of their light was escaping through the blindfolds. “Word has reached us of turmoil in the north and the twin cities are filled with anxiety. Twice now, we’ve had Purple Dragon Riders assaulted in the streets by citizens demanding information they didn’t even have. All Dragon Riders are required to be escorted directly to General of the Spire, Comard Eaglespring regardless of where you are bound. This is for your own protection and the defense of Dominion City and Sky City.”

Hubric nodded. “Of course.”

My heart was beating quicker now that I heard him say the General’s name. It was almost time to deliver my message. My hand felt for the pocket in my leathers where I kept it safe. It was still there – a hard object under the leather.

“We ask that you wait for a proper escort on the other side of the wall,” the Lieutenant said. He looked nervous now and his horse shifted, whickering as it did. “The city guard and the Blacks will come to escort you. Until they do, you can book rooms at the inn.”

He gripped the haft of his hammer, rolling his shoulder. 

Hubric tilted his head slightly to the side. I was beginning to understand what that meant from him. He saw something that I didn’t in those words.

“When was the last escort sent?”

The Lieutenant jutted his chin forward as he spoke. “Four days ago.”

I sucked in a quick breath. We didn’t have time to waste!

“Our message is urgent,” Hubric said. “We need to deliver it as soon as possible.”

“I’m under orders to enforce these procedures with all necessary force.”

That’s why he looked so nervous and gripped his weapon so hard! He was afraid he’d have to attack our dragons to make us obey.

He should be afraid! Little gnat. I’ll squash him like a bug.

Hubric threw up a hand as if he were warding off the dragons and I noticed Kyrowat and Raolcan exchange a look. What were they planning?

We have your backs whatever you decide.

“Our message is for General Comard Eaglespring himself,” Hubric said. “Perhaps if you could send word to him directly that we wait here.”

The Lieutenant frowned, his other hand finding the haft of the hammer. I could almost see a ‘no’ forming on his face when Enkenay reared up suddenly. As soon as he was in the air, he smashed back down on the ground, his fore-feet hitting with a boom.

Enkenay has no patience.

The horses whinnied and one at the back reared before his rider brought him under control. Even the Lieutenant’s mount rolled her eyes nervously. Shrieks and the sounds of nervous animals came from the nearby road. 

“Word will be sent,” the Lieutenant said. His young face looked drawn. Was that sweat in his light-colored hair? “And I need your word of honor that you will wait for your escort. It may come sooner than you think. We await an important arrival and I’ve been told the escorts will arrive around the same time. That arrival must not be delayed.”

“We have other news. News for whoever is the ranking officer of this gatehouse.”

“I’ll take your news.”

“You are the ranking officer here?” Hubric asked. He sounded disbelieving.

The Lieutenant flushed. “At present.”

Hubric frowned, but he gave the message. “An Ifrit follows us. Its wrath is terrible.”

“A legend?”

“An Ifrit. Alive and deadly. You must take necessary precautions.”

The expression on the man’s face was cynical. He didn’t believe us. I felt a spike of fear shoot down my spine. We’d come to the greatest city in the Dominion and this was the best we could find to relay our news to?

“Let me escort you to the waiting area,” the Lieutenant said.
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Chapter Six 
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The waiting area was right inside the walls, like Lieutenant Cabradis told us. He’d insisted that instead of flying over the walls, the dragons crawl through the gates. He’d backed up the muttering crowd, making us about a hundred enemies in the process, and then stood well back as we squeezed through the gates. Kyrowat had sneezed during the process, leaving a black soot mark on the wall. I was certain it was on purpose, though Raolcan wouldn’t tell me if it was. 

Serves them right. Those soft humans scrubbing soot off walls might be our only entertainment for a while – until the Ifrit shows up and kills them all.

Inside the wall, there were a barracks, guardhouse, stables, tavern, and inn. Cabridis asked us curtly not to leave the area until our escort arrived. He did not send out a messenger, but he did send two guards who followed us as we found a place in the shade behind the inn for the dragons. I wondered if there were sheep here to feed them.

Horses make a great substitute.

I hoped he was joking.

I’m not.

He really did push jokes too far! 

“Time to see if the inn has any rooms empty,” Hubric said as I helped Savette and Rakturan down from their dragon. Savette clutched my hand and Rakturan held hers. He’d been as silent and otherworldly as she had and I was starting to get worried about them. One Magika about to explode was bad enough. Now we had two.

We followed Hubric to the front of the inn where a wide front porch was shielded from the sun by the overhanging roof. An old man slept on a chair on the porch, an equally old dog sleeping at his feet. An array of other chairs stood empty, each one a different size and shape. I didn’t have a long history of staying at inns, but this one seemed more bedraggled than the others I’d seen.

As we stepped inside there was a bark from behind us and a cough. I spun to see the old man stand. “Looking for rooms?”

“Yes,” Hubric said.

“Four?”

“Two.”

The old man nodded. His face was rutted with lines and his eyes tired. “I’m the innkeep here. Not much business despite the traffic. Get a small pittance from the Dominar to keep the place up for travelers and the like. It’s a penny a room per night, meals extra, no baths.”

“What if I just pay you for food right now?” Hubric asked. 

“Penny a room per night, meals extra, no bath.”

Hubric’s eyebrows rose but he produced two pennies and handed them to the man. 

The old man gave a gappy toothed grin and held up a bottle. “Liquor is free if you play cards.”

A smile spread across Hubric’s face. “Then consider that bottle empty already.”

“What rooms are ours?” I asked. Clearly, I was the one who would have to find our rooms and set Savette and Rakturan up. The promise of cards had Hubric lit up like a torch.

“Pick any one you like that’s not already occupied,” the old man said. I hobbled forward, still leading Savette and Rakturan but paused when the man spoke again. “You should consider playing a hand or two with us when you’re through. We had word that an entourage is on it’s way. Could be interesting.”

“We didn’t see an entourage while we were flying. Just the usual farmers and merchants,” Hubric said, sitting in the chair beside the old man.

“They’ll be flying and have to go through the gate as you did. One of the guards told me that. From the north. There’s some sort of important High Castelan with them. Our tribute bride to Baojang. A girl named Starie Atrelan.”

Beside me, Savette and Rakturan gasped and I cleared my throat to try to disguise it. “Of course, I’d like to see that. I’ll be back as soon as we’re settled here.”

Hopefully, he didn’t notice how tight my smile was or how quickly I led Savette and Rakturan into the dim inn, holding my breath until the door banged shut behind us.
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Chapter Seven
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Starie was coming here! If she saw us, then any hope of going unnoticed would be lost. Especially if she saw her promised groom here with Savette, a white scarf over his eyes. I was breathing too quickly, my thoughts tumbling over each other. I needed to calm down and think. A hand clamped over my shoulder and I jumped with a squeak.

“It’s just me,” Rakturan whispered. “Get us to our room as quickly as you can, Amel.”

Who said that he and Savette would share a room? Savette would bunk with me and he could stay with Hubric. 

The inside of the inn was cleaner than I’d expected from the outside, though empty. The outside door opened into a common room filled with tables, chairs and a long bar. All of them made of wood and polished to a gleam. Above the bar, a symbol was burned into the wood – a sun rising over a single hill. There was something familiar about that.

We crossed to the wide staircase at one side of the room and climbed to the second floor. I fought not to think how nice it would have been if my leg had been healed. No point dwelling constantly on what wasn’t. Better to deal with what was.

I tried the first three doors, finding them locked and opened the fourth with a sigh of relief. Two simple cots were set up with grey woolen blankets and pillows. Simple, but good enough. There was a single window and a stand with a bowl and pitcher. I crossed to the window and checked to make sure it was secure. The view out the window was of our dragons.

We could be unsaddled if this is going to be a long wait. We’re all tired and hungry, so if you see any horses unattended...

Ha. Ha. Very funny.

“I think you’d better stay in the room,” I said to Rakturan and Savette. Rakturan was already closing the door as Savette sat down on a cot. “I’ll bring our gear up. Can you manage to find what you need without me?”

“We aren’t blind,” Savette said. “Not really. We just see two worlds, this one and another and sometimes it’s hard to focus on just this one. We see ... more ... and what we see is more focused, but it means sometimes we miss details in this world.”

“So, you’re safe if I leave you here?”

“Of course.” She smiled serenely.

“I’ll help you find the second room, Dark Prince.”

He sat down beside Savette. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I coughed. “It might be more-”

“I couldn’t leave her if I wanted to. We’re connected by what was done at the healing arches,” he said. “And I’m worried for her safety. I heard what you heard. Starie Atrelan is on her way. She could recognize us and likely she is bearing word from Baojang. They will not be pleased that I abandoned my duty there. It would have been different if I had returned with my original bride, but now... You must keep our identities hidden.”

He was so difficult for me to understand. At first, he’d been a mystery. I still didn’t know what he was doing so far off course when I met him, or why he seemed to be conspiring against the Dominion. Then he’d seemed like a typical enemy, working to find our vulnerabilities for his advantage. But he’d surprised me by chasing Savette when she was kidnapped. Had he done it purely for love, or was it also to aid his nation? And how had he fallen in love so quickly? We still didn’t know how he had escaped from Ephretti and taken Enkenay.

“Maybe it’s time you explained yourself, Dark Prince,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “If I’m going to keep your secrets then I think it’s time that you shared them with me.”

He pulled the blindfold off his eyes and light flooded the room. I hurried to close the shutters, clucking my tongue.

“Do you want the whole world to see?”

“See my eyes, you mean? There’s nothing I can do to stop it. I’m filled now with Savette’s magic, bound to her.”

“That’s your magic, Savette, not his?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted, leaning her head on Rakturan’s shoulder. “I’m not sure about anything anymore. I need time to keep trying things to figure out what is happening.”

“So, the arches didn’t heal you?”

“I’m not at risk of exploding anymore, but the arches changed Rakturan, too. Together, we have a balance.”

I shook my head. This was a lot to consider. 

“In the Ruby Isles, you wanted anything but the Dark Prince.”

“That was so long ago.” Her voice sounded small.

“It was less than a fortnight ago!”

“Was it?”

I sighed. “And you, Dark Prince, you were all full of plots to overthrow the Dominion and anger that you’d been stuck with the noble High Castelan Savette Leedris.”

“I won’t deny it,” he said, his bright eyes turning on me so that I had to look away. “I was plotting to conquer your lands and Baojang continues to plot without me. When I realized what was happening – that someone from my home had begun to infiltrate even my guards in an attempt to remove me from the succession– I knew I had to choose someone to ally with who had the power to help me. The obvious choice was Savette. I hadn’t planned to fall in love with her, and certainly not so quickly. It wasn’t until she was stolen away that I realized ... I realized I didn’t care about the plotting anymore, I just wanted her back.” He ran a hand through his hair and began to refold the blindfold. “When she came to save us – actually scooped me from death with the mouth of her dragon -”

Hey, that was me! Of course, he doesn’t give me any credit. 

Rakturan couldn’t hear his objection. “I’ll never be my own man again. I’m hers for life. They took me to that fortress with the Dominar, but they didn’t expect that a dragon would let me steal away with him. Enkenay was a life saver. Without him, I wouldn’t have escaped, wouldn’t have arrived in time to save you, wouldn’t be able to channel the extra power from Savette. She has my full allegiance now.”

“So, I’m supposed to just trust you then?” I asked. I was worried. I’d been certain that I understood him, but this loving, devoted side was so unexpected. “If you are so trustworthy, why do they call you the Dark Prince?”

“For the same reason that they call Baojang the dark country,” Savette said, her voice far away. “They are full of mystery. Baojang honors the night.”

That was probably something I would have known if I’d had proper Dragon School training.

“Accept it,” Rakturan said. “I am different than the man you first met.”

“So quickly?”

“What is time? A thousand years can pass in a single day.”

I was just supposed to accept that and change my mind about him? I didn’t like thinking I could have been wrong about something ... or someone.

“I’m going to get our things,” I said as Rakturan re-bandaged his eyes. “You should stay out of sight so that no one asks questions. I’ll bring you whatever you need.”

“If we are going to help Savette then you need to learn to trust me, Amel.”

“I don’t trust easily, Dark Prince.” 

He still made me nervous. Could I really believe his words?

“And if you want us to remain incognito, you might want to stop calling me ‘Dark Prince.’”

“And what should I call you then?” I asked, crossing to the door. I already had my hand on the handle, ready to leave when he answered.

“How about Rak?”

“Fine.”
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Chapter Eight
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I hobbled down the steps and out to where Hubric and the old man were playing cards. 

“Two knaves on your mountain spire,” Hubric said, laying his card down. I watched the steady stream of travelers walking by the inn, or riding horses, or pulling carts. None stopped now that they were through the gates. Would they make it to the cities by nightfall? We would already be close if we hadn’t been delayed.

I tapped my foot irritably. I needed to go and get the baggage but watching all these people walk by just made me want to join them instead of staying here. The message in my pocket felt like a heavy lead weight. How long would we be grounded here? We’d been stuck at this inn for less than an hour and I already felt like a prisoner. A prisoner waiting with the sure knowledge that an Ifrit approached.

You’re getting more dragon-like all the time! Now you know how I feel when they make me sit in an alcove.

He was right. He’d learned patience and endurance. Maybe I could, too. But it felt so difficult to sit here knowing there was an Ifrit out there somewhere doing who-knew-what and that I had a message from the Dominar waiting to be delivered.

“How long do you think they’ll keep us here?” I asked aloud.

“As long as it takes,” Hubric said before laying down another card. 

“One White Queen?” The old man laid his own card with a gleam in his eye. They’d found a deck and a rickety table from somewhere.

“Is there anything we can do to speed things up?”

“Not unless you have a way to trump a General’s orders.” Hubric seemed almost as distant as Savette as he thumbed through his cards.

“Three swords,” he said, laying down seven single sword cards. 

The old man cursed and gathered up those that were left. “You win that hand.”

“Barely, and there are so many more hands to this game.” Hubric took a sip from the wooden cup in front of him.

“Hubric?” I said, impatiently. 

“Mmmm?” He was sorting through his cards now. In the distance, I heard shouting and the flow of people passing in front of us slowed.

“It’s just that the message is important and we’re just sitting here. Can’t we hurry this up somehow?”

Hubric’s gaze shot up to mine, the deadly stern expression on his face silencing me. What had I done wrong? He looked at me like I’d suggested killing someone!

“I’m happy playing cards, apprentice. Is the baggage taken care of yet?” His eyes were back on his cards, his tone easy going.

“No, master.”

“Then let that be your first priority.” His words were so clearly a dismissal that my eyes widened. Hubric had never treated me like this before. 

Frustrated, I hobbled to the back of the inn, unsaddled the dragons and made sure their water troughs were full. Would they be fine in what was essentially a stable yard?

I don’t like it any more than you do, but yes, we’ll be fine.

“Can I leave the non-essential baggage and saddles with you here?”

I’m not going anywhere. It’s better than you carrying them up and down the stairs.

“Thank you.”

I gathered up our personal satchels and one that had dried foods and waterskins and hung them over my shoulder, so I could limp back to the front of the building. I was getting quicker on the crutch. There were some advantages to a physical lifestyle.

“Four mountains,” the old man said as I climbed the last stair onto the wide porch. Cards! How could that possibly be important compared to the message we’d been sent to deliver?

By the time I’d reached our room again and deposited the gear there, Savette was asleep on the bed and Rakturan sat on the other bed, his head in his hands.

“There’s food in the satchel,” I said, placing it on the bed beside him and stowing the other bags. There was a small access door to the adjoining room. I opened it and looked back and forth. Hubric would have to take this one. It was identical to ours in every way.

“Thank you,” Rakturan said as I returned, looking up at me through the blindfold – or so I supposed. The way they did that was creepy. “You have to believe me that I’d do anything for her now. She’s like a ship that sailed by and I got tangled around her anchor rope. I can never go back to where I was before. There’s just something about her that I need to protect and nurture and without that ... without that there’s nothing.”

I watched him for a long moment. He looked so sincere. “If that’s true, then tell me why you were sailing so far south.”

The minutes hung between us before he said, “There are those in your nation who want the downfall of the Dominion and they are more than happy to conspire with a foreign prince to make it happen.”

Chills shuddered down my spine. “People like who?” 

“People you know.” 

The blood drained from my face as I thought about who he could mean. Outside, another trumpet blast sounded. 

“Amel!” Hubric called from below. “Apprentice!”

“I have to go,” I told Rakturan. “But later, you need to tell me more.”

I hobbled out the door and down the steps to find Hubric below waving at me. “The Innkeep says there’s food behind the bar. Be a good apprentice and go get it, would you?”

I frowned. What had happened to him? This wasn’t the Hubric I knew. With a frustrated sigh, I went back into the inn and found the bread and cheese behind the bar. I looked again at the ostentatious wood carving behind the bar. Someone had taken a lot of time to burn that sun into the wood with a small iron.

I was just negotiating my way through the door when the first dragon crawled through the gate. He was green and muscled and walking beside him was Artis. Artis! Here! Behind her, Grandis Elfar strode, her own dragon in tow. 

My mouth fell open at the same moment that the old man said, “You’d think she’d never seen a dragon before.” 

“Give us the food, Amel. Five nations to your one queen,” Hubric said, and I stumbled forward, starting to place their food on the table, my eyes still riveted to the gate. The next dragon to walk through was Asteven, his Gold head held high. On his back, leaning forward to press down on his back, rode High Castelan Starie Atrelan dressed in the strange hard-shell clothing the Castelans had worn at the ball on the Ruby Isles. Around her eyes was a black cloth. Her head turned toward me as she rode through the arch, but the stonework caught on her scarf, pulling it down from her eyes. 

I gasped as the scarf revealed two eyes black as Savette’s were white. Just as hers shone with light, these ones seemed to eat the light nearby, clouding Starie’s face in shadow.
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Chapter Nine
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There was a clatter as I dropped the tray on the table, and my gaze finally pulled away from Starie to the mess I’d made. I opened my mouth to apologize at the same moment that Hubric grabbed my elbow and pulled me down to whisper in my ear. 

“Enemies. All. Don’t say a word, just go back upstairs and keep your wits about you.” 

He shoved me aside and said more loudly, “Enough help, apprentice, if this is the best you can do. Take yourself back to the rooms.”

I hobbled inside and back up the stairs feeling bewildered. First Hubric started acting like a fool over cards and ordering me around and now ... this. What had I seen? Were Starie’s eyes really black with light-eating darkness? And what was she doing here with Grandis Elfar and Artis? I shivered. Something wasn’t right about this. To get those eyes, Savette had suffered horribly. What had happened to Starie to get hers?

I flung open the door to our room and hobbled in. Rakturan was asleep next to Savette on a single cot, their hands intertwined affectionately. We’d need to find them a wedding chapel before long.

I bolted the door and checked the shutters on the window. Everything was secure. All I had to do was wait. I took some time to wash at the basin and to straighten my hair, combing out the inevitable tangles from a life of constant flight. I oiled my crutch so that the quarterstaff top could pop out easily and then, finally, I lay down on the bed and drifted into an uneasy sleep. 

I woke with a start when a knock sounded on the door, hurrying to open it. Rakturan was already standing, sword in hand, his blindfold over his eyes.

“I have your back,” he whispered.

I unbarred the door, but before I could open it, Hubric pushed through, nearly knocking me over. The old innkeeper was behind him. They shut the door behind them barring it again and the old man produced two huge leather sacks. 

“I think they’re big enough,” he said.

“For what?” I asked.

“We have permission to move on,” Hubric said. “But we are to accompany the Dragon Rider procession that just arrived.”

I felt lightheaded. If Starie knew that Savette was with us – or worse, Rakturan! – there was no telling what she would do.

“We can’t do that. If they see Savette or Rakturan-”

I was interrupted by Savette. “There is evil out there as powerful as the Ifrit. Whatever it is must be avoided at all cost.”

“Not all evil can be avoided,” Hubric said, his face grim. “Sometimes it must be deceived.”

The old man shook out one of the leather sacks and laid it on the cot. “In the sack, pretty lady.”

Savette and I gasped at the same time and Hubric looked a bit chagrined. “We need to keep you and Rakturan safe. That means, these folks can’t know about you. We need to keep you hidden until we arrive somewhere safe. You can keep a waterskin and some food in there and you’ll be tied to Raolcan and Kyrowat so there should be no problems.”

“Why not Enkenay?” Rakturan asked. He looked wary even with a blindfold obscuring most of his expression. 

“Enkenay’s White. He can’t read your mind like the Purples can. He definitely can’t talk to you in it. We need dragons who can. Enkenay will have to carry the baggage.”

“They can speak into your minds?” Rakturan looked shocked.

“No time for that,” Hubric said, taking the second sack from the old man and spreading it over the other bed. “Get in the sack. We have just a few minutes to gather our things and saddle up before we are expected to join the entourage.

Rakturan kissed Savette goodbye – so intimately that I blushed – and then helped her into her sack.

“You trust the innkeeper?” I whispered to Hubric. 

He snorted. “Didn’t you look above the bar? Why do you think I sent you in there? I’m not in the habit of treating apprentices like servants.”

The wood burned sign above the bar! It had been there all along. The sign of the Lightbringers! I looked up to see the old man grinning at me.

“And the cards?”

“You don’t get to learn the language of the cards until you join us officially,” Hubric said, handing Savette a waterskin and small parcel of food and then tying up her sack. On the other bed, the old man did the same for Rakturan.  “Now, gather up the baggage again. Corbin and I will have enough to do carrying these two down to the dragons.”

I obeyed quickly, gathering up the baggage again and slinging it all around me by the straps. I was getting sick of playing mule, but I didn’t envy Hubric and the old man as they slung Savette up onto the old man’s shoulder – could he even carry her? – and Rakturan onto Hubric’s. He was already sweating as we opened the door and walked down the stairs.

“There’s a back door,” the old man said, leading us through the kitchens to the stableyard. His voice was tense with exertion.

In the stableyard, the dragons were ready, heads up and alert. I dropped the baggage and hurried to saddle Raolcan. The old man laid Savette across the back of his saddle, strapping her into place with the baggage straps. 

“Are you okay, Savette?” I asked. 

“It’s uncomfortable, but I can manage.”

We saddled the others, securing Rakturan and the gear. The old man circled our dragons, adding some sheepskins to the leather sacks to obscure Savette and Rakturan’s forms. 

“Still okay? I asked her as I strapped in. I had a rein for Enkenay to attach to the saddle, giving the impression that he was being led by us.

“Yes. It actually helps a bit to feel the straps holding me.”

We mounted up and Hubric whispered a thank you to the old man with the words, “Honor to the Light and to all who bear the name. Defend and protect what was trusted to you.”

The old man whispered the same and then we were marching out in a line, Kyrowat in the front and Enkenay bringing up the rear. He snapped lazily at Raolcan’s tail.

Just what I need. An irritated dragon on my six. We need to get his rider back to him as soon as we can.

I wasn’t worried about Enkenay. He wasn’t the one with eyes like the black of death.
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Chapter Ten 
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I was already craning my neck trying to see out in front of Kyrowat as he walked around the building. At least twenty Dragon Riders were mounted and waiting in front of the inn, having just come through the gate. In the distance, a formation of dragons was flying towards us. From the city. Apparently, there was no additional inconvenience if the dragon rider waiting was Starie. As usual, the world bent backward to please her.

And that’s not at all a bitter thought.

How could you fight bitterness? It just crept up in response to the seemly endless injustice of the world.

Oh, I’m not judging. I’m as bitter as anyone. I just know how it gnarls a person, twisting them into something hard.

Did I want to be hard? Or did I want to be tender, to feel the pain of the world and be sensitive to the needs of others? That sounded good, right up until the moment that you felt all the pain that people were willing to lash at you.

The first face I saw clearly was Grandis Elfar’s and when she saw me her expression went from shocked to furious in the space of a second. She leapt off her dragon and stormed across the dusty street to me. 

“Amel Leafbrought, the runaway! And wearing brown leathers, too! Get down off that dragon. You have lost every right to ride.”

Hubric coughed. Kyrowat coughed. Grandis Elfar spun around as fire burst in a tiny ball right behind her.

“Are you speaking about my apprentice, Elfar?”

“Hubric Duneshifter!” She looked affronted and stood a little taller, crossing her arms over her chest. Hubric, on the other hand, looked unconcerned as he pulled a deck of cards from his pocket, shuffling them in his hands. “You’ve turned up again, I see, and still just as interested in other people’s business.”

“It’s my business now, Anda.”

Anda? He called her by her first name? I could feel my eyes growing wide.

“And how is it your business if I drag this runaway off her dragon, tan her disobedient hide and draft her into the servant ranks?”

“She’s my new apprentice,” he said casually, offering her the deck. “Pick a card.”

“I will not be picking a card!” Grandis Elfar sputtered. “Explain yourself this moment.”

“Well, I found her wandering the streets in Vanika,” Hubric said with a raised eyebrow. “You’d think we’d employ a Dragon School Grandis to keep that from happening, but no matter. I took her in hand, and discovering she was Purple, took her on as an apprentice, oath and all. Since the Dominar was there, we made it all official and had her swear before him. You know me, Anda. I always do things by the book.”

“Hardly! I don’t know what game you’re playing Hubric-”

“-and you won’t until you pick a card-”

“-but I assure you that it ends now. I am here in an official capacity, escorting the future Bride of Baojang to the Capitol on orders from Grandis Dantriet.”

“Here’s the thing, Anda,” Hubric said, putting the cards away. “I don’t much care what you are up to as long as you aren’t tearing apart the fabric of reality, bothering my apprentices, or winning at a card game I’m playing. Do what you please. Now, if you don’t mind, our escort is almost here, and I have a message burning a hole in my pocket.” He gestured to me. “Come along Amel and keep a tight reign on the White.”

I watched Grandis Elfar with wide eyes as we rode by. She sniffed but didn’t look in my direction. I felt almost giddy at Hubric’s defense until I saw Starie sitting gloriously on her Gold dragon, four full Dragon Riders surrounding her on matching Gold, heads high, leathers polished, and weapons in hand. She had a full honor guard. Her bandaged eyes followed me as I rode by and little stabs of terror ran through me. She was like a counter for Savette. Black to white. Good to evil. Innocent to guilty. What did that say about those who rode with her?

I peeked a glance at Artis who bit her lip as she watched me, like she was worried both for me and about me. That’s what you got when you were set on always obeying authority no matter what that authority said. You got yourself into murky waters.

A good lesson to see someone else learn so that you don’t have to. Some authority must be followed for honor or because they represent what is right, but there are times when another path is vital. Like when you went off to save Savette. And when I chose you.

Wait. Was he supposed to choose someone else? Was that what he was saying? Had he bucked authority by choosing me? Raolcan?

Those spooky gazes were still on us as Hubric chose a place for us at the end of the line.

Smart. Keep your enemies in your sights.

Did he choose me against orders somehow?

I fly my own arc, spider. You should know that by now. No regrets.

I couldn’t help the surge of affection I felt for him at those words. No regrets. But I also couldn’t help but wonder who the dragon community had wanted him to choose. Could it have been Starie up there on Asteven with her eyes bound in black?

Beneath me, Raolcan shivered, a full-body quiver that made me queasy.

Don’t say freaky things and I won’t shiver like that.

Deal.

Even as we found our place at the back of the line, Starie’s face was turned to us. I hoped we didn’t stop anywhere along the way. The sooner we got away from her the better.

I think our paths will cross hers many times. And we will regret it every time they do.
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Chapter Eleven
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We flew three hours before the first break was called just outside a bustling town along the Dragontail River. I was amazed how populated this area within the walls was, and how large. The wall must have taken decades to build.

Two centuries, if I recall correctly. This is the heart of the Dominion. The place of artisans, Magikas, and soldiers. The home of nobility, philosophy, and religion. Our visit here will give you little more than the briefest taste of it. 

Despite the weighty message in my pocket and the friend I was hiding in a sack behind my saddle, I was desperate to see more of it. This town, alone, was almost as populated as Dragon School. There were three mills on the river, their wheels turning endlessly as they ground out flour. I felt jittery at the thought of entering the town and watching the people at work there. They were dressed with large white placards made of stiff cloth hanging from their necks and tied around their waists that were worn on top of their other clothes. The clothing they wore was of fine, even cloth with rich blue tones I’d never seen in the dyes of the north. 

Indigo. It grows here. It makes a lovely dye, but too expensive for many in the north. 

The placards had symbols and designs embroidered on them in colored thread. I was fascinated by how each was subtly different.

They denote the place they are from, their families, and trades. See the one where crossed axes are interwoven in the design? He and his family harvest wood.

What would my placard look like if I lived here?

There would be a very handsome purple dragon on it, obviously.

Hubric set us down a little way away from the others in the clump of trees, stationing the dragons so they could drink from the river but also shield us from view with their bodies.

“We need to be quick but subtle here,” he told me as we dismounted. “The dragons need water but our ‘cargo’ also needs to stretch and take care of necessities. Keep watch while I help them.”

I stood on the side of the dragons closest to the other Dragon Riders, watching as the Blacks tended to their dragons with military precision and trying to look nonchalant as I checked Enkenay’s straps. Good thing the Blacks were between us and Starie’s entourage. I was still certain that she could see me through that blindfold – and that she meant me no good. I’d threatened her the last time I’d seen her and even now I was keeping her ticket to royalty from her.

I was worried enough that every movement towards us made me more alert. Was that someone looking at us? No. He was watching the diving bird in the river bringing up silver fish. Was that someone walking this way? No, he only wanted to check his dragon’s hackles. How about that dark figure skirting the Blacks in a billowing cloak? I held my breath as I recognized her. Artis.

She was, indeed, walking toward us. I coughed loudly, trying to signal to Hubric.

“If you have a cough you must wait two minutes for me to get you a drink, apprentice,” he called. Two minutes. She was closer than that. I couldn’t afford to have her find us in the act of stashing Savette and Rakturan back into their sacks. 

I hobbled forward. If I met her halfway, maybe that would keep her far enough away.  We met halfway between the Blacks and my dragons. She looked nervous, looking this way and that, her eyebrows knitting together and her hands twisting in her cloak.

“Amel! It’s really you. I thought you were dead in Vanika. We heard word that the city was attacked by some unknown force and thrown into chaos. How did you escape?”

“You betrayed us,” I said. Who cared about my escape compared to that?

“I was helping you!” Her eyes pled to be understood. “You were sinking your own futures! I had to tell someone before you all became servants forever! And thank goodness I did! Olla and Orra were forgiven and they are with a Green Dragon Rider now who is training a knot of Green Initiates. That would never have happened if I hadn’t alerted the proper authorities!”

“And what about you?” I asked. “Did you get some sort of reward for it? A promotion?”

She flushed. “I’ve been assigned some extra tasks, but they are secret and I can’t discuss them.”

I frowned.

“Don’t look like that, Amel. I deserved some sort of recognition for what I did! I followed you all through the mountains and brought you to an inn to keep you safe.”

That wasn’t how I remembered it. I sighed. Maybe I needed to give her the benefit of the doubt. 

“Do you need something that I can give you, Artis?”

“I just...” she looked away, her cheeks flushing. “I just want to be sure that there are no hard feelings.”

Did I have hard feelings? If she and the others had been there would we have saved Savette any better than Lenora and I ended up saving her? Probably not. I took a deep breath.

There is honor in forgiving an offense.

“I forgive you, Artis,” I said.

She smiled. “Starie Atrelan wants to see you, too. She says she has so much to say!”

I bet she did. I was saved having to reply by the call to saddle up. We were off again. Hubric looked nervous as I remounted Raolcan, leaning in to whisper. 

“Next stop is the Garrison. Your message must be delivered immediately. We have no more time to lose.”
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The Garrison was a massive, sprawling heap of buildings, pavilions, archery ranges, fencing rings, stables and dragon cotes. Approaching it from the air, I felt a stab of terror. It lay across the plain in the area between the two sky cities. Their massive construction hung above us, dwarfing even dragons into inconsequential specks.

Hardly inconsequential.

I’d been staring and staring at the sky cities for the past hour, barely wanting to blink there was so much to see. Roads led to the towers beneath the sky cities where baskets hauled a steady stream of traffic up and down. Dragons flew in a continuous ring round the cities, a black mass of defenders in motion as constant as heavenly bodies, speckled occasionally by fleets of Reds, pods of Greens or Golds, and the occasional solitary White. I saw no other Purples.

I told you we are rare. You’re lucky to have met three of us. 

The Garrison was like the black shadow under the sky cities, merging on the edges with the other cities below the sky cities, but separate from them. It must have housed thousands of soldiers, officers, and Dragon Riders.

Tens of thousands.

Black and Red dragons moved to and fro from the Towering cotes on the south side. Someone had built ragged towers on the four corners of the Garrison. They were spiky with men and weapons, the berms built between them carried a steady circling of men on watch. At the center of the Garrison, a massive black spire rose into the air.

I’d never been so nervous about entering a place before – not the sky city of Vanika or even Dragon School. There wasn’t a single person down there who couldn’t kill me in an instant.

And if they try, I’ll slaughter them by the thousand.

I thought he’d said there were tens of thousands.

Well, even I have limits on how much carnage I can make.

We banked down towards a huge open square in the center of the Garrison, the Black Dragon Riders who escorted us leading the way. As we landed, the buildings swelled in my view to full size. On one end of the square, a set of steps led up to what looked like a small palace. Behind it was the black spire I’d noticed before, a twisting mass of woven metal or something like it. I couldn’t tell if it was hollow or solid. There were no visible windows on the sides of it. Long white buildings laced with arches stood to our left and right, roads weaving between them and meeting here in the cobbled square. This place was old and well-used. How long had the Dominion kept a garrison here?

A few hundred years. This place is steeped in tradition. Try not to set a foot wrong.

We landed, and the Blacks dismounted at a stunningly quick pace, fanning out across the steps with weapons in proper display. The garrison here must have been used to frequent dragon landings in the square. The people along the edges of it continued with their work as if nothing was happening. One column of men was marching along the edge of one of the white arched buildings while another group of men in drab clothing worked to repair the stonework on the other. A squad of men in drabs were at work sweeping by the barracks, too far away to see clearly.  On the steps of the palace, men in white and silver were arrayed with pikes held out and gazes forward like they were on guard duty.

Which, of course, they are. No pomp is too much for the Palace of War.

The what?

Where the generals are housed and meet to plan and campaign. It’s an official part of the Garrison at Dominion City.

I’d expected smoky tents and dirty, bloody weaponry. 

We aren’t at war in the Capitol. Not yet.

The doors to the palace opened and a man walked through with a segmented coat like those I’d come to associate with High Castelans and the Dominar. He wore a helm formed to look like a dragon head in black, inlaid with silver. A bright white cloak flapped in the wind behind him and he was flanked by five rows of two men each. They descended the stairs with an air of authority. Hubric dismounted quickly, and I followed suit. 

He hurried over to me while I was still adjusting my crutch.

“We need to deliver the message immediately. Our other ‘cargo’ will have to wait. Kyrowat will ensure it is safe.”

I nodded. I noticed that Grandis Elfar’s party had also dismounted - all but Starie. Their honor guard fanning out around her perch on the golden dragon.

“I am Castelan Jagrud Tedris,” the man in the dragon helm said. Up close he was middle-aged, still fit and powerful with white streaks in his beard. “Keeper of the Garrison. All visitors riding dragons are required to report here before continuing on to your destinations by order of Comard Eaglespring General of the Spire, Lord of War. Please state your intended destination so that we may prioritize you.”

“We come bearing a message for Comard Eaglespring General of the Spire,” Hubric said loudly.

“Noted.” Castelan Tedris turned his level gaze to Hubric and gave him a slight nod – one professional guardian of our dominion to another. I appreciated that. Hubric deserved respect. He turned to Grandis Elfar. “And you?”

“I am Grandis Elfar of Dragon School, leading the retinue of High Castelan Starie Atrelan, promised Bride of Baojang. We come to speak to the Council of Castelans in Dominion City and to show them this.” She nodded to Starie who removed her black blindfold. Gasps filled the courtyard and there was a clatter as one of the guards on duty dropped his pike.

“That man is on report!” the Keeper said.

Grandis Elfar raised her voice above the noise. “High Castelan Starie Atrelan is the promised one of the Ibrenicus Prophesies and our rightful ruler.”

The Keeper’s face went white as his cloak.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Silence!” Castelan Jagred Tedris said, his voice resounding over the courtyard. “Silence!”

“You will not silence me,” Grandis Elfar said, her shoulders thrown back and her head high. “You haven’t the right or the rank.”

“But perhaps I have the wisdom,” Tedris said, a scowl on his face, “not to throw words like that around where just anyone can hear them.” He scanned the courtyard. “All of you leave your dragons here. My men will watch that no one disturbs them.”

“All of us?” Grandis Elfar asked looking at Hubric and me.

“Are you deaf? Put the blindfold back on the girl. We’ll wait for the General to decide on this matter.” He looked shaken, despite his scowl and hard words. Who wouldn’t be when confronted with Starie’s black stare? “And until then, I’d rather confine the witnesses to where I can watch them. Lieutenant Heighthopper?”

“Sir?” A guard stepped crisply out from behind him. 

“Get a detail of fresh guards to watch these dragons and the entrance. Once they are stationed here, gather your watch and these Black Dragon Riders and bring them to the green gallery to receive further orders. Until that time, no man is to speak. Not about this or anything else or by the heavens I will see you discharged.”

“Yes, sir!” Heighthopper marched away crisply and Castelan Tedris turned back to us. 

“Follow me.”

Hubric stationed himself at my right, between the Grandis and her party and me. I appreciated the gesture, as if he could guard me by his mere presence, but I was more worried about Savette on Raolcan’s back. How would she stay still for so long while we were gone - in the confines of a tight bag, no less?

She’s asleep. The magic wears her out. Rakturan, too. Don’t fear. Kyrowat and I will keep them still or do what is necessary to keep them from being found. 

They were going to be afraid when they woke.

We will speak to their minds and comfort them. There was a pause. Okay, I will, since Lord High and Mighty Dragon Kyrowat says that’s beneath him.

I tried not to snort out my laughter and judging from Hubric’s expression he was doing the same thing.

Not everyone is willing to break the rules and customs like I am. But I say that customs are made to serve us, we are not made to serve customs.

But if everyone thought that way there would be lawlessness.

I’d flame anyone else who disobeyed our customs. That’s only for me.

I had to stop talking to him or I really would laugh out loud, which would be ridiculous since we were following an officer who looked like he might spontaneously combust from anger and a Grandis so haughty that it was amazing her feet even touched the ground while she walked.

We were falling behind the others, my limp always a problem and even more so on the long flight of stairs. I gave Hubric an apologetic glance.

“Easier to see what’s happening from here anyway,” he said, his eyes never leaving Grandis Elfar and Starie. 

A pair of guards flanked us, but they were still far enough back that they wouldn’t hear a whisper. 

“Do you doubt your interpretations of the prophecies?” I whispered.

“Hardly. Listen to this one:

‘The imposter arises, opposite the good,

Proclaims a new era

Stands where good once stood

A reign of the terra.’”

“That means nothing to me,” I whispered back. “What’s a reign of terra? Should that be ‘reign of terror?’”

“You would know what it said if you were copying your own text. And terra means earth. But exactly what it means is yet to be discovered.”

“But you think it’s about Starie?” 

“I’d be shocked if it wasn’t. The prophecies fulfill themselves before our eyes.”

If terra meant earth, did it have something to do with the Ifrit that rose from the earth? What if Starie had been in a place like we had, but instead of finding healing arches she’d been found by an Ifrit? Would that be enough to give her black, light-sucking eyes?

“What can we do?” I whispered. Someone needed to stop her. Someone needed to prevent this ‘reign of terra.’

“For now, stay quiet, watch, and deliver your message. We Purples stand for truth. When we have a chance to give it, we will. Until then, we wait.”

I wasn’t sure that waiting and watching were good enough, not with the anxiety that was brewing inside me right now. 
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I would have expected a palace – even one clearly owned by the military - to have some comforts. I would have been wrong about this one. The halls were clean and bright with lantern light, but few decorations lined the walls and what there was consisted of weaponry, maps, or illustrated campaigns. Guards were stationed at most of the doors, standing tall and straight with weapons ready. We were hustled through the halls to the center of the palace at a pace that I couldn’t keep up with. Fortunately, Hubric lingered back with me, his eyes constantly watching Grandis Elfar and Starie, narrowing whenever they spoke or whispered together.

Despite the spartan décor of the palace, it was still beautifully built. When, at last, we came to a pair of large doors carved with inlaid golden lions, the Castelan leaned in close and whispering to the guard. The guard disappeared into the room and then returned moments later, whispering to the Castelan before retaking his station.

“Come with me,” Castelan Tedris said, his lips thinning as he compressed them when he looked at the Grandis. She hadn’t made a friend there. 

We followed him through the doors. I was awed by the architecture here. Dragon heads were inlaid in the marble floors, arches lined the room beyond, and dozens of lit chandeliers hanging from a ceiling so high that I couldn’t see it in the dark above. 

At the center, a ring of older officers, muscled but grizzled with age, gathered around a long table. Maps were spread across it with stacks of lists between them. A separate table, filled with sand and small glass figurines, stood to the side. Five scribes sat at their own small desks writing furiously and younger men and women, that I guessed were under-officers, worked at the map table and moved figures in the large sand table. The entire room bubbled with orders, replies, and questions like a human beehive, vibrating with pent-up excitement and purpose. 

The older officers – generals, I thought – were certainly impressive. Their ornate armor - segmented and elaborate like that worn by the Dominar - was complimented both with Dominion colors and unique patterns inlaid across the breast. I was beginning to understand from our travels that this must designate their position and origins, like the placards on the commoners did.

Castelan Jagrud Tedris marched us straight to the ring of generals and snapped an elaborate salute, fist to heart. The generals grew silent, turning to us. There were four present – all male, though otherwise very different. 

I scanned them, wondering which one was Comard Eaglespring. Was he the hulking man with flowing white hair and skin as black as night? Or the narrow, swarthy man with a nose like an axe? Or the one whose pink skin was over-flushed in the heat of the busy room? Or the one with impressive white wings of hair on either side of his head and a forked beard? They all shared one thing beyond the armor in common: they stood as if they owned not just this palace, but the entire world.

“Audiences were not granted to outsiders today, Jagrud Tedris,” the one with flowing white hair said.

“No, General Honorspur, Lord of Cities.”

“Then why have you brought travelers here? There is a time and a place for them beyond bothering generals at the strategy table.”

Castelan Tedris looked stalwart, like he expected to be attacked and ordered not to defend himself, he looked toward Hubric almost desperately. “This Purple Dragon Rider has a message for General Eaglespring, Lord of Spires.”

“Does he now?” the one with white wings in his hair said, there was a slight smile buried in his beard.

“Protocol for that is to send a messenger to the General directly, Castelan,” General Honorspur said. “It’s not like you to require reminders about protocol.”

“No, sir,” Tedris said, drawing in a long breath. “I’m afraid news was shared in the courtyard that required me to bring all those present to a secure room under your supervision, Generals.”

General Honorspur turned to Hubric. “You violated oaths in revealing a secret message in public?”

The general with the pink skin pulled irritably at his collar. He seemed more interested in it than what was being said.

“I did not,” Hubric said.

“Enough of this!” Grandis Elfar stepped past Castelan Tedris, her face haughty. “We’ve waited long enough. The Purple’s message is of little consequence compared to the news I bring. I have found the Chosen One of the Ibrenicus Prophesies and I am here to present her to the Council of Castelans. I will be heard. Immediately.”

“Dragon School is respected here, Grandis, but you should remember that you are not a General of the Dominion. You don’t have the right to make ridiculous proclamations without backing up your words,” General Honorspur said. 

“That’s not a problem,” Grandis Elfar said smugly. She motioned to Starie who stepped forward, despite her black blindfold, and then ripped the blindfold from her face. 

Gasps filled the room and the pink-faced general collapsed in a heap on the floor.

“Best to put the blindfold back on,” the General with the white wings in his hair said, his eyes riveted to Starie’s life-eating eyes. Under-officers scrambled to help the fallen general, but this one didn’t pay them a moment of attention. “And then you can finish explaining yourselves.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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“It was after Baojang disappeared that we noticed something strange had taken over. She was listless, like her mind was somewhere else,” Grandis Elfar said to the general. Hubric stood beside me, tense like he was ready to spring, one hand on my upper arm as if he feared I would lunge forward, too. “We thought perhaps she was simply disappointed or worried about what had happened to her groom. We brought her to the healing arches.”

That was exactly like how things had been with Savette – except for the bright light in her eyes and the magic.

Remember not to trust your enemies. Their relationship with truth is only passing. Who can say if what she says is true?

But if it wasn’t, how would she know exactly what had happened to Savette? 

The men working on the fallen general whispered frantically to each other and a moment later one of them ran out. Around us, the scribes, secretaries, officers and everyone else were on their feet, faces grim as they watched. I bit my lip. The officer taking care of the general on the floor was sweating, a worried look on his face. Had Starie’s single glance killed him? Could she kill in the same way that Savette had healed? Suddenly, and accidentally?

I felt Hubric shifting at my side, as concerned as I was, though his iron hand stayed riveted on my arm.

“It was there that her eyes grew dark,” Grandis Elfar said. “And those of us with her saw visions of mighty beings rising from the earth.”

Ifrits! There had been Ifrits there, too, but the Grandis said nothing of the Dusk Covenant, and hadn’t we been the ones at the nearest healing arches?

If she arrived here straight from the Ruby Isles she would have taken a different path than we did and that would bring them near to other arches.

“It was exactly as the prophecies foretold. You’ve heard them yourself:

Offered then denied,

Bride of Morning,

Dark’s only hope of peace.” She looked dramatically around the room. “Starie Atrelan was to be the bride of the prince of Baojang, offered to him at the Ruby Isles, but he denied her, leaving secretly. She is the hope of peace, sent by the dark. You need only look at her eyes to see it. They are even spoken of elsewhere in the prophecies, 

Blazing bright under the sun’s demise,

Twice blind but still seeing.

“Starie Atrelan,” the Grandis continued, “is blind, but more than that, her eyes are black. How else could you interpret ‘twice blind?’”

“And so, you brought her here,” the general said, his head tilted to the side as he listened intently. 

I felt like I had caterpillars in my belly. Those prophecies were not about Starie! Even I could see that, and I didn’t believe in them! Savette was the one with the bright glowing eyes. Hadn’t those prophecies said a bunch of things about the light? They hadn’t mentioned the dark, had they? Or at least not the parts that Hubric had quoted to me. But how did I know if I didn’t read them myself?

You really should read them. Then you would know for sure.

Was anything sure when it came to prophecies? Grandis Elfar’s explanation about the dark eyes meaning ‘twice blind’ sounded awfully compelling.

Unless you know about Rakturan and Savette – together, they are ‘twice blind.’

But were they? Technically, they could still both sort of see. They could get around on their own.

So can Starie. I saw how she was looking at us.

It had seemed like nonsense to copy out a book of prophecies before, but that was before someone tried to say that Starie Atrelan was some kind of Chosen One. That was before she was clearly a counterfeit, and no one would ever know the difference!

“We need to show her to the Council and declare the prophecies to be fulfilled.” Grandis Elfar’s voice rang through the cavernous room.

I couldn’t stay silent and listen to these lies! “The prophecies can’t be about Starie.”

Grandis Elfar’s head whipped around and she fixed me with a poisonous look.

Hubric’s grip tightened on my arm. That hurt! “The girl doesn’t know what she’s saying. She’s in shock. All of us are.”

I thought we were going to speak the truth when the time came!

Not in a room full of enemies with the real Chosen One vulnerable and tied to my saddle! You’ll get her killed!

The general cleared his throat. “I’ve heard enough. We’ll alert the Council that you are here, Grandis. Until then, please accept my hospitality. I will attend you as soon as this mess is sorted out.” His arm swept across the room, including Hubric, me, and the fallen General in his comment. He turned quickly to an under-officer. “Lieutenant, please show them to my private study until I can attend them in person.”

Grandis Elfar’s smug expression as she walked by made me want to try out one of Hubric’s curses. Starie and her retinue followed, and I cringed as I saw Artis at the back, sneaking a look at me. Artis only ever wanted to do what was right. How had she ended up in this mess?

We each make our own decisions and we stand or fall by the truth of them.
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Chapter Sixteen
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“How is General Bagden?” the white-winged general asked as a man dressed in white arrived. 

He checked the fallen general and then shook his head. “Dead, General Eaglespring.”

Comard Eaglespring! He was the one I needed to deliver the message to, but now I was worried. He seemed open to Starie as “the Chosen One” and dismissive of Hubric and me. Would he accept our message?

“Then take him for burial preparations,” General Eaglespring said impatiently. “We’ve not the time to wait for the dead to resurrect. Our Dominar is missing and girls are popping out of the woodwork claiming to be the Chosen One.”

Hubric coughed.

“I’ll get to you, Dragon Rider,” the General said, curtly. “The rest of you get back to work. Except for you, Envoy Endrey. We’ll need you.” He turned to us. “Follow me.”

“You heard the General,” General Honorspur barked as we followed Eaglespring out of the room. Behind us, the stunned people turned back to their tasks as if nothing had happened. Had General Bagden been important? Did no one care about his death?

I think you’ll find that military people do care enormously, but they are trained not to let it affect their ability to operate. They’ll have someone bumped up to General by the end of the day and taking over wherever that man left off. And can you hurry it up? Savette is awake and she needs to get out of this sack.

I could try. I would try. No promises, though. I’d never delivered a message before and I didn’t know how long it would take.

We followed Comard Eaglespring through a small door into a room with a roaring fire, a wide black desk and sparse, but functional, furnishings all painted black or white. It was clearly a room for meetings. Eaglespring leaned against the desk, arms folded over his chest and a frown on his face. 

“Thank you for joining us, Envoy.” 

The Envoy nodded solemnly. He wore Imperial livery and his bald head gleamed in the firelight. He was the age of my grandfather and he kept his hands buried in a roll of leather that hung from a strap around his neck. Perhaps he kept messages or notations there?

Envoys are like stationary Purple Dragon Riders – only not nearly as amazing as us. They handle the dispersal of Dominion communications within cities and large compounds.

Hmmm. That sounded boring compared to carrying messages over distances. 

Of course it’s boring! They may as well be chained to a desk, but they have the power of lions. They are not people to be trifled with. One wink from him and four people could try to kill you before you found your bed tonight.

I shuddered.

“You have a message for me?” Comard Eaglespring asked Hubric, his hand outstretched to receive it.

Hubric stepped aside, motioning to me. “My apprentice carries your message.”

“And who sends it?” The General’s gaze was on me now, his fierce face lined with suspicion.

“The Dominar, long may he reign, General Eaglespring,” I said, fumbling in my pocket before finally producing the white cylinder. I held it out to him and Hubric signed for me to kneel. I knelt hastily, and the general took the message from me, slipping the message out from the cylinder.

“It remains unread?” he asked.

Hubric sucked in a breath.

“Of course,” I said. “I have followed the Dominar’s instructions to the letter.”

“As we always do.” Hubric’s tone chastised him.

The general shrugged, shaking his head. “My apologies. Today has been full of unwelcome surprises and this ... ” he tapped his finger on the message as he read it again. “This changes everything.”

He ran a hand over his face, tension filling every feature, before turning to the desk and scribbling a note to hand to the Envoy. 

“Ensure the Council receives this as soon as possible,” he told the Envoy before turning back to us. “I’ll have a message to send back within a few hours. I’m sure Envoy Endrey will as well. I’ll leave him to pass on whatever he needs. I hate to say this, but we’ll need to ask you to sleep in the cotes with your dragons. I’ll have you provisioned, but as soon as I finish drafting a response I’ll expect you to leave. There won’t be time for cushy beds or places by the fire.”

“One more thing,” Hubric said.

The general raised an eyebrow, clearly irritated by the addition.

“An Ifrit is loose north of the cities. It chased us from the healing arches to the Needle. I haven’t seen it since.”

“Ifrit?” The general snorted. “You’ve been out on your dragon too long, old man.”

“My hand to the truth, we saw it close up. It’s a threat to the cities here and all the citizens under your protection.” He just said it like he didn’t even care that Eaglespring thought he was crazy. I felt warm in my chest. Would I be that courageous someday?

“I’ll make a note of it,” Eaglespring said wryly.

I hoped he really did. Without Savette, we would be dead at the hands of those things. What would an Ifrit on the loose do to a village or a farm, or a city full of people?

“And now I’ll leave you to the Envoy. When you’re finished together, Castelan Tedris will take you to the cotes.”

Hubric bowed and I followed his lead. When we straightened, the door was closing and the general was gone. The Envoy turned to me with a smile.

“You wouldn’t be Amel Leafbrought, would you?”

“Yes?”

His smile widened. “I thought there was unlikely to be two girls with a crutch riding dragons. I have a message that was left with me for you some time ago and one that was left with me yesterday. You’re a popular girl.”
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The Envoy opened his large pouch and produced two slender white rolls, handing them to me. “Receive these messages from my hand whole and delivered to their recipient.” I took the messages as he turned to Hubric. “I have at least a dozen messages headed back to the Dominar, long may he reign. He opened his pouch and began to carefully sort through the rolls within, assembling a small pile on the desk and giving them to Hubric with his ritual words. I wasn’t listening. I’d already opened the first message, sliding a small silver ring off the outside of the message before reading it.

It read:

Amel Leafbrought, Dragon Rider Initiate,

I suspect that you will come through Dominion City much sooner than anyone would think. Hubric never stays anywhere for long. I hope you are well and not in trouble. Trouble finds you far too often. 

I can’t stop thinking of the way you look over your shoulder at me, the way your head tilts to the side when you are thinking, the way that long hair of yours hangs over one eye while you bite your lip, as if it can shield you from all the troubles of the world. 

Ahlskibi is sick of my thoughts. He says that if I don’t find something else to think about, he will leave me and fly the messages on his own. He’s never been in love.

I spoke to Ashana Willowspring, head of Purple Dragon Riders on my way through Dominion City. She has not yet given me permission to seek a life with you, but she allowed me to present you with my davari. I hope you will wear it with affection until I can find a way to offer you more.

You have my heart in your palms,

Leng Shardson of the Purple Dragon Riders.

What was a davari?

It looks like a silver ring.

I looked at the silver ring in my hand. It was very small – a tiny dragon biting his own tail. I slipped it on my finger. What a strange ornament.

It’s not just an ornament. It has special significance to Dragon Riders. It’s the symbol of a promise not yet fulfilled.

I felt tingly at the thought.  What promise did this little ring signify?

Maybe the promise that he would give you all that you deserve.

We didn’t do those sorts of things in common villages. I thought Leng was born a commoner, too. This seemed like Castelan behavior.

It’s Dragon Rider behavior. Dragon Riders take oaths and promises seriously.  You still don’t realize how serious they are about a promise. Leng made you a promise. This is the physical token of that promise.

He’d also said that kisses were promises. I would have rather he’d given me more of those.

Stop whining and enjoy the ring.

“Amel,” Hubric said to me, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Let’s go. I’m sure the dragons are anxious for us to return.”

His tone suggested that it wasn’t just the dragons waiting. Of course, it wasn’t. I was being selfish musing on the letter when there were more important things to think about. I tucked it into my pocket, smiling to the Envoy and then following Hubric out of the room. 

Even with the note hidden, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. As we followed Castelan Tedris through the palace, past armed guard after armed guard and through one weapon-laden hallway after another, all I thought of was a slender man on a purple dragon flying messages in the cold and wet. He was thinking of me out there. Me. He’d given me this ring-

A davari.

-to remind me of his promise. 

I didn’t even listen as Castelan Tedris apologized to Hubric for having to house us in the dragon cotes. My cheeks felt hot at the thought of the precious letter in my pocket. While he explained that he’d already had his men lead our dragons there and provide cots, resupply, and a hot dinner waiting, my mind was imagining the next time I saw Leng. He’d see this davari on my finger. He’d know that I’d accepted his promise. I didn’t care about the dark outside. My heart felt light.

Even Hubric must have felt lighter with our messages delivered. He was asking the Castelan where he could find a card game as we passed into the tall tower that served as dragon cotes for the garrison. Most of the alcoves were filled with Reds and Blacks, but as we climbed up to the third floor where we’d been given alcoves side by side, I saw a few other colors. 

“Your dragons are touchy, aren’t they?” Castelan Tedris said as he showed us the alcoves. “One nearly bit my man when he tried to unload them. I’m afraid you’ll need to unsaddle and unburden them yourselves.”

“Only nearly?” Hubric said. “The dragons must have really liked him.”

“Ha!” Castelan Tedris said. “As soon as we have messages from the General, I’ll send for you. Don’t stray too far playing cards. I think he means for you to leave the moment he’s done. That might be only a few hours from now.” He looked out at the black sky, speckled with stars. “I’m glad I didn’t’ join the Dragon Riders! Your hours are terrible.”

“But our chances of being impaled on a sword are significantly lower,” Hubric countered.

“Indeed!” The Castelan was still laughing while he left. 

Hubric looked around the outside of the cotes and I joined him. There were no other dragons housed near ours and although there was a spiraling staircase around the open outer wall, there was little traffic. The soldiers had left us cots and food as promised and even curtained off the back of our alcoves to make make-shift rooms for us to sleep in.

“And now we must hurry,” Hubric whispered to me. “Our cargo needs to stretch their legs before we fly again.”
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Chapter Eighteen
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We worked quickly to free Savette and Rakturan from their sacks, stashing them behind the curtains.

“And now what?” I asked Hubric, exhaustedly as we sat huddled on the cot and stool they’d placed for me behind a curtain in Raolcan’s alcove. We’d already split the hot food into four portions and were hungrily eating our shares. “Shouldn’t we be bringing Savette before that same Council if she’s the real Chosen One?”

“So, you believe now,” he said, quietly. “You believe because you saw the opposite was falsehood so this must be truth. Is that it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just think you make a lot more sense than they do. They twisted those prophecies of yours though. They know them as well as you do.”

“Know them?” He snorted. “Of course, they know them. Or at least enough to use them for their own ends. Trust me, their allegiance to the prophecies goes no further than the moment the prophecies say something they don’t like. Their true allegiance is to their own cause.”

“And what is that?” I asked, scraping my dish to get the last of the food out. Splitting two portions among four people didn’t quite leave enough to fill everyone.

“Power. A vision for the future of the Dominion that puts them at the top and everyone else out into the cold – or worse.”

“Don’t people object?” I asked.

“It’s not like they phrase it that way.”

Rakturan cleared his throat and I found myself startled by the sound. “We have our own factions in Baojang who agree, and it has long been my suspicion that they are working with your Dusk Covenant. They plan to overthrow the governments of both nations and install their own. That can’t be allowed to happen. Nor can we allow them to install their own Hasa’leen in Savette’s place.”

“Hasa’leen?” I asked.

“We have the prophecies, too. They just say slightly different things to us. Our name for the one you call the Chosen One is ‘Hasa’leen’ – bringer of light.”

“Fitting,” Hubric said. “And you agree with me that Savette is the Chosen One?”

“She gave me this new sight. How could she do that if she was not?” His tone was almost worshipful as his fingers interwove with hers. Savette looked placid beside the passion on his face. “She is bringing something new and I’m the first part of that. It can’t be stopped. Mustn’t be stopped.”

“Then promise me that you are done working for Baojang,” Hubric pressed. “Done working for your own position. Don’t give me your drivel about being in love. Just tell me your loyalty is to Savette – the Chosen One - and swear a bonding oath.”

“Wait-” I began. Should they really be swearing oaths right now?

“I swear by the Light and the Truth - which is all I have - to uphold the person, safety, honor, and sanctity of the Chosen One, Savette Leedris of the Light.” He said it so suddenly, so intensely that I felt myself physically drawing back, my eyebrows rising. I didn’t even notice that my spoon fell to the floor until I heard it clatter. So much in that promise. So soon.

Life is short. Especially for humans. There’s no time for hesitating.

But it was only weeks ago that he was her enemy, determined to bring her down and destroy our Dominion. And then he said he was in love – and he probably was – and now this? Could any person authentically change so suddenly?

No one knows the heart of a man except for that man. People change. Sometimes they change in an instant.

I swallowed. I hoped I wouldn’t change like that.

“And what about you, Savette?” Hubric pressed. “Do you understand what I am saying about you?”

“I know of the Lightbringers, Hubric Duneshifter,” Savette said, calmly. “I don’t know what you expect me to say. I didn’t plan for any of this. It’s happening now, no matter what I do.”

“I suppose that will have to be enough for now,” Hubric said. “We will protect you as you try to find your way.”

“We must hurry, whatever we do,” she said. “Darkness is growing. I feel it expanding, like a cloud of dust. There are not enough of us to hold it back. We must fight against it.”

“We will.”

She bit her lip. “But will we be enough?”

Hubric looked at me. What did he expect me to say?

“I can tell by what you’ve said and done that you believe, Amel. The only person who doesn’t know where you stand is you.”

Did he expect me to make a rash vow like Rakturan?

“It’s time to choose, Amel. I need to ask you to do Lightbringer business, but I can’t unless you are a part of us. If you can’t be, or won’t be, then it’s best that I leave you here and go on alone.”

“Are you saying that I have to commit to believing this whole prophecy business or I’m out of your apprenticeship?” I asked. My words were tight, filled with anxiety and suspicion.

“You’ve already been protecting Savette. You’ve already been fighting to show the truth. You’ve already fought against the dark. I just want you to admit it – to yourself more than to anyone else.”

The silent minutes dragged out as I fought with my own emotions. I didn’t want to say it out loud. My belief – what there was – was too fragile to say. I didn’t want to have to admit that their crazy beliefs might be right. But what was the alternative? Starie? Absolutely not! The Dusk Covenant? I’d rather go back to my tiny village and leave this new life forever. Ifrits hunting the innocent in the dark? Someone had to stop that!

“Fine,” I said, eventually. “I admit it.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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Hubric let out a long breath, like he’d been nervous waiting for my answer. 

“Good. Yes, that’s very good. We don’t have much time. I’ll attend to the dragons and to Savette and Rakturan. I need you to go to a card game.”

“What?” Was he crazy?

“It can’t be me. I need to be here for when the message comes from the general, but one of us needs to go to the game. There will be vital information there, both for us to give and for us to receive.”

“Like the card game with the innkeeper?”

“Exactly.” He fished into his pocket and pulled out a small purse. “Take this. It will be just enough - probably.”

“But I don’t know the language of the game!”

“You don’t need to. The game is being played in the dry store room inside the south servant’s entrance in the palace. No one will stop you from going in that entrance and the card game is informal. Tell them your mother sent you.”

“What?”

“It’s the password. Then, when they place the first bet, wait for someone to say ‘three silver’ but only lay down two. That’s the contact. You listen carefully to everything he says – the exact words, mind you! – and report those back to me. And on one hand, you need to play a single black knave, but when you lay him down, call him a prince. That’s all. Can you do it?”

“Yes ... I think.”

“Good. The game begins at the top of the hour, so you’d better get going. What did your note say?”

“What?” I should have known that he’d see my reaction to the note.

“Ah. From Leng. Understood. What about the other one?”

In the excitement, I’d forgotten about the other one. 

Hubric chuckled. “Forgot about it, did you? Well, it’s easy to forget things when you see generals die from a single stare and then you get inducted into the Order that will be saving the world. Read it when you get a chance and tell me if it’s important. Now, run along.”

I hurried out and down the stairs to the south entrance to the palace, my heart pounding in my chest. I needed to read that message, but first I needed to get to the game and remember it all. Could I remember that much? Without taking notes? If only I had a pencil and notebook!

No time to fret. 

The servant’s entrance was busy despite the late hour and I had to stand aside as a group moving large crates left through the door. Eventually the last of them left and I walked through into a wide storeroom. At the back of the room, a man stood with his burly arms crossed over his chest. Behind him, I saw a fire burning and a table set up nearby surrounded by hunched figures. The card game. 

I hobbled forward but as I did I saw a figure in a dark cloak enter from a door on the other side of the room. 

She was faster than I was and drew up to the man with crossed arms just as I was arriving. Flinging back her hood she said hurriedly, “My mother sent me.”

It was Artis.
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Chapter Twenty
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What was she doing here? 

She’s playing cards.

But she wasn’t a Lightbringer! 

Obviously. But other people play cards. I bet even the Dusk Covenant plays cards.

He had a point. When the burly guard turned to me I felt my cheeks grow hot. 

“My mother sent me,” I said.

“There seems to be a lot of that going around right now.” He winked at me. Did that mean something? 

I hurried past and took a seat at the table.

“Buy-in is two silver. Pay up or leave,” a man in fine clothing said. He was clearly a Castelan. 

All the classes were represented around the table from Castelans to servants, but silver was produced by all and the card play was fast and furious. I scrambled to produce my two silver and saw Artis offering hers in a dignified manner. 

A woman with a wide scar on her cheek led the first round. “Two Dragon Rider trainees. Isn’t that a privilege.”

The laughter around the table made me think that wasn’t a compliment.

“Sick of the skies, girls?”

“Of course not,” Artis said with a nervous giggle. 

I ignored the comment, looking at my hand.

“Two silver,” the scarred woman said, throwing her coins into the center of the table.

“Two silver.” Artis followed her.

My turn was next. I put my coins in.

“Quiet, aren’t you, girl?” The woman said to me.

“I’m just here to play cards.” What did she expect? That we’d braid each other’s hair and whisper secrets?

She chuckled and the next in line threw his silver in the center. He wore plain clothes with white dust on them. A baker. After him was another soldier, deep in his cups already, his eyes red-rimmed.

“Three silver,” he slurred, throwing in two coins.

My contact! I tried not to look as excited as I felt.

“We’re still on two, Cord,” the scarred woman said with a sneer.

The last two players – Castelans in fine clothing – placed their blind in the center of the table and the game began.

“Pair of Queens,” the scarred woman said, laying her cards down.

“Five black arches.” Artis had a sparkle in her eye as she laid down her cards. Was it possible that she was communicating with someone just like I was?

“Nice,” the woman complimented her.

I didn’t even know enough of the game to know what a winning play was. Not even enough to know what I was allowed to lay down. Maybe Artis’s choice was a genius move. No one else seemed as impressed, though.

I laid down my own card exactly as Hubric had instructed. “Black prince.”

“A fool’s move,” Cord mumbled.

“Who cares? If she can’t play, then we get all her money,” the baker laughed. On the other side of the burly guard, the sound of voices grew louder. People were filtering into the storehouse. “Let’s clean these novices out of coin to make way for some more experienced blood. Pair of Dragons.”

“Pair of knives,” Cord said, laying his cards down.

“You’re one to talk about fools! Wasting knives in a pair like that,” the baker scoffed. 

I was so desperately trying to remember his words for Hubric that I missed the other players turns. The baker took the money from the middle and Artis dealt the next hand, waiting as we all bought in again.

“Four generals,” she said, laying her cards in a row to whistles of appreciation.

“She means business, boys and girls!” Cord’s drunken comment was slurred.

We each took our turn. I didn’t bother trying to win. I didn’t know the game anyway. I placed three dragons down.

“Again, with the foolhardy moves,” Cord scoffed. “It’s like you’ve never played. Don’t you know that a hand like that should be saved for a Dominar run? This isn’t Backwater Manor.”

I felt my face heating. “I’m so sorry.”

Was he going to stop playing? I needed to watch and report to Hubric.

Stop panicking. That man knows this business better than you do. Just listen and remember.

“Don’t worry about her,” the baker said. “She’s out of coin. This is her last round. Hopefully, she got a taste of what she was looking for.”

I bit my lip. If this was my last round, then this was my last chance to receive a message from my contact.

Cord hummed a tune as he thumbed through his cards. 

“Full army,” he said, at last, shoving all his cards into the center.

“And you called her the fool,” the scarred woman laughed. “Put your money where your mouth is.”

“Gladly,” he said, dumping a huge pile of silver into the middle of the table.

“You shouldn’t play drunk, Cord,” the baker said. “What makes you think you’d win on a hand like that?”

“I’ll be fine as long as no one has the Dominar.”

One of the Castelan’s laughed, placing a card with a silver crown and mask on the table. “I do. Game’s over, chump.”

“There’s always hope,” Cord said, standing and stumbling towards the door. 

I stood as well.

“Learn to play cards better before you come back,” the baker laughed, but I’d seen all I needed and I was anxious to return to the dragons. Maybe Hubric could make sense of the game. I certainly couldn’t!

I hurried out of the storehouse and out into the night, hobbling to the dragon cotes and opening the door into the darkened building. As I was stepping onto the stairs, I heard it creak open behind me.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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I climbed the stairs, looking over my shoulder frequently. The cotes were empty except for the dragons bedded down there and those of us with Hubric who had to wait for a message.  That meant that no one had bothered to light the staircase or the interior of the cotes. 

I could see well enough to climb. After all, as the circular staircase went upward, spiraling in the center of the tower, there were exits into individual alcoves every couple of steps. The light from the moon shone through the alcoves and into the interior of the tower, but only in tiny pools of light between thick shadows. 

I didn’t need to be worried about falling into the center of the tower – not with a waist-high railing keeping me in the staircase, but I couldn’t make out who was following me in the dappled light. 

I could hear them, though. Two sets of footsteps – or at least, that’s how it sounded. Maybe there were more. I wasn’t a tracker who could pick out the exact number of people following me.

What’s happening?

I was being followed up a dark staircase with who knew how many people behind me. Could Raolcan send Hubric to help?

He was called to the General just after you left for the card game. He’s getting the final message. He hid Savette and Rakturan in the luggage again before he went so that no one would find them. They’re tied into the bags.

So, there would be no help from Hubric.

I’ll ask Kyrowat if he can get word to Hubric.

Too late. Unless he was very close, they would be on me before he could come to my aid. I pushed harder, stumbling slightly in my haste and slipping on the stone steps. I fell, banging my shin against the stone step and falling backward on my bottom. It took a moment for me to stop my tumble and haul myself back onto my feet. I couldn’t afford to do that again. Slow and steady. That was the key. If only I could get my heart to obey that order. It was pounding faster than horses’ feet over a flat shoreline.

Hubric comes, but he is still in the palace. It will take time. Where are you?

I was about one more floor beneath Raolcan, if my memory was correct. Steady, Amel. Steady.

Can you get to the outer staircase? I can do nothing for you there in the center. I can’t fit through the inner door and if I just flame randomly I will hurt you.

The footsteps behind me sounded so close. I rushed into the next alcove, pulling up short when I realized it was occupied by a black dragon. If I took a step inside, I’d be in his range of attack.

“Don’t bother trying to hide, Amel,” Artis’ voice said right behind me. “We saw you duck into that alcove. And you’re far to slow to outrun us.”

“What do you want?” I asked. I hated that my voice trembled. I didn’t want her to know I was afraid.

“We can’t have you running loose, little Dragon Rider,” a deeper voice said. Was that the woman with the scarred face? “The Grandis says you know things you shouldn’t.”

What did I know?

You know Starie was working with the Dusk Covenant. You know they have a plan for her. The Grandis knows that you know – after all, you tried to tell her about it many times. You refused to stop trying to warn her no matter how much she ordered you to stop.

Oh. That. 

Artis stepped into the alcove and I slid with my back to the wall, trying to stay as far away from the strange dragon as possible. If only he were purple and could understand my mind!

He’s not listening to me. He’s cranky that you’re there.

“So, you want me to come with you?” I asked my pursuers.

The scarred woman’s laugh was ominous. “Sure. That’s what we want.”

“It didn’t have to be this way,” Artis said, her voice filled with sadness. “I tried to tell you just to leave things alone and do what was required. Why couldn’t you have listened?”

“Why can’t you think for yourself?” I countered, but the bold words were lost behind the chattering of my teeth as I slid further into the dragon’s alcove. His great yellow eye was half open and watching me. “Why do you let other people tell you what right and wrong is?”

“I’m not the fool walking into a strange dragon’s alcove,” she said. I glanced back and saw her and scar-face standing in the doorway. Neither one had stepped into the room yet.

“Enough playing around,” Scar-face said, drawing a sword and stepping into the alcove.

Watch out!

I spun to see the black dragon rear up. In the glitter of his golden eye, I saw myself reflected. He lunged at me at the same moment that Raolcan yelled.

Smack him hard on the nose!

The Black dragon snapped at me, and I clenched my jaw, drawing in all my courage not to close my eyes. As his jaw came close, I punched him as hard as I could on the nose. It was like hitting a wall. Tears filled my eyes, blinding me. My hand hurt like I’d broken all the knuckles in it. I cried out in pain, but the dragon reared back, surprised.

Run!

I rushed past him as fast as I could, making it to the outer staircase outside his alcove just as he snapped again, this time at my heels. I was already climbing the steps again, in a daze, but fighting to keep my wits about me.

I was lucky to be alive. There would be time to celebrate later. I struggled up the steps. Just a few more and I would be at Raolcan’s alcove. Come on, Amel! There was his entrance! I saw his worried face poking out, looking at me. 

Relief filled our connection and I started to smile. Too soon. A hand gripped my ankle, pulling me backward. I fell, smacking my face against the stone step and seeing stars. Pain blossomed in my face.

Use your crutch to hit back. Turn. Now.

I fought my pounding head and the blackening of my vision, twisting to obey his order.

Jab with your crutch!

I grabbed it with both hands, jabbing it toward Artis who had my ankle. I hit her in the mouth, bloodying her lip. She yelled but released my foot.

Crawl up the steps. Crawl!

Desperately, I pulled myself up the steps on hands and knee. It was like his voice in my mind was a lifeline. I fought to obey.

I made it up two steps. I was so close to the alcove. 

Keep climbing! Climb past me.

I climbed, kicking out when I felt a foot connect with my bad leg.

Cover your head with your arms.

Sobbing in desperation, I wrapped my arms around my head.

“They won’t stop my sword, girl,” Scar-face said. She was right above me. I could almost feel her cold sword piercing me through and leaking my life onto the stone beneath. 

Heat seared across me, a roar filling my ears. My tears, pouring out in my terror, dried instantly. 

Get up! Get up and move.

I could barely catch my breath as I pulled myself up on my crutch and stumbled over the charred black stone around me to the next step. Behind me, I heard tears and quavering breath as Artis kept following me.

“Go back, Artis,” I said, my voice breathy through adrenaline and exhaustion. “You don’t need to die for this.”

“You don’t understand,” she said. “I don’t have a choice and neither do you.”

“What do you mean?”

She was level with Raolcan’s alcove now, in the exact spot that her ally had been burnt to char and blown off the side of the tower. I was three steps higher, quavering from the exertion.

“You haven’t read that note yet, have you? So, you don’t know that they have him. They’ll kill him if you don’t obey. Just like they’ll kill my family.”

The note. I’d forgotten about it again in all the excitement and danger.

“You don’t need to tell them. Say that we left. Say there was nothing you could do.”

She shook her head. “Sorry.”

As she raised a hand, the dagger in it flashing in the moonlight, Raolcan’s flame engulfed her, throwing her, alight, over the side of the stairs and out into the night. Her scream filled the night.

I dropped to the steps, shaking, losing my dinner over the side of the tower.

Deep breaths. Deep breaths, spider.

You didn’t have to kill her,

I will never let anyone take your life, Amel.

There had to have been another way. I wasn’t even sure she was going to kill me. Maybe she just wanted to capture me.

I could hear her thoughts. This was a mercy for her.

I reached into my pocket, shakily pulling out the other note and unrolling it. Despite the moonlight, I had to squint to make out the large, bold words.

It read:

We have Leng Shardson. Deliver Savette Leedris to Dominion City in exchange for his life before the next moon or he dies. Slowly.
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READ THE REST OF AMEL’S story in Dragon School: Warring Promises
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WELL, YOU’VE COME TO the end of this book - but there’s still so much more to come! If you enjoyed the story, please leave a review - and if you didn’t, please don’t! I’m kidding, of course. All reviews are deeply appreciated and I would love to hear your thoughts on my work. 

I would like to encourage, inspire, embolden or even cajole you to sign up for my newsletter. Seriously. Please sign up.

Why? 

Because I want to get to know you! Oh, maybe you meant why would you want to do that. Well, you’ll be getting all my short stories related to the books for free. You’ll get the chance to weigh in on writing decisions. And, often, I give my subscribers full books for free! So, what are you waiting for? 

SIGN UP TODAY!
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OTHER SERIES YOU MIGHT LIKE:[image: image]

DRAGON SCHOOL

A disabled teen, an empathetic dragon, a bond that will save the world. 

Get the full details HERE.

[image: image]

DRAGON CHAMELEON

A color-changing spy dragon, an unlikely hero - an adventure that will keep you breathless.

Get the full details HERE.
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DRAGON TIDE

When Seleska finds a baby dragon on the beach, she has no idea that he might be the key to saving the world.

Get the full details HERE.
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BRIDGE OF LEGENDS

Bridge of Legends is the story of hope, love, and friendship in a time when all those things seem impossible. For lovers of slow-burn romance and high-stakes fantasy – this is your perfect binge read!

Get the full details HERE.[image: image]

TANGLED FAE SERIES

Allie Hunter will stop at nothing to protect her town from the wicked fae. But she’s neer had to hunt like this - where the traps are cunning and deception is everywhere. Will Allie have what it takes to keep her people safe?

Get the full details HERE.[image: image]

EMPIRE OF WAR AND WINGS

When Aella’s family is threatened by the powerful Winged Empire, her frustration is manifested in a magical swarm of bees. Can Aella find a way to use her strange magic to bring freedom to her land?

Get full details HERE.
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Behind the Scenes:
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USA Today bestselling author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves spinning a yarn and if it paints a magical new world, twists something old into something reborn, or makes your heart pound with excitement ... all the better! Sarah hails from the rocky Canadian Shield in Northern Ontario -
learning patience and tenacity from the long months of icy cold - where she lives with her husband and two small boys. You might find her building fires in her woodstove and wishing she had a dragon handy to light them for her
Sarah would like to thank Harold Trammel and Eugenia Kollia for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same. 

www.sarahklwilson.com
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WHY NOVELLAS?

I love watching television series. I don’t really like movies, because they’re simply too short of a story arc for me. I prefer long, drawn out stories in smaller, bite-sized episodes. Dragon School is my book version of the television dramas that I love. I’m writing the type of series I want to read – long and rich but with short episodes I can read in a single evening. I hope that you’ll enjoy this format as much as I do!
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