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      Holding my breath, I eased my way from the lip of the roof onto the window ledge hanging directly across from me and prepared to commit my first criminal act of the year. The night air ruffled my hair, bringing the stench of the city streets with it, and I did my best to focus on what was beyond the pane of glass, rather than what was below it.

      And me.

      A clay tile crashed to the cobblestones three stories below, echoing in the night like cannon fire and distracting me from the possibility of certain death. Biting back a curse, I flattened my back to the wall and strained my ears, listening for the sound of an opening door, of footsteps traversing the floorboards. Of the window screeching open as my nemesis poked his head out to discover my hiding place.

      But no one was there. And why should there be? I already knew Rajek wasn’t here. He was downstairs in his bedroom, likely sticking his cock in some whore’s mouth instead of keeping watch over the artifact he’d stolen from me.

      Gritting my teeth, I fished out my magical lock picks from the inside pocket of my jacket and picked the lock on the window. Why had I ever let that jerk get into my pants? He was supposed to be a fling, nothing more, but one roll in the sheets had led to two, and two to four, and, well, you do the math. He’d been good enough to merit an invitation to my place, where he’d promptly stolen the notes for my upcoming expedition, and beaten me to the punch.

      Asshole.

      Oh well, I thought. It’s been a while since you last broke into someone’s place. You’re overdue for a refresher.

      The golden metal slid easily into the keyhole, molding to the precise shape needed to open the lock. With a flick of my wrist, I was inside. The cool night air drifted in behind me as I stepped inside, my boots soundless against the carpeted floor. They were spelled to silence my footfalls, not that I needed to be particularly quiet. The sounds coming from below were more than enough to cover any noises I might make.

      “Ooh, yes! Please, just like that!”

      Rolling my eyes, I stomped on the brief spurt of jealousy and stepped past a large, gaudy statue of a Pre-Plague fertility goddess that Rajek probably thought was an original. Closing my eyes, I focused my senses, reaching out with my mind for any valuables in the space.

      Instantly, I felt a humming in my veins, heard the cry of countless objects in the attic. A cacophony of signals chimed in my head, all begging for attention, and I did my best to tune out the useless objects and focus my senses on the ones that mattered.

      As I’d thought, the fertility statue was worthless. It barely emitted any signal at all. In contrast, the three paintings rolled up into tubes and propped against its base hummed a cheery tune. The one in the middle practically begged me to pick it up and take it home with me.

      My fingers twitched, but I resisted the impulse. I’d come here for only one thing, and I wasn’t equipped to haul away half of Rajek’s treasure room, much as I’d love to. I had to stick to the task at hand.

      Putting the paintings out of my mind—which my treasure sense, as I’d taken to calling it, told me were worth at least ten golden dorans—I crossed the room to a large curio cabinet against the wall. The cabinet itself was gorgeous, made of dark, lacquered wood that was inlaid with gold and painted with colorful flowers. But while my sense told me it would fetch a pretty price on the market, it was the object that lay within that I really wanted.

      “Come to Mama,” I muttered, reaching for one of the small, square-shaped doors. My fingers curled around the crystal knob, and I pulled it open to reveal the object inside.

      The moment I did, a shrill whistle ripped through the air.

      “Shit!” I grabbed the object within—a silk fan—and spun toward the window. There was a commotion downstairs, followed by footsteps thundering up the staircase to my left as I sprinted for the exit. I’d just managed to reach the windowsill when the door flew open, banging against the wall. Something that sounded very expensive shattered.

      “Stop!” Rajek cried. “Stop, or I’ll shoot!”

      I froze, turning slowly to face my ex. He stood in the doorway, dressed only in a pair of khaki trousers, his dark chest glistening with sweat in the lamplight and highlighting his muscles. Once upon a time, the sight would have ignited desire in me, but the knowledge of where that sweat had come from left a bad taste in my mouth.

      And the crossbow pointed at me certainly didn’t help.

      “That’s right,” Rajek said, his full lips curving into a cruel smirk. “I knew you’d be stupid enough to try and steal the fan back, Zara. Did you really think I’d be dumb enough not to take precautions? Now put it down. Slowly.” He gestured with his crossbow to the ground.

      “I don’t think so.” I snapped the fan open so that it covered my face. My skin tingled with magic, and I envisioned myself looking like a hag, with thick, bushy black brows, sagging skin, and warts all over my face. “Is this more in line with what’s in your bed tonight?” I cooed as I snapped the fan closed.

      Rajek raised an eyebrow. “Well, at least I know the fan works now,” he said. “Now put it down, or I’ll shoot.”

      “You mean you haven’t tested it yet?” I snorted. “You’re an idiot. I suppose you’re about to tell me that you didn’t realize the crossbow you’re holding is a Golden Age antique?”

      “What?” His eyes widened as his gaze dropped down to the crossbow, and he lowered it fractionally. “You’re kidding. I bought this off a weapons dealer last week!”

      “Sucker.” I snatched a smoke bomb from one of the pouches on my belt and threw it hard at the ground. It exploded, sending black smoke billowing through the room, and I dove through the window before Rajek could take a shot. I managed to clear the sill just before the window shattered from the force of his bolt, and grunted as I slammed into the building across from Rajek’s apartment.

      “Get back here!” he cried as I gripped the window ledge. Ignoring him, I scrabbled up the wall and darted across the rooftop, my heart hammering. I’d tucked the fan down the front of my shirt, and hoped it hadn’t gotten damaged when I’d hit the wall, but there was no time to check. I needed to get out of range.

      As I raced across the rooftops, breath singing in my lungs, Zuar City glittered below me, a sea of flickering gas lamps battling valiantly against the grimy haze that hung perpetually in the air. They cast shadows against the brick and alabaster buildings lining the maze of cobblestone streets, whose rooftops I’d traversed so many times I had my very own set of map routes outlined in my head.

      The Muncies—municipal guards—didn’t much like my preferred method of transportation. I can’t count the number of times I was pulled down from the roofs as a child and hauled back to the orphanage. But the city streets stank, and while the air up here wasn’t perfect, it was a hell of a lot fresher than anything down below. Up here, I could think, my nose free of the stench of refuse and offal that seemed permanently embedded into the city’s bones.

      And people wondered why I liked to go on expeditions so much.

      I kept up my brisk pace, trotting across narrow gables and steeply pitched valleys, my senses on high alert. Rajek wasn’t following me—he knew he had no chance in hell of catching me in a rooftop chase—but there was always a chance he might try to ambush me outside my shop, so I didn't want to dawdle.

      As I got closer to home, the gas lamps became scarcer, gradually plunging the city into darkness. A few candles flickered in windows, providing scant illumination, but in the poor sections of town, electricity was largely non-existent. My shop, the Treasure Trove, was fortunate enough to have a few outlets, but most of the surrounding business and residential areas were forced to do without. It made my section of town dangerous at night, and I’d had to fight off my share of rapists and thieves who’d mistakenly thought I was an easy mark.

      I was almost back at my shop when wings beating overhead made me freeze. I glanced up, my breath catching in my throat at the sight of a dragon soaring hundreds of feet overhead. Its scales glittered in the light of the crescent moon hanging in the sky, and though too far away to see, I knew there was a rider atop its back.

      Envious, I turned my head to watch the dragon’s trajectory, unsurprised to find it was heading straight for Dragon Table, the flat-topped mountain that jutted out of the city center where the elite lived. The dragon riders who ruled Elantia governed from that lofty seat, building their palaces and municipal buildings at the top of the mountain. Some even made their homes atop the floating islands that drifted across Elantia on magnetic currents, far beyond the reach of us filthy plebeians.

      With their heads so firmly stuck in the clouds, it was little wonder the sky dwellers had no care for those of us in the lower city. The dragon does not deign to notice the mouse, so why should its rider spare a thought for those who would never be able to fly?

      Shaking my head, I traversed the last few yards, then made my way down to the street. I landed directly in front of the three-story brick building that was both my livelihood and my safe haven, and despite everything, I couldn’t help but grin. The Treasure Trove wasn’t much to look at from the outside, but it was all mine. As the name implies, it was literally filled with treasure. Art and artifacts I’d unearthed from ruins all over Elantia lined the shelves, and I prided myself on curating one of the best collections in the capital.

      I fished my key out of my pocket, unlocked the front door, and stepped inside. The bell tinkled, and Carina, my partner, looked up from the ledger she was pouring over behind the counter, pushing her long, midnight hair out of her face.

      “Dragon’s balls!” Her mouth dropped open in horror as she saw me. “Zara, what happened to your face?”

      “Huh?” I lifted my hand to my cheek, self-consciously wondering if I’d been walking around with a giant zit on my face. My fingers bumped against the warts on my skin, and I laughed. “Sorry.” I pulled the fan out of my shirt and waved it in front of my face to dispel the magic. “I thought I’d show Rajek what he was missing.”

      Carina snorted. “Does that mean you weren’t able to steal the fan back from him without being noticed?”

      “No, but it doesn’t really matter now that it’s in the shop.” I set the fan on the counter. I’d paid a mage to set wards around the perimeter that would prevent unauthorized entry at night. It had cost me a pretty penny to have those wards installed, but in this part of town, it had been necessary. They had already repelled several intruders and would repel Rajek if he got it in his thick skull to try to come after me again. “Besides, we should be able to sell this off pretty quickly. I don’t know a single woman who wouldn’t want the ability to change her face at will.”

      Carina sighed. “I’m not so sure about that, Zara.”

      I frowned, taking a closer look at Carina. Her dark eyes, normally full of life, were defeated, and her shoulders slumped as if she carried a heavy weight. Something was definitely wrong.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked, dread coiling in my stomach. “Has something happened?”

      “That big deal I was negotiating fell through,” Carina said bitterly. “The client was supposed to come in and sign papers today, but Barrigan managed to convince him that the statue of Armazan was a fake.”

      “That bastard!” I clenched my fist. Ludor Barrigan owned Barrigan’s Antiques, one of the most successful antique shops in the business. I was an ant compared to him, yet he considered my business a threat and constantly tried to discredit me. That probably had something to do with the fact that he knew I was the real deal—back in the day, I’d brought him all kinds of valuable pieces. I’d been one of his best treasure hunters, and he’d tried to hire me on as a permanent employee before I’d decided to go independent.

      Now, he was trying to destroy me.

      “I found that statue myself,” I fumed, pacing back and forth in front of the counter. I’d excavated the Temple of Armazan six months ago, buried in the heart of the Malissia Forest near Elantia’s northern border. Armazan had been one of six major gods worshipped during the Pre-Plague period, roughly three thousand years ago. Elantia’s history was divided up into three main epochs—Pre-Plague, Golden Age, and Dragon War. The temples built during the Pre-Plague period were made to last, and were in surprisingly good condition, making them excellent places to find treasure. Dozens had been uncovered in the last century or so, and I was certain dozens more still waited for treasure hunters like me to unearth.

      “I know,” Carina said soothingly. “That son of a hoggleswaith is just jealous of our success. He knows damn well that anything you bring back from an expedition is genuine, or he wouldn’t have tried to buy the shop from us.”

      I snickered. “He does look like a hoggleswaith, doesn’t he?” I asked, thinking of the giant, four-legged amphibious creatures. Of course, Barrigan lacked the plated armor covering their bodies, and the giant horns that jutted from their foreheads, but I could easily imagine him hopping around his shop, unfurling a long tongue to snatch artifacts out of unsuspecting customers’ hands.

      Carina smiled briefly, but it didn’t reach her eyes. In fact, she looked like she wanted to go hide under the covers in her bedroom and never come out again.

      “All right.” I crossed my arms across my chest. “Spit it out, Carina. Tell me what’s really going on.”

      To my horror, tears sprang to her eyes. “It’s Brolian,” she said, swiping at her eyes. “He’s missing.”

      “Missing?” A flash of anger ignited in my chest at the thought of Carina’s wayward brother, but I suppressed it for her sake. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “He hasn’t been home for three days,” Carina said, her voice tight with worry. “I’ve tried asking the Muncies to track him down, but of course they won’t help me unless I cough up some dorans, and I’ve been hesitant to spend the money when he’s always turned up in the past.”

      I raked a hand through my mass of red curls, my mind racing. “The Muncies are useless anyway,” I said. “Chances are you would have wasted your money. I’ll reach out to my contacts, see if any of them have seen him.” I had a network of friends spread out across the city, former orphans I’d grown up with who worked together with me to help newly free orphans get on their feet after being thrown out to make room for younger ones. We also tried to help each other out when we could, pooling our resources and talents. They’d keep an eye out for Brolian if I asked.

      “That would be great—” Carina started, then cut herself off as the doorbell tinkled. “Brolian!” she shouted, rushing out from behind the counter. “Where have you been?”

      “Hey, Rina.” Brolian smiled wanly as he tottered inside. He looked the worse for wear, his hair disheveled and clothes torn, and from the fresh bruises on his face and the way he clutched his left ribs, I suspected he’d been in a brawl. “Long time no see.”

      “Long time no—!” Carina choked back whatever else she was going to say and glared up at her younger brother. I suspected that if he wasn’t injured, she would have already decked him, even though he was a head taller and outweighed her by at least fifty pounds. “You look like you’ve been in a fight. Who’d you piss off this time?”

      Brolian scratched the back of his neck, his eyes darting nervously toward the front door. “It’s a long story.”

      “Have a seat then,” I said, dragging a chair over. I knocked it into the backs of his knees, forcing him into it. “We’ve got all the time in the world.”

      Brolian looked like he wanted to protest, but under the weight of our combined glares, he quickly deflated. “I went with a couple of friends to the Dancing Pig,” he said. “They invited me to a game of dragon poker.”

      I groaned. “Let me guess. You lost badly, and you can’t pay up.” Dragon poker wasn’t like normal poker. The rules were convoluted, and betting usually started at five silver dorans—a month’s pay for the average city resident.

      “I did not!” Brolian said indignantly. He tried to sit up straight in his chair, then winced and clutched at his side. “But one of the other players accused me of cheating, and things got ugly. During the…ah…ensuing altercation, someone knocked over a lamp, and the whole place went up in flames.”

      Carina’s sun-kissed skin went deathly pale. “You burned down the Dancing Pig?” she whispered.

      “It was an accident!” Brolian cried. “I didn’t mean to, I swear.”

      This was bad. Really, really bad. “You know Slick owns that bar, right?” I pinched the bridge of my nose, a headache starting to brew. Slick was the head of the Brass Boar Gang, the most dangerous criminal organization in Zuar City. Brolian might as well have signed his death warrant the moment he’d set foot into that place.

      “Oh yeah, I know him,” Brolian said bitterly. “Where d’you think I got these broken ribs? Two of his goons ambushed me and held me down while he kicked the tar out of me. He told me that I owed him a hundred dorans for burning down his place, and that if I didn’t pay up he’d break my legs and cut off both ears.”

      “Well, that’s not so bad,” Carina said sarcastically. “It’s not like you make much use of your ears since you never listen to me, and maybe if you can’t walk anymore, you’ll stop running headlong into trouble.”

      “Oh, quit busting my balls,” Brolian whined. “Can’t you see I’ve suffered enough today?”

      “That’s debatable.”

      “There’s no way you really owe a hundred dorans,” I said, interrupting the siblings before this conversation devolved into a bickering match. “I’d estimate thirty, tops, considering what a dive that place is.” I’d been there once or twice—dive was the polite word for that shithole. The beer tasted like cow piss, and I was reasonably certain the chef delighted in inflicting food poisoning on the patrons. “Slick is just trying to squeeze you for as much as you can get.”

      “Maybe we should just go to the authorities,” Carina said, twisting a strand of hair around her finger. “You can explain the situation to them, and once things have settled down, work out a way to pay off the honest amount.”

      “That won’t work,” Brolian said wearily. “Slick has the Muncies in his pocket.”

      “Then what are we supposed to do?” Carina cried, throwing up her hands in frustration. “All my money is tied up in the business, and I know you’ve spent every last bit of your portion of the family inheritance already. Should we ship you off to a different city? Maybe a different country altogether? I hear Warosia is nice this time of year,” she said in a scathing tone.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Brolian snapped. He pushed himself to his feet, looking a bit more recovered than when he’d stumbled in. “I know I’m a screw-up, Rina, but I’m not leaving you.” He awkwardly put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. “I’ll figure this out. I always do.”

      But as I met Brolian’s gaze over his sister’s head, I saw the despair there, a despair echoed in my own heart. The two of us knew what Carina was too naïve to acknowledge—there was no safe place for Brolian to hide, no authority who could protect him. If he didn’t find a way to pay Slick the full amount, he was as good as dead.
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      The next morning, I rose after an abysmal night of sleep to greet the sun poking its golden rays through the slats of my window. I’d been up into the wee hours of the morning with Brolian and Carina, trying to come up with ways to pay off his debt. More than once, Carina had suggested selling her share of the shop to someone else, but that meant I’d have to sell my half too because there was no way I would partner up with anyone else. With my luck, Barrigan would be the one to buy the shop, and he would make my life a living hell.

      And I’d already determined, a long time ago, that I was never going back to hell again.

      Rubbing the grit out of my eyes, I stumbled from my bed and into the shower, ignoring the clock on the wall that told me it was only eight in the morning and to get my sorry ass back to bed so I could catch more than four hours of sleep. Tilting my face up to the hot spray, I closed my eyes and let the water seep into my bones, driving the exhaustion away so I could face the day.

      I had a very important visit to make. And I couldn’t show up as anything less than my best.

      Five minutes later, I stepped out of the shower and toweled off, then wrapped said towel around my hair to let it dry while I dressed. I rummaged through my closet to find a reasonably clean pair of leather pants, which I paired with a long-sleeved, dark brown shirt. My dark brown leather corset went over that, its shiny brass buckles gleaming in the strengthening daylight seeping through the windows. Around my waist went my leather pouch belt, stuffed to the gills with fun things like smoke bombs, matchsticks, medical supplies, and jerky.

      What? I’m an explorer at heart. Even if I’m only going down to the market, I never leave the house unprepared.

      I shoved my boots on, tucked two daggers in the hidden sheaths I’d installed in them, then skipped out the door. I stopped at the corner market to grab a pastry and a small block of cheese, then caught a hansom cab to take me to my mentor’s place on the west side of town.

      The cab driver dropped me just outside the high walls of Albric Salcombe’s mansion, walls I’ve scampered up countless times. The first time I’d done it, I’d been nine years old, drawn by the call of hundreds of priceless art and artifacts within the walls. I’d nearly walked out with several miniature portraits from the Golden Age when the old man had caught me.

      Now, here we were, fourteen years later, and our relationship, though not always easy, was more akin to father and daughter than robber and victim.

      Forgoing the urge to scamper up the wall again just to prove I could do it without getting caught, I walked right up to the gate and said a cheery hello to the guard. He opened the gate for me immediately, and I walked up the gravel path toward the mansion. The sprawling two-story structure sported gray-tiled roofs and scalloped blue siding, with a darker blue trim that edged the windows and doors. Wrought iron balconies wrapped around the second story I’d often climbed down late at night when I was supposed to be in bed so I could steal into town and visit my friends. It was a place that held both fond and harsh memories, and I always felt both nostalgia and trepidation when I came to visit.

      Not bothering to knock, I let myself in, and wound my way through the many halls toward the one place he’d always be this time of day. Even if I didn’t know this place like the back of my hand, the smell of freshly roasted coffee and buttery loaves of bread would have led me to the breakfast room, where Salcombe sat at a cozy table by a set of bay windows that looked out onto a small garden. That garden, like everything else on the property, was just as much about function as it was about form—the riotous blooms and berries had both poisonous and medicinal properties that could be used to mix up all kinds of concoctions.

      Not that I was an expert. Salcombe had taught me the basics of mixing potions, but it really wasn’t my forte. I could concoct basic remedies, but my poisons were more likely to put someone to sleep than to kill them.

      “Zara.” Salcombe looked up from the morning paper with a smile that lit his pale gray eyes. He patted the chair next to him. “Come, sit and have breakfast with me. It’s been a long time since you’ve sat and chatted with me.”

      Normally, I would have refused. I came to Salcombe’s house once a month to make the loan payment for the collateral he’d given me to open up the Treasure Trove, but beyond that I tried to keep my visits scarce. I loved him, but he was always trying to push me into going on expeditions to recover dragon artifacts, and I just wasn’t interested in that kind of work.

      Today, however, I took a seat, then grabbed a buttered roll and some sliced ham from the plates on the table. Salcombe poured me a cup of coffee and stirred in some cream for me as I took my first bite, and I bit back a moan as the soft, buttery bread practically melted onto my tongue.

      Overall, I enjoyed being independent, but no one in the city made rolls the way Salcombe’s cook did.

      “Here’s your monthly payment,” I said, fishing the five dorans out of my money purse. I pushed them across the table to him, and he swept them into his hand and out of sight. “Sorry I’m late. I know I was supposed to come last week, but I was on an expedition.”

      “Did you bring back anything of note?” Salcombe asked, his eyes sparking with interest. He was a thin, bony man, with silver hair and the sallow skin that came from a mysterious wasting disease that no doctors or herbs had been able to cure, but whenever I mentioned expeditions he always lit up with renewed vigor.

      “Nothing that would be of interest to you,” I said, knowing he was really asking if I’d brought back any Dragon War artifacts. Salcombe was absolutely obsessed with anything that came out of the Dragon Age—that period of our history nearly two thousand years ago when the dragon god Zakyiar had come to our world and nearly wiped out the entire population with his army of dragons. Artifacts and texts from this period were extremely rare, which meant they were worth an absolute fortune.

      “That’s too bad,” Salcombe said with a sigh. “You know, I really wish that you would come back to work for me, Zara. You were always the best at sniffing out dragon artifacts. My collection has stagnated without you.”

      I held back a sigh of my own. “You know why I can’t do that.” There was a reason I’d stopped hunting dragon artifacts—it was illegal to keep them. All Dragon War artifacts were supposed to be turned in to the Elantian government to be catalogued and studied by dragon rider historians. That in itself wouldn’t have bothered me so much, except that they never paid what the items were truly worth.

      Damn dragon riders, I thought morosely, glancing out the window. Far up in the sky, I could just make out one of their floating islands, drifting between the white fluffy clouds dotting the sky. They thought they were above us, hoarding their knowledge and secrets, living up in the clouds so they wouldn’t have to concern themselves with our existence. Salcombe felt the same way as I did about them, which was why he hoarded the dragon artifacts he collected rather than turn them in. Silently, I applauded him for it, but I couldn’t be involved with that kind of activity anymore. I needed to keep my nose clean for the sake of my business.

      Salcombe shrugged. “You’d pay off your debt in mere months rather than years. Is that not worth a bit of illegal activity?”

      “It might take more than a few months to be free and clear, with the way things are going for me right now,” I said darkly. “I’m in danger of losing the shop.”

      Salcombe sat up straight, his eyes narrowing. “Explain,” he said in that crisp, authoritative voice that made me think he’d once been nobility of some sort. Except that was impossible, because the only people who lived in mansions down here were the self-made men with money considered too new to be admitted to the upper ranks of Elantian society.

      I raked a hand through my hair, where it promptly snagged on a knot I’d failed to brush out this morning. “Carina’s brother has gotten himself into trouble with Slick.” I told him the whole sordid story as I finger-combed my hair, and ended with the two choices I was faced with—sell the shop, or find the money to cover Brolian’s debt.

      By the time I was finished, Salcombe’s brows had drawn tightly together, a look of extreme disapproval on his face. “I told you that you shouldn’t have gone into business with that woman,” he said tightly. “That you needed a business partner with experience and assets, not one with liabilities and barely two coins to rub together.”

      “It’s not Carina’s fault her brother is a deadbeat,” I retorted sharply. “And I never would have been able to start the business without her.” Carina’s father had been an amateur explorer who was independently wealthy, and when he’d died he’d left her a sizable inheritance. She’d sunk most of it into the Treasure Trove, and had bought the building we operated out of.

      Salcombe looked like he wanted to argue, but to my relief, he let it go. He had a sharp, critical tongue that I mostly ignored, but insulting Carina was one of the few things I couldn’t let him get away with. The two of us had become fast friends as teenagers—in fact, we’d met on a joint expedition. She might not have grown up as an orphan, the way I did, but she seemed to get me better than anyone else.

      “I suppose there is no use in crying over spilled milk,” he said dryly. “You have made your bed, and I was the one foolish enough to lie in it with you by investing in the shop. I suppose that you have come here to ask me for another loan to cover that idiot’s debt?”

      “I have.” I forced myself to meet Salcombe’s gaze even though I wanted to duck my head in shame. Dammit, I hated having to grovel or beg for help, and I especially hated having to ask for money. “Please, Salcombe. I can’t lose the shop.”

      Salcombe huffed. “It would be better to simply kill Slick and be done with it,” he said. “His type never truly lets go once they have their tenterhooks in you. Even if Brolian pays him off, Slick will simply find other ways to extort him until he’s bled dry. Besides, you’d be doing the city a public service.”

      “I’m not an assassin,” I said firmly, refusing to entertain the thought even though Salcombe was right. I’d gotten blood on my hands a few times—in my line of work, where I regularly encountered thieves and bandits during expeditions, it was unavoidable—but I wasn’t going to kill someone in cold blood, especially over a debt that wasn’t even mine.

      “And I’m not a loan shark,” Salcombe said. “You can’t simply come to me every time you are in financial straits. Even so,” he mused before I could protest, stroking his goatee with his long fingers, “I cannot simply sit by and let you throw your shop away, or I will never recoup my investment.”

      “Does that mean you’ll lend me the money?” I asked, a spark of hope igniting in my chest.

      “No,” Salcombe said, his thin lips curling into a devious smile. “But I will give it to you in exchange for a certain item I need.”

      I bit back a groan. “Where are you sending me?” I asked, my scalp prickling with nerves. “And what am I excavating?”

      “You’re not going to excavate,” Salcombe said. “You’re going to steal.”

      “Absolutely not.” I shoved out of my chair, bristling with indignation. “You know I’ve given that life up for good, Salcombe. My days of breaking and entering are over.”

      “Is that why you broke into Rajek Bahar’s apartment last night?” Salcombe said in a silky voice, and I froze. “You do realize that breaking into sacred tombs and buried temples to steal artifacts is not that different from breaking into someone’s house to do the same thing.”

      “It is different,” I said tightly. “The caretakers of those temples are long dead, and no one worships those gods anymore. And I wasn’t stealing from Rajek. I was simply taking back something he stole from me.”

      I didn’t ask how Salcombe knew about my midnight heist. He had his own network of informants in the city, orphans like me who he tossed a copper to here and there so that they would keep him informed about the goings-on of the city. One of the street urchins he employed must have spotted me last night.

      Salcombe merely picked up his newspaper and flipped it open again. “We are finished with this conversation,” he said lightly. “If you do not want the job, I will not push you into it. But neither will I throw more money at this venture of yours when it is obvious to me that my chances of receiving a return have rapidly dwindled.”

      I clenched my hands into fists, my nails cutting half-moons into my palms. Salcombe’s coldly logical approach to life was obviously what had made him a rich man—though he’d never told me exactly how he’d accumulated his wealth, I knew he had his fingers in quite a few financial pies. Collecting dragon artifacts was more of an obsessive hobby—he didn’t make his money treasure hunting, unlike me. When I’d broken into his house that day, his decision to take me in had been motivated by greed, not compassion. He’d guessed about my ability and had used it to his advantage.

      Even so, I knew he cared for me. My bedtime stories might have come from history texts instead of children’s books, but he’d nestled me in his lap as he’d read them to me, stroking my hair until I was drowsy before he tucked me into bed and blew out the light. He’d hired a trainer to teach me the basics of self-defense so I could get myself out of a bind if I had to during the missions he sent me out on, and he’d tutored me himself. I was just as educated as the snooty upper-class jerks who lived up in the clouds, and if I had a mind to, I could have gone to university and “made something of myself.”

      Biting my lip, I glanced back at Salcombe. He was ignoring me, his attention fully devoted to the paper. But there was a subtle change to the lines of his gaunt face, a stiffness in his shoulders that was hardly noticeable if you didn’t know the man. He wasn’t merely displeased with me for not going along with his wishes. He was hurt.

      “Fine.” I threw myself back into the chair. “Tell me what I’m stealing, and from who.”

      He smiled, setting the paper back down. “You are going to a soiree hosted by Lord Varrick Tavarian,” he said. “And you’re going to steal a dragon heart.”
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      “A dragon heart?” Carina screeched. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “Hush!” I snapped, looking furtively around the shop. It was empty, which was normal for mid-morning, but my skin prickled with nerves anyway. “I could be arrested if anyone overheard that!”

      “That would be better than you being executed if you get caught.” Carina glared at me. “You know the penalty for stealing from a dragon rider. My brother’s screw-ups are mine to deal with, Zara, not yours. You don’t need to risk your life on his account.”

      “I’m not risking it on his account,” I said gently, placing a hand on Carina’s slim shoulder. “I’m risking it on yours.”

      Tears gleamed in my partner’s chocolate brown eyes as she glared at me. “You’re not allowed to say mushy things like that,” she protested. “Not when I’m trying to work.”

      I laughed and dropped my hand. “And that’s why you’re my best friend,” I said, my heart swelling with affection despite the severity of the situation. “If you want the less mushy version, how about this: if you sell the shop, I’m fucked, because I can’t do this without you. So by saving your brother’s ass, I’m saving mine too. Is that better?”

      Carina shook her head, but she was smiling. “You’re a real piece of work, Zara.” She ducked behind the counter, then came up and slapped something into my hand. “A boy came in last week to sell these. I don’t know if they’ll help you with your current mission, but I thought you might want to see them anyway before I put them up for sale.”

      I opened up my senses as I took the goggles from her, and they immediately started humming with a frequency that I tended to associate with magically enhanced items. “Oooh,” I said, holding them up so I could examine them more thoroughly. At a glance, they appeared to be normal leather goggles, the kind worn by aviators, but when I looked closer, I noticed tiny golden dials on either side of the lenses.

      “Let’s see what this beauty can do,” I said, strapping on the goggles. Deliberately, I turned away from Carina in case the lenses shot some kind of magical energy, and carefully turned the right dial just a hair.

      Immediately, the vision in my right eye zoomed in, and the shelf suddenly looked ten times bigger. “Whoa!” I stumbled back, startled, and grabbed the counter behind me for balance. The shelf was on the other side of the room, and yet it seemed as if I stood right in front of it, my nose pressed against one of the statuettes displayed there.

      “What is it?” Carina asked eagerly. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I let out an explosive breath. “This thing magnifies my vision somehow.” I fiddled with the dial on the left side to make my vision match in both eyes, then spun both dials at the same time. My vision zoomed in again, this time close enough that I could make out the etchings at the base of the statue, ancient Elantian symbols that served as the maker’s signature. “If I was standing at the top of Dragon’s Table, I could use these to see all the way down into the lower city.”

      “Really?” Carina leaned over the counter and snatched the goggles off my head. “Let me try, then!”

      We took turns fiddling with the goggles for a while, testing to see just how big they could magnify objects. This was going to make it a hell of a lot easier for me to authenticate artifacts. In fact, I spent the next hour doing just that, double checking purchases Carina had made from the various traders and treasure hunters that had come in while I was gone.

      “I’m going to go grab some lunch from the market,” I said, nearly two hours later. “You want me to grab you anything?”

      Carina shook her head, her nose buried in the ledger again. “You go on,” she said absently, waving a hand. “I brought lunch today.”

      The bell tinkled behind me as I stepped onto the street. The noon sun shone high above, illuminating the dingy, almost empty square, and I sighed as I began the six-block walk to Market Square. When Carina and I had bought this building, we’d hoped that word of mouth would drive traffic to our location, since I was one of the best treasure hunters in the business and the antiques I brought back were always genuine. But Barrigan and the other two antiquity dealers in Zuar City had done their damnedest to disparage my work, and with little foot traffic in this area of town, it was a wonder we sold anything at all.

      It was a good thing that I was used to hustling, and Carina was a decent saleswoman, or we would have closed our doors a long time ago.

      The scent of roasting meat wafted on the air as I drew close to the market, making my stomach growl. As I turned a corner, Market Square came into view—a large plaza filled with rows of vendors who set up stalls beneath small white tents. You could buy almost anything here, from food to textiles to jewelry to fortunes, though that last one was highly dubious. Though I knew magic existed and there were still a few mages around, I doubted the ladies sitting in the square wearing their gauzy, colorful dresses and faux gold jewelry had any more magic in their veins than I did.

      And what about your treasure hunting ability? a voice whispered in my head, unbidden. Is that not magic?

      I shook the thought away before it could take root. I’d never considered my talent to be magic—it had been part of me for as long as I could remember, as natural as breathing. But once I’d realized that not everyone could sense the value of an object, I’d kept the nature of what I could do a secret, chalking it up to knack or intuition, if anyone asked. Only Salcombe and Carina knew the truth about what I could do…and more specifically, what I couldn’t.

      If I were a real mage, I wouldn’t need the daggers in my boots to defend myself. I could conjure a wind to slam an attacker into the wall, or a flame to set his pants on fire. Hell, I could probably spell the brooms to sweep the shop for me. I certainly wouldn’t be struggling to make a living if I could do real magic—true mages were in very high demand and charged a fortune for their services.

      As a woman who had recently employed one to set up wards around the shop, I should know.

      I stopped at a cart and bought a piece of flatbread smeared with spiced yogurt and stuffed with meat and vegetables, the aroma too tempting to pass up. I was just about to go and check out what new fashions the dressmaker stall had to offer when a familiar voice called my name.

      “Zara!” I turned to see Tiana, one of the orphans I’d grown up with, heading toward me. She wore a low-cut pink dress that showed off her willowy figure, drawing the eye of every man she passed. From a distance, she was beautiful, with thick chestnut hair that curled around her heart-shaped face, and big blue eyes with long, thick lashes. But as she drew closer, I could see her hair was dull, her skin sallow beneath her heavy makeup, her cheekbones and collarbones jutting out too sharply.

      “Tiana.” I embraced her, ignoring the scent of sweat mixed with flowery perfume that always clung to her. The brothel she worked out of only had a single shower, and none of the prostitutes who lived there used it nearly enough. “How are you?”

      “Oh, same old, same old,” she said. “What about you?”

      You know, the usual, I thought. Just getting ready to steal an ancient, valuable artifact from a wealthy dragon rider family.

      I gave Tiana some blithe answer, and the two of us walked through the market as she told me about her troubles—the brothel owner was skimping on her wages, her favorite john had left her for the new girl who had moved in, and so on. As I listened with half an ear, my thoughts wandered back to what Salcombe had told me about the mission this morning…or rather, what he hadn’t.

      He’d told me Lord Tavarian was hosting a soiree at his estate tomorrow night, and that I’d be sneaking in dressed as one of the extra servants he’d hired to help with the event. He’d also given me a brief description of the grounds, and of Lord Tavarian himself, but he hadn’t actually told me what the dragon heart looked like, or where I would find it.

      Just use your senses, he’d said. It will be the most powerful object on the estate.

      “Zara, watch it!” Tiana cried just as I was about to step into a pile of dog shit. Yelping, I hurriedly jumped away, just barely missing it. “Are you even paying attention to me?” she demanded.

      “Of course I am,” I said, sounding offended. “You were just telling me about…uh…about…”

      Tiana sighed. “It’s all right, Zara,” she said. “I know you’ve got your own problems to deal with.” She looked away, but not before I caught the gleam of tears.

      “No, no,” I protested, feeling guilty. “I just didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. I came back really late from an expedition, so I’m a little out of it. But I care, Tiana. You know I’m always around to lend an ear if you need it.”

      She smiled wanly at me. “Sometimes I think you’re the only one who does care,” she said, a shadow passing through her eyes. “You, and the rest of us orphans who managed to make it on the streets.”

      I nodded. Though Tiana was forced to sell her body in exchange for coin, at least she had work. Most orphans got thrown out around sixteen, and with few marketable skills, often resorted to begging for scraps. I’d been lucky enough to be adopted by Salcombe, even if unofficially, and Tiana had started plying her trade when she was only thirteen years old. Though she bitched about her trade constantly, it was the only life she knew, and I’d never been able to convince her she was capable of anything else.

      So instead, I provided an ear when she needed one, helped her out when I had a bit of spare coin. I never judged her, even though there were days when I wanted to take her by the shoulders and scream at her that she was worth more than this.

      We were all worth more than this.

      “Speaking of orphans,” I asked her, “how’s Nate doing?”

      “Not well.” Tiana shook her head, a hopeless look entering her eyes. “The carpenter he was apprenticing with was underfeeding him and beating him, and he finally left a few weeks ago. He’s been staying with me, but I don’t have much money to feed him, and he doesn’t get enough from begging. He’s developed a pretty nasty cough these last couple of weeks.”

      I fished a couple of bronze dorans from my purse and pressed them into Tiana’s hand. “Use these to buy medicine for him, and some food for the two of you,” I told her. When she tried to protest, I closed her fingers around the coins and stepped back. “You need this more than I do.”

      She sniffled. “Thanks, Zara,” she said, throwing her arms around my neck. I squeezed her tight and tried to put the feel of her bony ribcage out of my mind. “If there’s anything I can do to return the favor, let me know.”

      I took my leave shortly after that, all thoughts of strolling around the market and admiring the wares gone. How could I possibly think about purchasing a few items for pleasure, when so many of my former friends were suffering? When Salcombe had taken me in, I’d still visited the orphanage at least once a month to check on them—we looked out for each other on the streets, and being taken in by a wealthy man hadn’t changed my desire to make sure they were safe. I’d come out of my childhood better than the rest, but after this latest fiasco with Brolian, I was faced with the stark reality that I wasn’t that far away from abject poverty myself. If I failed to retrieve the dragon heart, if I lost my shop, what would become of me?

      You’ve always thought too small, Salcombe’s voice echoed in my head, taking me back to our conversation this morning. Why not let the shop go, and let Carina and her brother deal with this mess themselves? So long as you have your talent, you will always be able to make a living, Zara. If you set your sights higher and went for the big payoffs, you would soon be rich in your own right.

      That was true enough, but big rewards always came with bigger risks, and even though I loved adventure, I also loved living. Heists like the one Salcombe was forcing me to do were profitable, but if I was caught, I’d be executed. The only reason I’d even consented to do the job was because Salcombe had promised to pay off Brolian’s debt even if I got caught.

      Why not try to go after a different treasure? I asked myself. Stealing something from one of the wealthy merchants here in the lower city is a lot less risky than breaking into a dragon rider’s vault.

      The thought brightened my spirits, but only for a moment. Salcombe might be the closest thing I had to a father, but if I reneged on our bargain he would view it as a betrayal. He could easily call in my outstanding debt at any time, and if he did that, I was fucked.

      No, the only way out of this mess was to head up to Lord Tavarian’s floating island and steal the dragon heart. And hope that I didn’t get my head chopped off in the process.
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      The next evening, I showed up at the airship yard on the outskirts of the city, dressed in the servant’s uniform Salcombe had delivered to the shop this morning. It was a black tunic of sorts, with a golden collar and sash, and gold buttons running down the front. A set of black boots had been included as well, but I’d opted to wear my spelled ones, covering them with black polish that would hopefully wash out once I was gone. Unfortunately, there was no easy place to hide my new goggles, but I was able to slip my lock pick set into one of my pockets, and my daggers in my boots, and the weight of those items was reassuring.

      With any luck, I’d only have to use the former.

      Following Salcombe’s directions, I bypassed the larger airships and headed for the smaller ones across the yard, meant for short jaunts up to Dragon’s Table or to neighboring cities. It was easy enough to spot the airship I was looking for—Lord Tavarian’s house emblem, a pair of golden dragon wings set in the center of a black circle, was emblazoned on the side of the already inflated giant balloon, a gas-filled canister fueling the flames that sent heat waves shimmering through the air. The balloon hovered over a wooden gondola outfitted with propellers on either side connected to spring-loaded canisters that would rotate them once we were in the air.

      Despite the stakes riding on this mission, a smile tugged at my lips. I’d been fascinated with airships ever since I’d first laid eyes on one, as they were proof that the human race didn’t need dragons to conquer the skies. Salcombe owned one, and I’d ridden in it a handful of times during expeditions that took us to far-off places. But this would be the first time I’d ridden in one without him.

      A group of servants, wearing uniforms identical to mine, were already boarding the gondola, and I picked up my pace, jogging to catch up with the rest of them. I was just about to step onto the gangplank when a burly man standing nearby grabbed my shoulder, pulling me to a halt.

      “Oi, you.” He glared at me suspiciously through beady eyes. “What’s your name?”

      “Sara Markam,” I lied easily, using the alias Salcombe had given me. My skin prickled with nerves as the man scanned the list in his beefy hand, and for a moment, I worried Salcombe might have forgotten to work whatever magic was required to get me on the list. But after a few seconds, the man’s face cleared, and he waved me on board.

      The gondola was outfitted with three rows of padded wooden benches, and I quickly took my seat in one of them, strapping myself in with the built-in harness. Restless energy thrummed in my veins as the rest of the servants quickly took their seats. The four-man crew quickly did one last systems check, ensured we were all fastened in, then withdrew the gangplank and prepared for takeoff.

      “You’re awfully chipper,” the man next to me grumbled, his face pale and clammy-looking. He had his arms crossed tightly over his chest, and looked like he was torn between the desire to curl into a ball or fling himself over the side of the ship.

      “I love flying,” I said cheerfully as I watched one of the crew members take up his station near the rudder. Another rushed to the center of the ship and turned a valve on the gas canister. Immediately, the flames jumped higher, and there was a whooshing sound as more waves of heat filled the balloon. The man next to me retched as the ship began to levitate, and his skin took on a green tinge.

      “Here,” one of the crew members said, plunking a bucket into the man’s lap. “You’re gonna need this in a second.”

      I surreptitiously slid closer to the ship’s railing, putting distance between myself and my seatmate as I looked over the side at the gradually receding shipyard. For a few moments, the ship merely continued to gain altitude, the flames pushing it higher and higher until the buildings below were reduced to the size of my palm and the shipyard employees were little bigger than the size of pinheads.

      Once we were high enough, two more crew members took up stations next to the spring-loaded canisters. They pulled tiny levers on the undersides of the canisters to release the springs. The propellers began to rotate, slowly at first, then faster as the crew members yanked the gear shifts to full throttle.

      I let out a whoop as we surged through the air, and my seatmate threw up in his bucket. The crew exchanged amused grins, and I wasn’t sure if it was at my excitement or at the other guy’s dismay. Quite frankly, I didn’t care. Ignoring them all, I lifted my face to the wind as it whipped through the gondola, tugging my hair back and causing it to stream behind my head like a banner.

      Is this what dragon riders feel when they soar through the air? I wondered, fixing my eyes on Lord Tavarian’s floating island. It would take us a good hour to get there, and I’d worried that I’d be spending most of my time gnawing on my thoughts and trying to keep my nerves at bay.

      Instead, I felt an odd sense of peace gently flowing through me, giving my thoughts a weightless quality. It wasn’t that my worries and fears had disappeared, but they no longer sat so heavily in my mind, allowing me to easily push them aside and enjoy the moment.

      “It’s beautiful up here,” I sighed happily as we sped past clouds gilded in purple, gold, and red. The sky was tinged in similar colors by the setting sun, and though the cold air stung my cheeks and caused my eyes to water, I still felt as if I were in a dream, or at least a place beyond reality, where anything was possible.

      Even stealing from one of the most powerful dragon riders in Elantia.

      Gasps rose from the other passengers, and I tore myself from my thoughts just in time to see a dragon in the distance, heading straight toward Lord Tavarian’s island. The sunset gilded his green scales, and this close, I could see his rider wore matching armor. I wondered if all riders tried to match their armor to their dragon’s scales.

      “Is that Lord Tavarian?” one of the servants asked excitedly, pointing. She was a few years younger than me, maybe nineteen, with golden hair and a round face.

      “Nah,” the crew member manning the flames said. “Lord Tavarian doesn’t have a dragon.”

      “He doesn’t?” the girl exclaimed. “Why ever not? Don’t all dragon riders have dragons?”

      “They do, unless their dragon dies in battle,” the captain said gruffly. “Once a rider loses his dragon, he can never have another.”

      “That’s so sad,” the girl said, and her voice was so mournful that I actually felt a pang of sympathy for Lord Tavarian, a man I’d never met. A man who lived in a grand mansion atop a floating island, and who probably never had to worry a day in his life about whether or not he would have food to eat or a roof to lay his head beneath.

      A man who would never again taste the skies on the back of his dragon.

      Stop it, I scolded myself. I’d already known this about Tavarian—Salcombe had told me. I should be grateful that he didn’t have a dragon—one less thing for me to worry about while I raided his estate.

      I wondered if the heart I’d been sent to steal belonged to Tavarian’s dragon. How did one preserve such a thing? Would I find it in a pickling jar, suspended in some kind of greenish liquid? I shuddered at the thought. Why did Salcombe even want it?

      It doesn’t matter, I told myself firmly. You just need to get it and get out.

      As we drew closer to the island, I noticed the gas lamps on the estate were being lit to replace the waning sunlight. I was surprised to see them—from everything I’d heard, the elite eschewed modern technology. Very few of them had electricity installed in their palaces and mansions, even the ones on Dragon’s Table. According to Salcombe, they saw no reason to adopt the new ways when they had plenty of servants to do the work for them.

      The green dragon we’d spotted earlier launched himself into the sky, jumping from the precipice of a high cliff and spreading his wings to catch an updraft. Two other dragons took off as well, sans riders, and I realized they were leaving them behind for the soiree, likely coming back to pick them up later. I wondered why Tavarian didn’t allow the riders to host the dragons in the giant stables perched just behind the mansion, but then I realized they could probably host no more than four, and there would be many more than four riders attending.

      “Prepare for landing,” the captain shouted over the wind as we flew over a pasture dotted with grazing cattle. Since it was difficult to ferry supplies back and forth, these islands were mostly self-sustaining—in addition to the cattle, I spotted a hothouse, several fields growing different kinds of crops, and a chicken coop. It seemed extravagant for one man—as I understood it, Lord Tavarian was the last surviving member of his family—but he did have to feed his servants, and perhaps he had others living on the estate as well.

      The other crew members sprang into action, reducing the flame and downshifting the gears that controlled the fan speed. The captain steered the ship to the right, taking us to the small shipyard about a mile away from the mansion, where several other airships had already landed, their passengers disembarking.

      The elite might not embrace technology, but even they had grudgingly acknowledged the convenience of airships. Most noble families owned at least one, since not everyone had a dragon of their own, and dragons were proud creatures who did not deign to be used as ferries.

      Our landing was fairly smooth, and as soon as we touched down, the crew ushered us off the ship. A horse-drawn wagon awaited, sent to take us to the mansion itself, and it took off as soon as we were seated, flying along the winding dirt road.

      I’d taken a moment to study Lord Tavarian’s home from the air, but now that we were on the ground, it seemed so much bigger than it had from above. It had to be at least ten thousand square feet, with various wings and bays shooting off from the main structure, and wraparound porches on the upper stories. The outer walls were made of some sort of shimmering gray stone and dressed up with timber framing, and towers and turrets jutted from the steep, multifaceted roof that looked like it would be an absolute bitch to traverse.

      Perversely, I wished the ship had dropped me onto the rooftop, just so I could try it. But I doubted Lord Tavarian would appreciate seeing the hired help dancing on his roof, and keeping a low profile was essential.

      The wagon led us around the meticulously trimmed garden and well-kept path, which led us to the servants’ entrance around the side. The scent of roasted lamb and freshly baked rolls drifted from the kitchen as we trotted inside, and my stomach rumbled even though I’d eaten.

      “There you are,” the house stewardess said, sounding harried as we were ushered into a small room. “The ballroom is nearly packed already, and there is hardly anyone serving drinks!”

      A tray was shoved into my hand, and I was sent out to said ballroom to ferry around said drinks to the guests. Stopping by the bar, I was given twelve glasses of sparkling wine tinted the peculiar pink that only came from drinks mixed with Angelberry juice—a rare fruit that tasted divine and was incredibly expensive. I was half-tempted to take a sip myself, but I passed—I needed a clear head, after all.

      Carefully, I made my way through the throng of people in the ballroom, passing by slowly enough that guests could take the full flutes off my tray without accidentally sloshing them. As the steward had said, the ballroom was packed with guests. Most of the women wore gorgeous silk gowns and jewels, their hair artfully arranged into braids or curls piled on top of their heads, their men wearing perfectly tailored dinner jackets over brightly colored vests paired with trousers and shiny shoes. But there were others in the crowd, both men and women, who wore double-breasted coats and breeches in navy blue with brass buttons. Dragon rider uniforms, I thought as I noticed the house emblems so delicately embroidered on their backs, all in a variety of colors. They were made of an incredibly light but durable silk that came from a special silkworm only found in the Hamarian Forests, designed in such a way that a rider could wear them to social settings like this, yet still throw their armor on at a moment’s notice. Rumor had it that the tunics were fireproof, though I had never seen them tested.

      Regardless, all of the guests sported golden dragon pins either on their breasts or in their hair as ornaments, marking themselves as members of the dragon rider class. I’d learned from my history studies with Salcombe that not every rider got a dragon—the dragon chose you, not the other way around, and refused to hatch unless its rider was present. Some riders got their dragons as young as ten years old, while others might wait an entire lifetime without ever being chosen. I wondered just how many of the men and women here were bitter about not getting a dragon for themselves, and how many had accepted their lot in life and moved on to greener pastures.

      Like Lord Tavarian, I mused, glancing toward my unwitting victim. He was holding court a few feet away from me, a gaggle of nobles all vying for his attention. Pausing, I took a moment to study him. He wore his dress uniform just like the other dragon riders and filled it out well—tall and lean and broad-shouldered, with long black hair that framed an angular face too sharply carved to be classically handsome. His eyes were the most arresting thing about him—a deep silver that seemed to shift and ripple in the flickering light, like pools of mercury.

      Those eyes met mine from across the room, and a shiver rippled down my spine. Quickly, I broke that quicksilver gaze and moved away, gooseflesh racing across my skin. There was something unnerving about that thousand-yard stare, as if he could strip my flesh from my bones if I held it too long and yank out the secrets nestled deep in my soul.

      Oh stop it, I scolded myself. You’re just being dramatic now. Lord Tavarian couldn’t see into my head any more than the charlatan fortunetellers who worked the streets. I was just letting my anxiety get the better of me, my nerves jangling as if this was the first heist I’d ever pulled off.

      It might as well be. When was the last time you stole from a dragon rider?

      Never. And there was a damn good reason for that.

      My tray only had a few glasses left on it, and I turned my attention to getting rid of the rest of my drinks as quickly as I could. Once it was empty, I could leave the ballroom under the pretense of going back to the kitchens to get more, and hopefully slip away to explore the rest of the mansion.

      “Hey,” a cheerful male voice said from behind me. “Mind swinging that tray over here?”

      I turned around to see a young man around my age standing a few feet away, his free arm around a blonde in a garnet dress. He had thick chestnut hair and sparkling green eyes, and a muscular build that cut him a very fine figure in his dragon rider uniform.

      “Certainly, m’lord,” I said with a smile, handing him my last flute.

      He smiled as he took the glass, revealing dimples in his handsome, tanned face. A current of warmth rushed through me as our fingers brushed, and to my annoyance, my blood heated in response.

      Stop that, I scolded myself as my cheeks warmed. Thankfully, the dragon rider didn’t seem to notice—he’d already turned his attention back to the woman on his arm. Shaking off the surge of desire, I wormed my way through the crowd with my empty tray at my side, heading back to the kitchens. The moment I was out of sight, I slipped through a side passage, ditching my tray as I went. My spelled boots made no sound against the parquet floor as I moved swiftly through a crimson hallway with ebony wood wainscoting, throttling my senses wide open so I could scan for valuables.

      Almost immediately, I was overwhelmed by the vast number of valuables clamoring for my attention. It would be easier for me to search for something in the house that wasn’t valuable, I groused as I passed a marble statue that had to be worth at least two hundred gold dorans. I dialed back my treasure sense so that the least valuable objects faded away, and focused in on the higher-ticket items.

      Although that didn’t actually narrow it down by a whole lot, I sensed a large cluster of high-value items in the south wing, and decided to strike out in that direction. More than likely, I was headed toward the vault where Lord Tavarian kept his most valuable items, and with any luck, the dragon heart would be there.

      Twice, I had to duck into bedrooms to avoid the attention of patrolling guards, and once more to avoid a maid, but other than that, my journey was relatively unimpeded. In fact, I was decidedly unimpressed by Tavarian’s security. If it was this easy to sneak into a dragon rider’s house and walk around, perhaps us ground-dwellers had overestimated them.

      As I got closer to the vault, I picked up on an incredibly strong signal. My blood raced with excitement—I’d never heard a call this strong, not even when I’d excavated the tomb of a king from the Golden Age and found a crown encrusted with semi-precious jewels. Barrigan hadn’t paid me nearly as much for that find as he should have, and I’d had to split it with several other treasure hunters who’d come along with me, but the gold I’d made had kept me comfortable for a good year. This object, whatever it was, had to be worth at least ten times that.

      I stopped in front of a large oil painting of a rider standing next to a blood-red dragon and grinned. Typical. I felt along the sides of the painting for a catch, and found it quickly enough. The painting swung open, revealing a large metal door with a keyhole and three safe combination locks of varying sizes. The average thief would have to guess the combination locks of all three, likely in a certain order, and then jimmy the keyhole lock open.

      But I was no average thief.

      Smirking, I ignored the safe locks and inserted my magical lock pick into the keyhole. The golden pick grew uncomfortably hot in my hand as I turned it, and for a moment, I worried that the lock wouldn’t give. But the lock pick’s magic turned out to be stronger than the lock, and a few seconds later, the tumblers gave way, and the door swung open.

      “Yes!” I cheered under my breath, stepping inside. It was pitch dark, but the moment my foot touched the floor, a gas lamp mounted on the wall flared to life. My mouth dropped open as I beheld the space—it was roughly the size of my bedroom, filled with chests of gold and jewels and shelves packed with all sorts of rare artifacts. Both Barrigan and Salcombe would be absolutely green with envy if they were standing here, and it took everything in me not to start going through all the items and cataloguing.

      Focus, Zara. Get what you came for and get out.

      I took a deep breath and zeroed in on the object emitting the incredibly strong signal. It turned out to be a black lacquered box with a golden lock. It didn’t look like something that would store a dragon heart, but maybe the heart had been petrified or preserved magically so that it didn’t need to be stored in a solution. My heart pounded with anticipation as I picked the lock, then flipped the lid open.

      “Shit.” I let out a gusty sigh, my stomach sinking in disappointment. The object inside was a petrified dragon egg roughly the size of my head. Picking up the egg, I ran my hands over the stony scales, wondering how they would have felt when the egg was newly laid. The signal emanating from it told me that it was no carving, but the real deal—probably laid hundreds of years ago, and turned to stone once the dragon inside it had died, never finding the rider it was fated to ride with.

      The back of my neck prickled in warning, and I turned just in time to see the vault door swing shut. “No!” I screamed, dropping the egg back into the box. I threw myself at the door and beat my fists against it. “Let me out!”

      But no one heard me, and after several frantic moments passed, I began to suspect that I had somehow triggered a magical trap meant to shut intruders in. Panicked, I searched the door for any kind of lock mechanism that I could tamper with, but the thick iron door was smooth and unyielding.

      “I am so dead,” I groaned, pressing my head against the cool metal. Tears stung at the corners of my eyes as my dreams crashed and burned before me. Someone would be coming for me eventually, and when they found me, I’d be executed. Sure, Salcombe would still pay Brolian’s debt—he never reneged on a bargain—but Carina would be forced to sell the shop. She didn’t want to run it without me any more than I wanted to run it without her.

      I’d always known that I would die early. The life of an adventurer is not for the faint-hearted, and growing old had never really been high on my agenda. But I’d at least wanted to make my mark on the world before I left it forever. And now, I never would.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      I frowned at the repetitive noise that sounded like someone rapping their fingernails against polished stone. Turning, I cast my gaze around to see what could be making it, and my mouth dropped open as I found the source.

      “Dragon’s breath,” I gasped, approaching the egg. It was no longer the dull gray I’d seen, but an iridescent blue that shimmered in the lamplight. And it was moving!

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “This can’t be happening,” I muttered, staring at the egg. It began to shake more insistently, the taps growing more frequent as the thing inside struggled to break free. Excitement and terror ballooned in my chest as a crack formed along the surface, and then another, and another.

      “This is totally happening.” Heart racing, I plucked the box from the shelf and placed it on the ground. Kneeling next to it, I watched with wide eyes as a clawed hand forced its way through the gap. The other hand joined it, and the two halves of the shell were pushed open with a loud crack, revealing the impossible.

      A baby dragon.
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      The dragonling pushed itself out of the wreckage of its shell, its scales still glistening with whatever residue was still inside the egg shell. It stood on wobbly legs for just a moment before collapsing, clearly too exhausted to manage walking just yet.

      Despite my terror, I felt a wave of sympathy for it.

      “Here,” I crooned, reaching my hand out. Part of my brain was screaming to get away—what if it bit me? Were dragon bites lethal? I had a general overview of dragon riders from my history lessons, but knew very little about the beasts themselves. How the hell was it even alive? That egg had looked dead!

      Hesitantly, I ran a hand over its trembling hide. It was cold to the touch, and still a bit slimy, but the scales were smooth. They shimmered sapphire in the lamplight, and the ripples of iridescence on each scale transfixed me. Dragon scales were incredibly valuable, and while illegal to sell, I knew there was a black-market trade for them.

      Was this what Salcombe had meant for me to find? Not just the heart of a dragon, but the rest of it too? But why? And why wouldn’t he just tell me that?

      The dragonling made a strange sound deep in its throat, akin to purring, its back vibrating from the force of the noise. It lifted its graceful neck and turned to me, meeting my gaze with luminous orbs of molten fire.

      The moment it did, lightning struck me.

      Okay, maybe not literal lightning. But it sure as hell felt like it, and I toppled back with a gasp, clutching at my chest. A bolt of pure energy had slammed into me, and with it came a wave of feelings and sensations—elation, confusion, curiosity. But most of all, a deep, gnawing hunger.

      “Hello.” A childlike voice echoed in my head. “Do you have any food?”

      I stared at the dragonling. “Was…are you talking?”

      “Of course I am talking.” The dragonling cocked its head at me, as if wondering whether I was a simpleton. “All dragons can communicate with their riders.”

      “I…what?” Sweat broke out on my forehead, and I rubbed my suddenly clammy palms on my thighs. “No, no, this is a mistake. I’m not a dragon rider.”

      “You are now.” The dragonling tossed its head. “And as my rider, you are obligated to care for me. Food. Now.”

      I stared. “You were just born. How are you able to use big words like ‘obligated’ already?”

      “I have been listening to humans converse for hundreds of years, and have picked up the idiosyncrasies of your language. Now are you going to feed me or not?”

      Hundreds of years? “I don’t have any food,” I said, spreading my hands wide. “We’re trapped in a vault. There’s nothing here to eat but gold.”

      The dragonling huffed. “Gold is for hoarding, not eating.” It swiveled its neck to look around the room, eyes gleaming with interest. “I suppose I cannot blame them for putting me here. After two hundred years, I grew weary of listening, and fell into a deep, dark sleep. I had despaired of ever finding my rider. But when you touched my egg, I woke up. Rays of sunshine from your soul seeped through the eggshell, and I knew you were mine.” It gave me a toothy smile, its maw already full of sharp teeth.

      Even though my mind was screaming nononothiscantbehappening, the dragonling’s words touched something inside me that I thought had been buried. Something I’d done my damnedest to leave behind the day I left the orphanage forever. A need for acceptance. A need to belong.

      A growl snagged my attention, and I realized it was coming from the dragonling’s stomach. “You really are hungry, huh,” I murmured, reaching for it. If I couldn’t sate its stomach with food, perhaps I could offer it some other kind of comfort.

      The dragonling wriggled in my arms as I lifted it out of the box, but the moment I set it in my lap, stroking my hand over its scales, it began to purr again. For a few minutes, the two of us sat in mutual contentment, me rubbing its scales dry, and it nuzzling against me for warmth.

      But eventually, reality intruded. The cold floor was uncomfortable, and the chest I was leaning my back against wasn’t much better. Couldn’t Tavarian have left a chair in here, at least?

      “Who is Tavarian?”

      I jolted. “Are you reading my mind?” I demanded. We obviously had a telepathic connection of some sort, but did that mean it could hear my every thought?

      “No,” the dragonling said, “just the thoughts that jump out the loudest.”

      “Great,” I grumbled.

      “Don’t worry,” the dragonling said in a tone that was meant to be consoling. “I couldn’t tell another human about your thoughts even if I wanted to. I can only communicate with you, and with other dragons. Your secrets are safe with me.”

      I sighed. “I’m not sure that’s going to matter in a little bit,” I said, my stomach turning sour with dread. “If we don’t die in here from lack of oxygen, I’m going to be executed when Lord Tavarian and his men find me. He’s the guy who owns the place, and I came here to rob him.”

      “Why?” the dragonling asked, cocking its head at me. It didn’t sound angry or judgmental, merely curious.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Do you have something better to do?”

      “I owed a debt to a man, and this is how he wanted to collect.” I raked a hand through my hair. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

      There was a long beat of silence. “They can’t kill you,” the dragonling finally said. “If they did, they would be killing me, too.”

      I blinked down at it. “What do you mean?”

      But the dragonling merely yawned, then curled up in my lap and fell asleep. Sighing, I leaned my head back and tried to do the same. Asleep, I would use up less oxygen, and hopefully survive long enough for someone to finally open this blasted door.

      Unfortunately, it was a bit hard to sleep when my impending death loomed over my head. What did the dragonling mean by that last statement? Why would the dragon riders kill it if they killed me? Surely there was no danger to its life—it would be considered incredibly valuable to them, and would be paired with a rider more suited to it. Someone who had actually been groomed for this kind of lifestyle. Someone born to ride the skies.

      Just because I had committed a crime didn’t mean that the dragonling deserved to be punished too.

      I chased my thoughts around in my head for a good hour before I finally dozed off into a fitful sleep. Salcombe stalked me in my dreams, his pale gray eyes full of disappointment.

      “How could you let yourself get caught?” he scolded, wagging a gnarled finger at me. “Don’t you know what’s at stake here?”

      “You should have been more specific about what you were looking for!” I shouted at him, but he vanished in a puff of smoke.

      Carina appeared next. She was sitting on the floor in a puddle of blood, her brother’s severed head clutched in her hands. His ears had been cut off, and his body lay a few feet away, the legs wrenched at all angles.

      “I tried to save him,” she whispered, looking up at me with bloodshot eyes. “I tried, but they wouldn’t let me. Why won’t they leave us alone?”

      A wave of blinding light washed over me, and my eyes popped open as I was yanked from the dream. The vault had been thrown open, and a tall figure stood in the door, backlit by the bright light in the hallway behind him.

      “Well,” he said softly, in a midnight voice that sent shivers up my spine, “this is an interesting development.”

      He stepped inside, closer to the gas lamp flickering by the entrance, and my breath came out in a whoosh. It was Lord Tavarian, and he was not alone. Two other men filed in beside him. One was a silver-haired man in his fifties, also dressed in dragon rider uniform, though by the girth around his midsection, I suspected that he didn’t do as much riding as he used to. The other, a stocky man with close-cropped blond hair, wore a guard uniform with braiding on the shoulders. Likely the Captain of the Guard, or whatever the equivalent was in dragon rider society.

      I am so screwed.

      “Dragon’s beard,” the silver-haired man gasped. “Where did that dragon come from?”

      The dragonling lifted its head and hissed at them, and the three men went very still. “Tell them that my name is Lessinathiaraca, and that they are not to lay a finger on you,” she said in a voice that was filled with a surprising amount of authority for what was essentially a child. She paused for a moment, then added, “But they may call me Lessie, if that is easier.”

      I relayed the information to the men, and the guard captain raised his eyebrows. “Well, if that’s not proof the two of them are bonded, I don’t know what is,” he said.

      “Of course they are bonded,” Lord Tavarian said, sounding completely unperturbed. I had the distinct sensation that he could have walked in on an orgy and would act exactly the same—like the surface of a lake on a quiet morning, smooth and completely still. “The dragonling would not have hatched otherwise.” He crouched down to meet Lessie’s fiery gaze with his silver one. “I am glad to see you are finally among us. You have been with my family for generations, and we worried that you might never hatch.”

      I felt a distinct ripple of pleasure, and realized that Lessie was preening, happy to be acknowledged. “Tell him that I will forgive him for locking me away in this vault, so long as he brings me food immediately.”

      Despite the severity of the situation, I had to choke back a laugh. If I didn’t get my head chopped off, I was going to have my hands full with her. What would it be like to raise a dragon? How would I even manage that when I had a business to run?

      “All right, enough of this,” the silver-haired man said, his voice sharp with impatience. “Captain Marcas, arrest this girl and take her away. The dragon will be cared for while she awaits trial.”

      Captain Marcas stepped forward, and Lessie immediately sprang from my lap. Her entire body quivered as she put herself between me and the guard captain, and she hissed again, sparks flying from her mouth.

      “I would not advise that, Councilor,” Lord Tavarian said to the silver-haired man. “It is essential that dragon and rider not be separated for the first twenty-four hours to give time for the bond to properly cement.”

      “Which is exactly why we should separate them,” the councilor argued. “If we do it now, perhaps there is still a chance we can bond the dragon with someone more suitable.” He raked me with a sneer. “Not a servant with light fingers.”

      I returned his sneer in kind. “You must be a special kind of stupid if you think I’m a servant just because I’m wearing the uniform.”

      “She’s likely a professional thief,” Captain Marcas said, agreeing with me. “This is not an easy vault to break into.” He narrowed his gaze on me. “Why did you come to steal the dragon egg?”

      “And how did you know it was here?” Lord Tavarian asked, turning his full attention on me for the first time. I braced myself against that penetrating silver gaze, and tried not to show how nervous he made me. “Very few know of the existence of this egg.”

      I hesitated. How much should I tell them? Salcombe had made it clear that I was to tell no one of his involvement if I was caught, and that if I violated that agreement he wouldn’t pay Brolian’s debt.

      “I didn’t come here for anything specific,” I lied. “I just needed the money, and figured this would be a good place to rob.”

      Lord Tavarian merely stared at me, as if he could ferret out the truth if he could just hold my gaze long enough. I wished I could see past that enigmatic gaze, but it was like staring into a chasm. All you saw was the abyss, and you had no idea what, if anything, was staring back at you.

      The councilor sputtered. “See? She freely admits she is nothing but a common thief! She must be tried for her crimes, Varrick. If we do not punish her, it will send a message to all the ground-dwellers that we tolerate this sort of behavior!”

      Lord Tavarian was silent for a moment. “I am the victim of this crime, am I not?” he finally said.

      The councilor blinked. “Well, yes—”

      “And therefore, it is my right to decide whether or not to press charges, no?”

      “Yes,” the councilor grumbled.

      “Then I choose to reserve that right, at least until tomorrow.” Lord Tavarian finally broke his gaze. It took everything in me not to sigh in relief as he turned to Captain Marcas—I felt as if a giant weight had slid off my shoulders. “Captain, she will stay here for the night, and in the morning, I shall make my decision. Post a guard outside her door to make sure she does not escape or try to steal anything else.”

      He gave me a meaningful look, then swept out the door.

      The councilor glared at me, then followed after Lord Tavarian, leaving me alone with the guard captain. “Come on then,” Captain Marcas said, waving me up. “You just caught a lucky break, so I’d come quietly if I were you.”

      I did, gathering Lessie up in my arms. She snuggled against my chest as I followed the captain through the halls and back to the stewardess’s office. She nearly toppled over in shock when she saw I was holding a dragon, but Captain Marcas held back her avalanche of questions and told her I was to be given a room for the night, Tavarian’s orders. The stewardess begrudgingly complied, although she looked like she had to swallow her tongue in order to do so.

      “Well, that didn’t turn out so badly,” Lessie said as we were shown into a bedroom the size of my entire apartment. A large bed with a quilted headboard dominated the left side of the room, while on the right a grouping of tables and sofas crowded around a blue marble fireplace tall enough for me to stand in. “I told you they weren’t going to kill you.”

      “You sure did.” I shook my head, which was growing light from exhaustion. “I guess I should thank you for choosing me. If you hadn’t, I would have gotten locked in that vault anyway, and they would have no reason not to execute me.”

      Lessie rubbed the top of her head against the underside of my chin, a purr rumbling from her chest again. “Robbing a dragon rider’s vault was a foolish idea, but I am glad you did, or I would still be in that egg.”

      A wave of gratitude and affection washed over me from the bond, and I smiled. Some of the tension eased from my shoulders, and I walked over to the bay windows dominating the center of the far wall. Night had completely fallen, and a sea of stars twinkled overhead. Their scant light, coupled with the rays from the crescent moon, allowed me to barely make out the shape of the rolling landscape I’d seen when we’d flown over the island just a few hours ago.

      How long had it been since I’d left Zuar City? Five hours? Six? I wasn’t certain how long we’d been trapped in that vault, but it was obviously late. A wave of exhaustion rolled over me, and all I wanted to do was lie down.

      I was halfway to the bed when a knock at the door startled me out of my stupor. “Come in,” I called, guessing it was a servant—the stewardess had promised to send up meat for Lessie.

      The door opened, and I nearly dropped the dragon in my arms. “What are you doing here?” I asked as Lord Tavarian entered. To my amazement, he was carrying a platter of raw meat in one hand, and a glass of water in the other. “Don’t you have servants to do this sort of thing?”

      “Indeed.” He kicked the door closed behind him, then set the platter on the ground with no attempt to explain himself. Lessie immediately sprang from my arms and scampered toward it. Her hunger surged inside me, so fierce that I nearly joined her on the floor to devour the meat before I remembered myself.

      “Thanks,” I said as Lord Tavarian handed me the glass of water. His fingers brushed mine, and another shiver ran down my spine. This close, I could clearly feel the energy coming from him—he had a sort of magnetism about him, like a cold flame, and I was a moth, drawn to the alluring flicker of power.

      Gritting my teeth, I pulled away and downed the glass of water in one go. The last thing I wanted was to get my wings burned off.

      “I appreciate you not letting that guy throw me in the dungeons,” I said slowly as he sat down on the bench at the foot of my bed. He seemed to hardly pay any attention to me, his silver gaze fixed on Lessie as she devoured the food. On one hand, it was a bit off-putting that he barely deigned to notice me, but on the other, maybe that was a good thing.

      His eyes flicked briefly toward me. “The health and safety of your dragon supersedes Xanadar’s desire to punish you for your crime,” he said simply. “This dragon has been in my family for generations, and for better or for worse, she has chosen you.”

      He rose to his feet, and it struck me again how tall he was, towering over me by a good eight inches. “Do you have a name?” he asked me. “Or should I just call you ‘girl?’”

      I bristled. “It’s Zara,” I said. “Zara Kenrook.”

      He nodded curtly. “Get some sleep,” he ordered. “Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

      “Great,” I muttered as he left, shutting the door behind him. The lock clicked, and though I could pick it if I wanted to, there was no point. I had no way of getting off this island—even if I could sneak onto a ship, there was no guarantee it was leaving tomorrow, and that was the first place the guards would look.

      Besides, I thought as I looked down at Lessie, it wasn’t as if I could easily sneak around with a dragon in my arms. I had no idea how I would manage with a dragon in my life, but now that I had her, I couldn’t imagine letting her go.
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      The next morning, a maid dragged me unceremoniously from my bed, insisting that I needed a bath before my audience with Lord Tavarian. I would have complained, but she also brought in a platter of pastries and coffee, and more fresh meat for Lessie. My grumbling stomach outvoted my brain’s need for more sleep, and I ended up at a small table by the windows, stuffing my face while servants brought in a big tub and filled it with steaming buckets of water.

      “All right,” the maid said when the bath was full. “Let’s get you in here.”

      My mouth dropped open as I realized what she was about—she was brandishing a scrub brush and a bar of soap as if she were about to go to war with them. “No way,” I protested, holding my hands up. “I can bathe myself.”

      The maid tried to convince me to let her bathe me, but when I refused to budge, she relented. “I will be back in twenty minutes with your outfit,” she said as she left in a huff. “Be ready.”

      I frowned as I sank into the hot water. Why was she going to such lengths to make me presentable? Did anyone really care what I looked like?

      I picked up the bar of soap, then yelped as Lessie jumped into the tub, splashing water all over me. “Wh-what are you doing?” I sputtered.

      “I need a bath too,” Lessie reminded me as she settled onto my chest. I winced as her claws scraped against my skin. “Far more than you, in fact. You don’t have birth residue clinging to your skin, do you?”

      “No,” I admitted, feeling a little guilty that I’d forgotten. Of course Lessie needed a bath. “But there isn’t a lot of room in the tub, so let’s get you clean quick, and then out so I can take my turn.”

      Despite my pronouncement, I took a lot more time bathing Lessie than I should have. There was something both fun and satisfying about lathering up her hide, of watching her iridescent sapphire scales sparkle in the morning sunlight as I rinsed off egg residue. She purred as I scratched behind her head and rumbled with laughter as I tickled her belly.

      It was kind of like having a pet. A sentient, sassy, potentially fire-breathing pet.

      By the time I was finished with her, I only had time to scrub myself down quickly. Washing my hair was a whole ordeal—it was so thick and heavy that I only did it once a week, and without the special hair lotion I used, it became a frizzy, unmanageable mess.

      Thankfully, the maid didn’t seem to have an issue when she bustled back into the room…but I sure did. “Oh no,” I said as she laid out a pink satin dress on the bed. “You are not getting me into that.”

      The maid propped her hands onto her hips. “And just what would you like to wear when Lord Tavarian interviews you? A sheet? Or would you prefer to go naked?”

      “No,” I said, my cheeks burning. Desperately, I cast around for the servant’s uniform I’d worn yesterday, but it was nowhere to be found. “Surely that can’t be the only thing you have lying around. Aren’t there pants somewhere in this giant mansion? And where are my boots?” My stomach lurched as panic hit me. I couldn’t lose those boots—they were one of the most valuable things I owned!

      “Lord Tavarian had me confiscate them, along with your lock pick,” the maid said dryly. “Now let’s get you dressed. You’re lucky his last mistress left a few of her things here, or you’d be wearing a potato sack instead.”

      “That might be preferable,” I grumbled, but I let her dress me. The gown was a bit tight in the waist for me, the bodice scooped way too low for my liking, and the voluminous skirt meant I’d face-plant on the parquet floors if I tried to travel at anything more than a brisk walk.

      But, it was still better than being naked.

      What kind of woman would be mistress to a man like Tavarian? I wondered as the maid laced me up. Was she just as cold and inscrutable as he was? Or had she been his opposite, warm and full of light and laughter? I couldn’t imagine what it took to catch the eye of a man like that, but then again, whatever she’d had wasn’t enough. He hadn’t kept her, had he?

      Maybe she left him, I mused. If she had, I couldn’t blame her. I wanted a man who would make me laugh, who was daring and adventurous and embraced life with the same zeal I did. Not someone who seemed to have the emotional capacity of a lizard.

      After the maid finished dressing me, she escorted me out of the room. Lessie scampered after me with surprising agility for a newborn, and I was glad for her company as the maid led us to Lord Tavarian’s study in the west wing.

      As I stepped into the study, I was surprised to find how much I liked it. I’d expected to find something cold and austere, but even though the dark furnishings and thick rugs screamed intense masculinity, there was something welcoming about the place. Maybe it was the smell of leather and vellum and ink that reminded me so much of Salcombe’s library. Or maybe it was the comfortable-looking chairs grouped around the low coffee table, where I could imagine myself lounging with one of the many books on the shelves that paneled the entire room.

      But it certainly wasn’t Lord Tavarian himself.

      “Sit,” he ordered, gesturing to one of the chairs in front of his massive oak desk. The surface was meticulously organized, with not so much as a paperweight out of place.

      Rather like the man himself, I thought as I sat. His long, black hair was pulled back into a queue at the nape of his neck, and he wore a dark vest over a crisp white shirt. He looked less like a dragon rider today and more like the quintessential businessman, with the points of his collar perfectly pressed and not a hair out of place. In the daylight streaming through the windows behind him, he looked younger than I had thought—around thirty-five, if I had to hazard a guess. He might look even younger if not for the implacable expression he wore, and the air of authority he wore like a mantle.

      What would my life have been like if I’d been born into power, as he so clearly had been? Would I have been bred to wear that mantle, too? Or was it something you inherited, like having red hair or dark skin?

      Lessie jumped up into my lap the moment I was seated, then squirmed for a few seconds as she settled herself into my skirts. “Soft,” she purred happily, nuzzling the top of my thigh. “I don’t understand why you hate it so much.”

      “I’d like to see you try to run with a tent around your legs,” I retorted, then blinked. Was I able to speak telepathically as well?

      “Of course you are,” Lessie said, as if that had been obvious the entire time. “I was wondering why you hadn’t tried it before.”

      “You and your dragon seem to have bonded quite nicely,” Lord Tavarian observed. “I trust you both slept well last night?”

      “We did.” I cleared my throat, and then decided to just go straight to the point. “To be honest, though, I’m not really sure why you care. I tried to steal from you last night. What does it matter whether or not I had a good night’s sleep?”

      “The health of a dragon, especially a newborn, is tied to the health of its rider. You may have bonded with Lessie, but she belongs to my family. Therefore, so do you.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I nearly jumped out of my chair before I remembered Lessie was sitting in my lap. “Now wait just a minute—”

      Lord Tavarian held up a hand. “By stealing from me and getting caught, you have essentially put your life into my hands. Is that not correct?”

      I opened and closed my mouth several times, trying to formulate a pithy response. “Yes,” I finally said grumpily. “But it would be nice if you could give it back.”

      Lord Tavarian raised an eyebrow. “It is hardly my fault that Lessie chose a robber to be her sky-mate,” he said. “But dragons see things differently than we do, and she clearly saw something in you that makes you worthy.”

      “Has a dragon ever chosen a ground-dweller as a rider before?” I asked as something niggled at the back of my mind. There was something very wrong about all this—a piece of the puzzle I was missing.

      “Never,” Tavarian said flatly. “Only a human with rider blood in their veins can bond with a dragon.” His eyes were bright and hard, like a flint that had just been struck. “Which begs an important question—who are your parents? And why were you raised as a ground-dweller?”

      I stared at him, my mind reeling from this latest revelation. “That…that’s impossible,” I sputtered. “I can’t have had dragon rider parents.”

      “That is the only way you could have bonded with your dragon.” Tavarian frowned. “Do you know anything of the Dragon Wars?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him that I didn’t know what the Dragon Wars had to do with anything, but then my history lessons came back to me, and I recalled a passage I’d studied in one of Salcombe’s history texts.

      “You’re referring to Akron the Defender,” I said, sagging in my chair.

      “Yes.” He blinked in surprise—the first real emotion I’d seen from him. “You know the tale?”

      “Of course.” I sat up straighter in my chair, annoyed. “Akron was a powerful mage general who led several failed campaigns against Zakyiar, the dragon god. He managed to badly wound and capture one of Zakyiar’s dragons, and used an ancient, powerful spell to bind their souls together. That’s how the first dragon rider was born.”

      “Indeed.” Tavarian inclined his head. “The price of the spell was not merely Akron’s magic, but the magic of all his descendants. In exchange, he gained the power to control the dragon, to bend it to his will, as did the lines of the other mages who followed in his footsteps. Without Akron’s soul-binding spell, we would have lost the war, and Zakyiar and his horde of dragons would have bled our world dry long ago.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I waved a hand impatiently. “That’s why we all bow down to you, because your ancestors saved the world, and that somehow makes you better than us.”

      “The point of this conversation is not to lord my superiority over you, but to explain to you why this is a birthright you cannot walk away from,” Lord Tavarian said. If my barb had struck a nerve, he didn’t show it. “Not that I think you would even if you wanted to,” he added. “Could you stomach the idea of leaving Lessie behind?”

      My stomach clenched at the very idea. “No,” I admitted, running a hand along her scales again. “I can’t.”

      Lord Tavarian nodded. “The bond between a dragon and a rider is a very powerful thing. Being apart for too long causes great distress, and the death of one almost certainly results in the death of the other. That is why I did not allow Councilman Xanadar to take you away last night.”

      His words were like a punch to the gut, and I held Lessie a little tighter. “Are you saying that if someone killed my dragon, I would die?”

      “Without question.”

      “Wait a minute.” I scowled. “If that’s true, then why are you still alive? Isn’t your dragon dead?”

      “We are not here to talk about me,” he said, but his silver eyes flickered, and I knew I’d struck a sore point. “We are here to talk about you, and more specifically, your fate. Now tell me, who were your parents?”

      “I don’t know,” I said sourly, crossing my arms. “They abandoned me at an orphanage when I was a baby. I don’t even know what they look like.”

      Tavarian was silent for a moment, assessing me. “I cannot imagine why any rider would abandon his infant daughter at a ground-dwelling orphanage when there are vast resources to care for her up here,” he said. “Is it possible someone other than your parents dropped you off?”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” I said. The idea threw me for a loop, and for the first time, I felt the knot of resentment toward my birth parents, the knot I’d buried so deep I barely felt it, jiggle a little. Could it be that they hadn’t given me up after all? Had something else happened? Were they dead?

      “I will look into this more and see if any riders went missing around the time of your birth,” Tavarian said decisively. He paused, as if weighing his next words carefully. “It is obvious by the way you speak that you are not a simpleton, and no ordinary person could have broken into my vault. So, what possessed you to risk your life? Why steal from a dragon rider, when there must be easier marks on the ground?”

      I sucked in a breath. “I didn’t come of my own will,” I told him, deciding to go with a mixture of truth and lies. “I came because if I didn’t steal from you, my best friend’s brother was going to be severely mutilated. Maybe even killed.”

      “So, you came to steal the dragon egg on behalf of another?” Tavarian’s eyes narrowed as he leaned forward. “Who?”

      I shook my head. “I wasn’t after the egg, honest. I didn’t even know you had an egg, and neither did Slick, the crime boss who put me up to this. He just told me to come up here and steal the most valuable thing you had.”

      Tavarian gave me a nonplussed look. “And why would you think that the dragon egg was the most valuable thing I owned?”

      I folded my arms. “Is it not?” I countered.

      He snorted, and in that moment, he looked more human than I’d seen him yet. “Of course it is,” he said, “but I wouldn’t expect a ground-dweller to know that. Why would you grab the dragon egg, when there were many other things in the vault you could have brought back for this Slick?”

      I thought about lying, but decided there was no point. “I have a talent for seeking out valuable objects. It’s a special sense I can use to home in on high-ticket items, and when I activate it, the objects in a room send out a kind of signal. The more valuable the object, the stronger the signal.”

      “And of course, the dragon egg would have emitted the strongest signal of all.” Lord Tavarian leaned back in his chair, staring at me as if he were seeing me for the first time. “That is a very interesting talent.”

      I frowned. “You don’t seem nearly as surprised as I thought you’d be.”

      “All dragon riders have a talent,” he said. “We still carry a spark of magic from our mage ancestors, and it manifests itself in different ways.”

      “Really?” I looked him up and down. “What’s your talent?”

      A knock on the door saved Tavarian from having to answer—not that I thought he would have done so anyway. “Come in,” he called, and Captain Marcas entered.

      “Ah, she’s awake.” The captain took the seat next to me and gave me a once-over. “You look different.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Being buried in a mountain of silk and lace will do that to a girl.”

      “You’ve got a lot of spunk for a girl who was nearly arrested last night,” Marcas said pointedly. He turned to Tavarian before I could formulate a retort. “So, what have you decided? Are you pressing charges?”

      “I will not be,” Tavarian said, “so long as Zara agrees to cooperate.”

      “Cooperate?” I echoed. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you will enroll in dragon rider academy immediately, and that in exchange for me sparing your life and sponsoring your training, you will pledge your services to House Tavarian.”

      “I’m not pledging myself to anything,” I protested. “I have a life on the ground, a business to run! And it’s not like you’re doing me some great favor by sparing my life. Like you said, if you kill me, then you kill Lessie too!”

      Lessie, who had been snoozing in my lap, suddenly came alive. She raised her head and hissed at Tavarian, and the sparks that shot out of her mouth lit a stack of papers on fire.

      Lord Tavarian sighed as he yanked a canister from a bracket on the wall and sprayed white foam all over the papers. Lessie yelped and shrank back into my arms, startled by the loud noise.

      “You may be a dragon, but that does not give you cause to behave in such an ill-mannered fashion,” Tavarian said quietly to Lessie as he put the canister away and swept the ruined papers into a trash can beneath his desk. “If you cannot behave yourself, then you will have to wait outside.”

      Lessie hissed at him, but she begrudgingly curled back up into my lap and settled for glaring at Tavarian. “He would not talk to me like that if I were fully grown,” she groused.

      “Of course not,” I said soothingly, stroking the top of her head and trying not to laugh. Her outrage was almost comical, but I knew she wouldn’t appreciate my laughing at her.

      “Zara,” Tavarian said, folding his hands atop his desk blotter. “Let’s imagine that I let you go. I allow you to return to your home, to continue whatever business and life you’ve created for yourself there. What will become of Lessie? How will you care for a dragon and keep her safe from those who would kill her to poach her hide, her blood, her very bones? Dragons are very hungry creatures, and the larger they grow, the more they need to eat. Even if you found a place to keep her, how would you keep her fed?”

      I swallowed hard. “I don’t know. But I do know that I can’t abandon my life. I’ve worked too hard for what I have, and there are people who depend upon me.”

      “If it is the matter of this debt you owe that criminal, it is easily taken care of,” Tavarian pointed out. “I can have Captain Marcas meet with the Municipal Guard and arrest these criminals. They’ll be shipped off, far from your friend and her brother.”

      “Really?” I asked, a spark of hope kindling in my chest. “You would do that?”

      “If it is an obstacle to you becoming a dragon rider, yes,” he said simply.

      Huh. Maybe Tavarian wasn’t so bad after all.

      Or maybe he’s just using you, a voice in my head argued. He doesn’t have a dragon of his own anymore, so of course he’s not willing to let you go.

      “Slick isn’t the only issue,” I said, shaking off that unexpectedly dour thought. “My partner and I own an antiquities shop, and as a treasure hunter, it’s my job to keep it stocked. We have other freelance hunters who bring in stuff for us to sell sometimes, but the shop is still in its infancy. Without me, it’ll fold.”

      Lord Tavarian pursed his lips. “Dragon rider training is a full-time occupation,” he said. “You won’t have time to go gallivanting off into the wilderness, searching for relics amongst ruins. Is there no one who can step in to fill your role as partner?”

      “No one I trust. There are rival shop owners who will pounce on mine the moment I leave it. I’m the best treasure hunter in the business, and they all know it. They’d love to get their hands on my collection.”

      “Smart-mouthed and humble,” Captain Marcas said, sounding amused. When I glared at him, he added, “Dragon rider training is pretty intensive, but after the first year or so it eases up. Surely Zara could spare at least one day a week to go back down to the ground and check on things?”

      “One day isn’t enough,” I protested. “We have enough inventory to last us maybe four months.”

      “We will find a way to make it work,” Tavarian said. “Truthfully, until your dragon is old enough for you to ride, it won’t make much difference if you have to take a few extra days here and there for short expeditions,” he admitted. “But really, you need to work on advertising your shop more. If treasure hunters aren’t seeking you out, it means they don’t know about you.”

      Or it means Barrigan is threatening and bribing them to stay away, I groused, but didn’t say aloud.

      “Fine,” I said, sticking out a hand. “I agree to the bargain. I’ll pledge myself to your house and enroll in dragon rider training, if you’ll handle Slick, allow me to return to Zuar City at least once a week, and return my boots and lock pick.”

      “Very well,” Tavarian said. He shook my hand, and I did my best to hide the shiver that raced up my spine. “Welcome to House Tavarian, Zara Kenrook. Your training starts today.”
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      As it turned out, my training did not start today.

      “So let me get this straight. You’re a dragon rider now?”

      “Yes, thanks to you,” I said to Brolian, who was leaning back in his stool behind the counter. He was minding the shop while Carina fetched lunch for both of them at the market. “And thanks to me, you get to keep your ears and your legs. You should be kissing my feet.”

      Brolian held up his hands. “Don’t get me wrong, Zara, I’m grateful for the help. But of the two of us, I’m pretty sure you got the better deal. I don’t have to deal with Slick anymore, but you get to ride your very own dragon! Since when does that ever happen to people like us?”

      “You know, I thought you were exaggerating when you said you had one of the best collections in the business, but you were right,” Captain Marcas called. I turned to see him bending over a glass display case filled with jeweled knives. “These are Dragon Age weapons, aren’t they?”

      “Sure are,” I said, crossing the room. “You want to check any of them out?”

      “You’re damn right I do.” Marcas looked like a kid who had stumbled into a room full of candy. “Can I see the one with the pearl handle?”

      As I unlocked the case to give it to him, Carina walked in. “I got us some roasted turkey legs—” she began, and then promptly dropped the greasy paper bag onto the floor. “Zara! When did you get back?”

      “Just a few minutes ago,” I said as Captain Marcas turned to see who I was talking to. “Carina, this is Marcas, Captain of the Guard up at Dragon’s Table. Captain Marcas, this is Carina, my business partner.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Captain Marcas said, inclining his head.

      “You as well,” Carina said faintly. She looked at me, her wide eyes full of questions. “Zara, can we talk in the back? Like, now?”

      I let Carina drag me into the back of the shop, where we kept supplies and inventory that needed to be catalogued or repaired before being put on display. Carina threw herself into the chair behind the desk where she usually did her admin, and jabbed her finger at the workbench across from it, where I did my restorations.

      “Sit,” she demanded.

      I sighed. “You’re the second person who’s said that to me today.” I flopped into the chair. “I know you have questions, Carina. Just give me a chance to gather my thoughts and I’ll explain.”

      “Questions?” Carina echoed. “Zara, you went off to steal from a dragon rider last night, and now you’re standing in the shop with a guard by your side! Did you get arrested? What’s going on? And why are you wearing that ridiculous dress?”

      “I nearly got arrested,” I admitted, then held up a hand as Carina’s eyeballs nearly popped out of her skull. “I broke into the vault successfully, but I triggered some kind of mechanism and it shut me inside and alerted the owner.”

      “And you haven’t been arrested because…?”

      I took a deep breath and told Carina the whole story. About how the most valuable object in the vault had been a petrified dragon egg, and how touching it had brought it back to life. About Lord Tavarian’s insistence that because the dragon was his property, so was I, and that if I wanted to keep my dragon and my life I had to swear allegiance to his house. About how I was starting my dragon rider training tomorrow, and I would only be able to come down once a week to help out with the shop.

      “Once a week?” Carina echoed. “But that’s not enough. How am I supposed to run the shop if you’re not bringing me new inventory?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “That’s all you have to say? You’re not even going to mention the dragon?”

      Carina pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m ignoring that part because my brain can’t wrap itself around that idea right now,” she said. “The important part of what you said is that you’re going to be leaving me, and I’ll essentially be running the shop on my own. Which isn’t unusual, except that you’re not going to be bringing me treasure anymore.”

      I winced. “We’re going to have to rely a bit more on freelancers, and make more of an effort to draw them to the shop. But I hope to be able to go on short expeditions here and there once Lessie is big enough to ride.” I decided not to mention that I hadn’t actually gotten clearance to do that, but I would figure it out when the time came.

      Carina laughed. “Lessie sounds like such an innocent name for a fire-breathing creature that can scorch cities and swallow a human without blinking,” she said. “But I like the idea of you cutting down your travel time by flying. Who knew a dragon could come in handy for our business?”

      I smiled. “She’s not quite big enough to do all that yet,” I said. “Right now she can only breathe a few sparks. She’s actually quite cute and cuddly—like a big lapdog with scales.”

      “I wish I could meet her,” Carina said, a wistful look entering her dark eyes. “I’ve always wanted to see a dragon up close.”

      “You will,” I promised. “Someday. Maybe when she’s big enough I can even give you a ride on her.”

      Carina shuddered at that. “No, thank you,” she said. “I prefer my feet firmly on the ground.”

      I chuckled. “Right. I forgot you were afraid of heights.” That fear had made for some interesting situations when we were younger, scampering up cliffs and down steep gorges with her father whenever Salcombe let me go on expeditions with them. I’d been Carina’s security blanket during those times, and she’d gripped my hand so tightly I thought she’d leave a permanent indent in my flesh.

      “It’s a good thing you’re not,” Carina said. She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I wonder if there’s ever been a dragon rider born with a fear of heights.”

      “I doubt it,” I said, remembering the exhilaration and joy I’d felt in the airship yesterday. I’d always felt at peace in the skies, as if I’d belonged, and I had a feeling my dragon rider blood had something to do with that. Carina would likely have a seizure if she had to climb on the back of a dragon, whereas every time I thought about Lessie growing big enough for me to ride, my blood buzzed with excitement.

      Carina and I spent a few more minutes going over logistics, and then returned to the front of the shop to relieve Brolian so he could have lunch. “I’m not going to be able to visit Salcombe with the captain looking over my shoulder,” I muttered to Carina as I slipped her an envelope. “Would you mind giving this to him?” It was a short letter I’d hastily penned this morning, explaining what had happened. “I’d hate for him to go and pay off Slick when he’s about to be arrested.”

      Carina grinned at that. “I’ll get it to him,” she promised.

      I left Carina to deal with Marcas, who had moved on from knives to the small collection of swords hanging on the wall. Maybe he’ll actually buy something, I thought as I trotted up the stairs to my apartment. The tension gripping my shoulders slid away as I stepped inside—the familiar furnishings, the clutter lying on the table, the rumpled bed, soothed something inside me. I flopped onto my mattress and breathed in the scent of honey and lemon candles—I enjoyed the scent, and always kept a few stocked. I’d have to remember to bring them with me.

      Closing my eyes, I took a few minutes to breathe, then stripped off my ridiculous dress and donned my blouse, corset, and leather pants. I cheerfully traded my silk slippers for a pair of boots, and replenished the pouches on my belt before slinging it back around my waist.

      Then I grabbed a bag and got down to the business of deciding what was essential to take, and what I could afford to leave behind.

      Half an hour later, I trotted back down the stairs, my bag full to bursting. Usually I packed pretty light—years of travel had instilled that habit in me—but since I was going to be living at Dragon’s Table, I had to figure out how to pack my life with me in one bag. There were a couple of ancient scrolls nestled in with my underwear, daggers wrapped in my blouses, and my candles were packed with my toiletries. The goggles Carina had given me were planted on my forehead, and my belt pouches were stuffed full of supplies.

      “Pleasure doing business with you,” Carina was saying to Captain Marcas. I grinned as she wrapped up the dagger Marcas had admired earlier.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” Captain Marcas said with a smile, and I blinked, noting the way he was looking at my partner. Was he flirting? “You have a very impressive shop—the artifacts you have on display are just as good, if not better, as the ones in the upper city shops.”

      I raised an eyebrow as I joined him at the counter. “Of course they are. Like I said, I’m the best treasure hunter in Zuar City.”

      “I believe it.” Marcas smiled at Carina. “I know a few collectors who would dearly love to get their hands on some of these items. I’ll tell them about the Treasure Trove and send them your way.”

      Carina’s whole face brightened. “You are too kind,” she said. “I would love that!”

      I gave Carina one last hug before we took our leave, promising that I would be back next week. “Is there anywhere else you would like to go before we head back up?” Captain Marcas asked me as we headed up the street, my bag slung over my shoulder.

      I thought about it for a moment. “I’d like to swing by the orphanage where I grew up. I never could get them to show me the files they had on my parents, but maybe they’ll do it for you.”

      “Excellent idea,” Marcas said. “I know Lord Tavarian is very interested in your parentage.”

      Miss Cassidy’s Home for Orphaned Children was located on Fennel Street, in one of the safer areas of town. The squat brick building with its hipped roof and transom windows was three stories high, and a separate building down the street served as a schoolhouse. As Marcas and I walked in, I wrinkled my nose at the old, familiar scents—vinegar, sweat, and soured food. Marcas’s boots rang out against the cracked tile floor as we approached the front desk, manned by a spindly woman with frizzy hair and thick spectacles.

      “Zara,” Mildred said in a creaky voice, peering up at me. Her thin lips stretched into a smile. “So nice to see you. Are you here to bring candy for the children again?”

      “Actually, we’d like to speak to Miss Cassidy,” Captain Marcas said. Mildred blinked up at him—he towered over the desk, but the woman was so nearsighted she hadn’t really seen him until he’d spoken. “Is she available?”

      “She doesn’t usually see visitors without an appointment.” Mildred craned her neck as she squinted up at him. “Are you looking to adopt?”

      “No. I’m looking for information.” He pulled out a foiled card from his breast pocket, with the seal of Elantia stamped in the center. “I’m the Captain of the Guard at Dragon’s Table.”

      That cleared the way faster than if I’d yelled “free cake!” in the dormitory rooms upstairs. Mildred rushed off, and came back with Mrs. Crowder, a younger, stern-looking woman who’d come to the orphanage long after I’d left, but knew me from my monthly visits. She seemed surprised to see me with the guard, but led us to Miss Cassidy’s cramped office, where we were served weak tea and stale crumpets.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have anything better to offer you,” Miss Cassidy said to Captain Marcas in a tone far nicer than I’d ever heard her use, except with prospective parents. She was a tall woman with a willowy figure and had to be somewhere in her sixties, judging by her silver hair and the lines on her face. “The orphanage has a very tight budget, as we rely solely on donations from the wealthy members of our community.”

      “Not a problem,” Captain Marcas said. “Do you have the file?”

      “I retrieved it from our archives.” Miss Cassidy slid the file across the table. Her hazel eyes flicked toward me. “I must admit I am curious as to why you are interested. Zara was one of the brightest stars in my orphanage during the short time she was with us. Is she in some kind of trouble?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, saying nothing. Miss Cassidy had certainly not thought that about me while I was here—I couldn’t count the number of times she’d laid her gnarled hands on me or beaten me with a ruler, usually for staying out far too late past curfew, or when she caught me with stolen coin or valuables. My talent for thieving had made me one of the wealthier kids in the orphanage, but Miss Cassidy nearly always ferreted out my stashes and turned them in to the Municipal Guard. She thought she was doing me a favor by not also turning me in, but really she was coming between me and financial freedom, and I’d eventually resorted to hiding my stashes outside the orphanage. Even so, about half of them ended up getting uncovered and stolen by other thieves, so I was always taking two steps forward and one step back. I probably would have been stuck in the same loop if Salcombe hadn’t taken me in.

      “No trouble at all,” Captain Marcas said, opening the file.

      I leaned in to peer at the contents over his shoulder, and for the next few minutes the room was silent as we read. Unfortunately, there was not much to go off of—there were no names, which meant either the Muncies hadn’t been able to identify my parents, or they hadn’t disclosed that information when they’d brought me to the orphanage. The file did, however, confirm my most recent theory—that my parents had been murdered, and had not abandoned me. Apparently, they’d been found dead in an alley, dressed in simple but well-made clothes. They had a small leather pouch on them with a few jewels inside it, and a dragon pin.

      Sadness welled in my heart at the thought of my parents, dead before my life had really begun. My mother had been holding me when they were attacked—how had I survived? Had the muggers who’d killed them simply been unwilling to snuff out the life of a baby?

      But with that sadness also came a wave of relief, and the knot of bitterness I’d buried deep in my soul finally disappeared. My parents hadn’t abandoned me. I had to assume they loved me and wanted to keep me, and would have done so if they hadn’t been taken from me so brutally.

      “Where is this leather pouch?” Captain Marcas asked. “Did the Municipal Guard turn it over to you?”

      “They did, but I no longer have it.” An uncomfortable expression crossed Miss Cassidy’s face, and she folded her hands in her lap. “I know it was wrong,” she said stiffly, “but I sold off the jewels during a hard period when an epidemic of pox struck the orphanage, and we needed medicine and food.”

      “I see.” Captain Marcas lifted a brow as he looked at me. “Is this something you would like to press charges for?”

      I shook my head. I wanted to be angry at Miss Cassidy for selling what was essentially my inheritance, but though she had been cruel to me, she did take care of her charges as best as she was able. I remembered the pox epidemic well enough—I had been one of the only children who hadn’t fallen ill. Quite a few had died, and many had been sick for months. But it would have been a lot worse without the hot chicken soup and medicine, and if the jewels my parents had left behind had saved the life of even one child, I couldn’t be mad about that.

      “I wonder which one of my parents was the dragon rider,” I mused aloud.

      “Dragon rider?” Miss Cassidy echoed, surprise in her voice. “I had assumed the pin was stolen, like the jewels. Your parents couldn’t have been members of dragon rider society, or they would have been identified.”

      Captain Marcas and I said nothing, and as the silence stretched between us, realization dawned in her eyes. “You…you’re not saying…”

      “Thank you for your time, Miss Cassidy,” Captain Marcas said, standing abruptly. “I’ll be keeping the file until my investigation is completed.” He flipped a silver coin onto the table. “A donation for the children.”

      He strode from the room, and I hurried after him, leaving Miss Cassidy sputtering. “You might just be my hero,” I told him as we walked through the orphanage. The lower level was split into two main sections—the breakfast hall where the orphans were served meals, and the common area where the orphans could hang out and play with what few toys they had during their free time. As we walked through the former, past rows of wooden tables and benches, my stomach turned at the sight of the muddy slop they were eating. It smelled faintly like beef stew.

      “Zara!” A girl of about fifteen dashed up to me and grabbed my elbow. Kira, I remembered as I looked into her big blue eyes. “Please, I need your help!”

      I turned. “What is it?” I asked, dread coiling in my stomach.

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I lost my chimney sweep job a few weeks ago because I’m too big to fit up the chimney now, and I haven’t been able to get anyone else to hire me. Do you know where I could find a job?”

      My heart ached for her. “I don’t know anything off the top of my head.”

      “Please.” She clutched my hand. “The gangs are already trying to recruit me. They say…they say I have the body for it, and that my face is pretty enough.” Her cheeks were stained pink, and she shook her head, pigtails flying. “I don’t want to do that kind of work.”

      “What kind of work?” Captain Marcas demanded.

      “She means she doesn’t want to be a whore,” I said flatly. “Children are kicked out of the orphanage at sixteen to reduce crowding, and Kira’s time is almost up.” If she didn’t find a job by her sixteenth birthday, she might very well end up working alongside Tiana in a brothel.

      Captain Marcas looked astonished. “But I thought these children were given educations,” he said. “Shouldn’t she be able to get a job as a governess?”

      “There are more orphans than jobs, and we have far too few teachers,” Kira said sadly. “Many of us leave without finishing our educations.”

      “Not only do they have too few teachers, but most orphans spend a good portion of their day begging or working menial jobs for pennies,” I explained. “The orphanage provides some basic necessities, but if these kids need new shoes or underwear, they have to earn the money themselves.”

      Captain Marcas scowled. “That doesn’t seem right.” He flipped a silver coin toward the girl, and she caught it, eyes wide. “I know several wealthy families that contribute quite a bit of coin to the government that is supposed to be passed directly to these orphanages. They should be able to afford to keep these kids clothed and fed, and to provide basic education for all of them.” He gave Kira a gentle smile. “I will look into this.”

      “T-thank you, sir,” she stammered, looking uncertain. The other orphans who had gathered around to listen sported expressions ranging from awe to outright skepticism, and I understood exactly how they felt. No one cared about orphans, especially not men wearing fancy uniforms who lived in the upper city. “But once this silver runs out, what do I do then?”

      “I’ll send word to my contacts, see if anyone knows of anything.” I clapped Kira on the shoulder. “Keep your chin up.”

      We turned to walk away, and immediately the other orphans surged forward with their hands out, begging for coin as well. Captain Marcas brushed them aside as gently as he could while still being firm, and we hurried outside as quickly as we could. I grabbed quite a few wrists on my way out from grubby pickpockets stupid enough to try their luck—the last thing I needed was for Marcas to lose his sympathy for the orphans by finding out one of them had stolen his purse.

      I shook my head as we stepped into the sunshine. They were just kids, but sometimes I wished they would learn to see the forest from the trees.
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      The next morning, Lessie and I reported for our first day of training at the Dragon Academy.

      “Well, this is going to be an interesting challenge,” Major Caparro, the academy’s headmaster, said as he studied me from behind his desk. He was an imposing man with quite a few medals pinned to the breast of his dragon rider uniform, a thick head of salt-and-pepper hair, and a walrus mustache. His eyes were bright blue, with the type of gaze that looked as if it missed very little, including the fact that I was nervous as hell.

      “It’s been a long time since the academy had a new student your age,” Caparro went on. “Many start their training when they are fifteen years old, some as old as nineteen. But I can’t remember the last time I’ve trained a twenty-three-year-old.”

      “You’re saying I’m going to be training with a bunch of teenagers?” I sputtered. Dragon’s breath, this was going to be a nightmare!

      “Not exactly,” the headmaster said. “There will be some trainees your age, but they will be advanced students on their last year of training.”

      “Wonderful,” I grumbled, folding my arms and sulking. It wasn’t as if I didn’t enjoy learning, but I’d never imagined that at the ripe old age of twenty-three I would be going back to school. “How long does dragon rider training take to complete?”

      “Three to five years, depending on the student’s current level of education.” Caparro eyed me. “We test every cadet who comes through these doors before assigning them a curriculum. No point making you sit through lessons you’ve already learned.”

      I exhaled. That was a relief. Surely some of what Salcombe had taught me would come in handy here. The last thing I wanted was to spend the next five years of my life sequestered at the academy, with only periodic jaunts to the outside world.

      “All right,” the headmaster said, rising from his chair, “let’s get you a tour of the place, and then you’ll be shown to your quarters and given a chance to settle in. Your testing begins tomorrow.”

      “Will I be able to go see Lessie?” I asked, trying to hide the anxiety I felt at being separated from her. The moment we’d touched down outside the academy, Lessie had been taken away by a pair of handlers to the dragon stables. She hadn’t been very happy about going, but I’d convinced her to cooperate by promising I would visit her later.

      “Of course,” the headmaster said. “You’ll see her when we tour the stables, and you’ll be able to visit her as often as you like when you’re not in class. We encourage riders to spend as much time with their dragons as possible. It is essential for creating a strong bond between dragon and rider.”

      We started our tour on the upper level, where the classrooms were located. There were over twenty different classrooms, and I quickly discovered that though the place was called Dragon Rider Academy, it was really a school where all of the nobles who signed up for military service went for training, regardless of whether they had a dragon. There were classes on warfare and strategy, navigation, map writing and drawing, herbal knowledge, wildlife knowledge, world and military history, geography, languages, and much, much more. I was reasonably certain I would excel in half of these classes and maybe even be able to skip a few, but for others, I would have to buckle down and hit the books. I might have a decent grasp of world history and cultures, but military history really wasn’t my thing at all. And while Salcombe had made sure I knew how to defend myself, I knew little to nothing about warfare strategies.

      “Warfare,” I said as we stepped out of that particular classroom, turning to face him. “Does this mean I am, effectively, joining the military?”

      The headmaster raised his eyebrows. “But of course. All dragon riders are mandatorily enlisted. Serving your country as a member of the armed forces is a privilege, and the price of being a rider. Did you think that you would just be able to go gallivanting through the skies as you pleased once you were finished with your training?”

      I gnashed my teeth. “I didn’t sign up for this,” I argued. “I agreed to pledge myself to House Tavarian and to go through the training, but I didn’t agree to join the military and fight Elantia’s wars.”

      “Oh, poor you,” a female voice cooed. I spun around to see a willowy blonde passing by, dressed in a cadet uniform. She was beautiful in the way that ice sculptures were beautiful, entrancing to look at but cold to the touch, and as I stared at her, I remembered her from Tavarian’s party, hanging off the arm of that handsome dragon rider. “Does the little rider want to quit already, just because she’s afraid she might get her hands dirty?”

      “Miss Galashiel,” the headmaster said in a stern voice. “That is no way to treat a new student.”

      I gave Miss Galashiel a slow once-over, from the top of her perfect hair to the bottom of her shiny boots. “I doubt you’ve ever gotten your hands dirty in your life,” I said. “You’re the kind of girl who gets her nails manicured once a week and has a maid to do her hair every morning.”

      The girl sniffed. “I would have a maid to do my hair every morning if I’d been allowed to bring one to the academy,” she said. “My nails stay perfect only because I do return home every weekend. But just because I take pride in my appearance”—she raked her eyes over my wild hair, my well-worn leather pants, and my boots, which weren’t exactly top notch even though they’d been shined—“doesn’t mean that I can’t wipe the floor with you whenever I choose.” She turned her cool gaze to the headmaster. “If she decides she’d rather give up her dragon, let me know. I’d be more than happy to take it off her entitled hands.”

      She breezed past us, her long-legged, graceful strides quickly putting her out of earshot before either the headmaster or I could formulate a response.

      “What are the rules about punching other cadets?” I growled, fisting my entitled hands at my sides. It had been a long time since anyone had riled me up this much, but I desperately wanted to yank her back by that long braid of hers and find out just which one of us would be wiping the floor.

      “Only allowed during combat and weapons training,” Caparro said dryly. “Miss Galashiel might have been a little harsh with her words, but she is correct. The other cadets will eat you alive if they sense that you are ungrateful for your dragon. Many of them don’t, and never will, have mounts of their own. The dragon population has been declining for decades due to fewer females being born each breeding season.”

      I blinked. “How many females are born for every male?” I asked as we continued walking.

      “The ratio is three males to one female,” Caparro said. “The number of dragons born each year is also declining, since there are fewer females to impregnate.”

      No wonder Tavarian is willing to keep me around, I thought. If the female dragon population was declining, that made Lessie extremely valuable. I knew that it was normal for not all cadets to have dragons—after all, the Elantian army needed other military posts filled as well. Still, if the dragon population was declining, that had to mean the Academy was producing fewer riders each year.

      We finished touring the upstairs level, which also included a large library and the administrative offices, then went downstairs to the lobby. Like the upper level, the lobby sported black and white tile floors and hunter green walls interspersed with decorative panels. The ceilings soared fifteen feet above us, wrought-iron chandeliers hanging down to illuminate the room. Ahead, the grand staircase we’d just descended curved up to the second floor, and below it, a large archway led to the rest of the manor.

      I’d thought we would tour the lower half of the manor next, but instead I was led outside to tour the rest of the grounds. In addition to the manor, there were several other structures—a greenhouse, where our herbology lessons would take place, a workshop where we would learn to repair and maintain armor, tack, and various other tools of our trade, and a weapons storehouse. There was an outdoor arena where we would practice combat, and a large field used for both fitness training and drills involving dragons.

      “And here we are,” Major Caparro said proudly. “The dragon stables.”

      I stared up at the massive structure, my mouth agape. I’d seen the stables when we were flying in, of course—they were located on the highest point of the grounds, after all—but standing in front of them was quite another thing. The entire structure was made of thick stone blocks supported by massive wooden beams, and was easily four times the size of the manor itself. Not surprising, considering that it had the capacity to house up to fifty dragons at a time…but still, the size was overwhelming.

      The sound of flapping wings overhead caught my attention, and I turned just in time to see a dragon swooping down from above, its green scales glittering in the late morning light. My heart leapt as I watched it blow past us and through the large, open arch stable entrance, recognizing it as the same one I’d seen land at Tavarian’s manor the other night. The beat of its wings were powerful enough I had to throw my arm in front of my face and dig my feet into the ground to keep from toppling over from the force of the brief gale it created.

      “Ah, yes,” the headmaster said with a smile. “I’d forgotten I’d given Mr. Lyton permission to come back late today. Let’s go on in and watch him care for his dragon. This will be a good demonstration for you.”

      We headed in through the giant archway just in time to see the dragon rider hop down from his mount. Up close, his dragon was gigantic, at least thirty feet long from the tip of its snout to the tip of its tail. Its reptilian eyes were a shimmering blue-green, and it sported a crown of similarly colored spikes that wreathed its great head. The same spikes jutted along the entire length of its spine and clustered at the end of its tail like a giant club.

      I’d hate to get whacked with that thing.

      “Zara!” Lessie cried in my head, scampering around the side of the giant dragon. My heart leapt into my throat as she vaulted right over that spiky tail and headed straight for me. “Are you finally here to play with me?”

      “Well, well,” the rider said, removing his helmet as Lessie jumped into my arms. I stared at him as she wriggled against my chest, her tail thrashing against my abdomen. It was the handsome dragon rider from the other night, the one I’d given a drink to! “So this is the new dragon rider, come to us from the lower city, eh?” His eyes gleamed as he looked me up and down, and my skin prickled with nerves. “You look familiar.”

      I covered up my discomfort with a grin. “You hang out with a lot of redheads in the lower city?” I asked, trying to deflect.

      I wasn’t about to tell him, or anyone else, the truth about how I’d come by the dragon egg. The Council Head didn’t want anyone else knowing I’d tried to steal from Lord Tavarian and had managed to come out of the ordeal without suffering punishment—debatable, since I was being conscripted into joining the military—and Lord Tavarian had added that it would make my training unnecessarily difficult if everyone thought I was a thief. “Let them come to their own conclusions about how you came by the egg,” he’d said.

      The headmaster cleared his throat. “Miss Kenrook, this is Jallis Lyton, eldest son of House Lyton and soon-to-be graduate of the academy. Mr. Lyton, this is Zara Kenrook, ward and new member of House Tavarian.”

      Jallis shook his head. “There must be quite a story behind that,” he said with a grin of his own. “Lord Blackheart isn’t known for taking in strays, never mind letting them near an ancient dragon egg. You’ll have to tell me all about it sometime.”

      “Blackheart?” I echoed.

      “An unfortunate nickname some of our more uncouth students use, on account of Lord Tavarian surviving the death of his dragon,” the headmaster said stiffly. “You’ll have to forgive Mr. Lyton for his atrocious manners. His breakfast must not be agreeing with him.”

      Jallis’s cheeks reddened. “My apologies, Headmaster,” he said stiffly, inclining his head. “I meant no offense.”

      “Indeed,” Major Caparro said dryly. “Now, why don’t you show Miss Kenrook how to care for your dragon after returning from a flight.”

      “Certainly.” The sparkle in Jallis’s eyes returned in an instant, and he patted his dragon’s thick neck. “Kadryn and I would be happy to demonstrate.”

      Two stable hands, who had been waiting nearby to assist, sprang into action, and I watched as the three of them removed the dragon’s tack, which included a leather saddle, stirrups, harness, and bridle. The rigging seemed pretty straightforward, not too different from a horse’s tack, but because the dragon was so large it took a bit more finesse and care to get it all off.

      “That looks very uncomfortable,” Lessie observed with some distaste as Kadryn shook himself, finally free of the harness. “Will I have to wear one of those too?”

      “Probably,” I told her. “I don’t see how I could stay on your back without one. Your scales are so smooth I’d probably slide right off.” I stroked her back to demonstrate, and she purred, arching into my hand.

      “My hide is rather magnificent,” she agreed, then leapt out of my arms and trotted toward Kadryn. I lunged after her, but Major Caparro stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

      “She’ll be fine,” he assured me. “Watch.”

      I held my breath as Jallis’s dragon lowered his great head to meet Lessie at eye level. He was large enough that he could swallow her whole with little effort, and I expected Lessie to show some sign of submission. But instead she rose to her full height and stared down the other dragon with a look of such haughty superiority that I had to choke back a laugh.

      They stayed like that for a moment, engaged in some kind of silent ritual I didn’t completely grasp, and then Kadryn chuffed and brushed the tip of his snout against hers before turning away. He could have easily sent Lessie sprawling, but his touch was gentle, and Lessie rewarded him with a purr of approval before trotting back to me.

      “He recognizes my dominance,” she informed me as she hopped back into my arms. “Perhaps one day I will allow him to mate with me, if I find him suitable.”

      “I see.” I gave Jallis a nonplussed look and repeated the first part of what Lessie had said to me. I expected Jallis to be confused, or even offended, but instead he merely smiled.

      “I would expect nothing less,” he said. “Dragon females might be smaller, but because they are rarer, they are in charge. A dragon female might have three or more males that she mates with regularly—dragons are not particularly fertile, so a female with multiple mates has a better chance of conceiving more quickly.”

      I raised my eyebrows at that. “So I get to look forward to my dragon being courted even after she chooses a mate?”

      “Yes, at least until she is past breeding age, but that won’t be until she is fifty years of age,” Major Caparro said. He laughed at the look on my face. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. Dragon courtship very rarely impinges on human life.”

      I frowned, wondering if that was really true. Did dragons suffer from broken hearts? What if Lessie tried to mate with one and it didn’t work out? Would I find myself lying in the stables with her and consoling her as she bawled giant dragon tears?

      “Don’t be silly,” Lessie scoffed. “Dragons don’t cry. And I wouldn’t choose a mate unless I was absolutely certain he was worthy, so there is nothing to worry about.”

      “You seem awfully sure of yourself for someone who was practically born yesterday,” I said, but I cuddled her in my arms. There was something utterly adorable about her fearless, confident attitude, as if she knew exactly where her place in the world was—at the top, with everything laid out at her feet.

      I didn’t consider myself to be someone who had confidence issues, but even so, I found myself envious of her. I’d only recently become sure of my place in the world, only to have that notion toppled onto its head when I’d discovered I had dragon rider blood in my veins.

      Now, I wasn’t so sure of anything anymore.

      “Well, it was nice to meet you, Zara, but I’m afraid I must be off now,” Jallis said. He sketched a bow to the both of us, then led his dragon down the massive hall to stable him.

      “Oooh, oooh!” Lessie wriggled out of my arms and jumped to the ground again. “Let me show you my stable!”

      She scampered away, and I hurried after her, the headmaster following at a distance. As I raced down the aisle, I caught glimpses of other dragons poking their large heads over their gates to watch us, a rainbow blur of hides in all sorts of shades. Part of me wanted to stop and stare at them, to catalogue the different shapes, sizes and styles, but Lessie’s burgeoning excitement spurred me onward, not allowing me to stop and take in the scenery.

      “Here,” she said proudly as we skidded to a halt in front of a gate that was two heads taller than I was. She scrabbled up the side before I could open it, then used her claws to lift the latch.

      “She’s quite agile for her age,” the headmaster said as the gate swung open, echoing my thoughts.

      Inside, I looked around the enormous space, which, while overkill for Lessie’s current size, would fit her quite comfortably once she grew into it. I imagined she would fill up half the space by the time she was large enough to ride. There was a giant hay pile on the left side of the room for her to sleep in, and on the right, a water trough and a large metal bowl with the faintest traces of blood.

      “I’m guessing you managed to convince the stable hands you were starving?” I asked, crossing my arms as I watched her roll around on the hay-covered floor. She’d eaten several steaks before we’d left Lord Tavarian’s floating island.

      Lessie snorted. “I’m a growing dragon. I need to eat constantly if I want to grow big enough for us to fly together.”

      I bent down to rub her belly, and she let out a rumbling purr. “How long will it take her to grow big enough for us to ride together?” I asked Major Caparro.

      “At least six months, at your size,” he said. “Luckily you are not large or overweight. I had a sixteen-year-old join who was seven feet tall and the size of a mountain, and he had to wait a full year before he could fly. Set him back a bit, but he’s a fine officer now.”

      I visited with Lessie a few more minutes, then reluctantly followed the headmaster back to the manor. We wrapped up our tour on the lower level, where the mess hall, common areas, and dormitories were located. When we got to the dorms, I was handed off to Mrs. Browning, the residence hall mistress, to show me to my quarters.

      “Although you all have your own private rooms, the dormitories are divided up by gender due to the communal bathing spaces,” Mrs. Browning explained as she briskly led me down the hall. There was no one to be seen except for a janitor sweeping the floors, as everyone was still in classes. “We have strict policies against allowing men into women’s dormitories and vice versa—if you wish to fraternize with the opposite sex, you may do so in the common areas or on the grounds.”

      “Right.” I held back a snort as I remembered seeing Jallis and Miss Galashiel together at the soiree. I had no doubt those two broke that rule regularly, and probably many others too. I didn’t think I’d have to worry about that, though—I had no interest in fraternizing with any of these upper city aristocrats, no matter how handsome they might be. Despite my stupid fling with Rajek, I wasn’t really the casual sex type, and most of these guys would probably end up in arranged marriages or something.

      Eww.

      “We also have a curfew of ten o’clock sharp, lights off,” Mrs. Browning said sternly. “Being late for curfew without written permission from a teacher or another member of the staff will result in a demerit, and more than three demerits results in a one-month suspension.”

      “Ouch.” The last thing I needed was to slow down my dragon training even further.

      “Indeed. Most of our demerits are given out Sunday night, which is when most students can’t seem to remember to make it back after being away for the weekend. There is no curfew Friday or Saturday nights, since students have their weekends free to attend to personal business,” she explained before I could ask.

      I nodded. Looked like the weekends would be when I’d return to the ground to help out Carina. Saturdays tended to be the busiest, so she would be grateful for the extra help then. I wondered if she’d put Brolian to work, as I’d suggested—we couldn’t afford to pay him much, but at least he’d stay out of trouble if he was in the shop. Slick’s gang wasn’t the only criminal organization in Zuar City, just the biggest. There were still plenty of big fish left for him to piss off.

      “Here we are,” Mrs. Browning finally said, unclipping a massive keychain from the belt around her waist. She unlocked the door we’d stopped in front of, and I blinked as I stepped into my dormitory room. It was larger than I’d expected, with a carved oak four-poster bed taking up much of the space. Dark red curtains hung from the canopy, pulled back and tied to the post to reveal the matching bedspread and pillows. It was a full-size bed, big enough to sleep two. There was also a matching side table and writing desk, a thick, filigree-patterned rug that covered much of the glossy floorboards, and an armoire for me to store my clothing.

      Speaking of clothing… “My uniform?” I asked, picking up clothing that was laid out on my bed. It was made of that same light material the other dragon riders wore at the soiree, but they had been wearing dress uniforms, and this was a simpler design. The fancy double-breasted coat had been replaced with a shorter military coat that only just went past my hips. There was also a kind of undershirt to wear beneath it, paired with slacks and the same shiny shoes that the woman who’d sneered at me earlier wore.

      “Yes. You’re required to wear it at all times, except leisure days.” Mrs. Browning fished a single brass key from one of her skirt pockets and handed it to me. “This is your room key,” she said. “It will cost you two coppers to replace, so I suggest you keep it on your person at all times.”

      “Thanks.” I pocketed it. “I won’t lose it.” I was pretty good at keeping track of my belongings, not that I really needed to worry about this key. If I did misplace it, my magical lock pick could still get me in.

      She nodded. “I’ll be back with your tin polish in a moment.” She headed to the door, then paused. “I suggest you get some rest if you can. A sergeant will be coming by soon to begin your testing, and you’ll need all your wits about you if you wish to pass any of them.”

      And with that lovely piece of advice, she closed the door and left me to wonder just how hard these tests would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well?” Lessie asked as I dragged myself into her stall. It was nearly nine o’clock, and I was exhausted, but I was determined to spend a bit of time with her before I went to sleep. “How did the tests go?”

      I didn’t bother to ask her how she knew about the tests—even though she wasn’t right next to me for most of the day, I knew she could skim my surface thoughts to get a sense of what was going on. I’d done the same twice today to make sure she was okay, but seeing as how she spent most of the afternoon eating and sleeping, I didn’t glean anything of interest.

      I had no doubt that would change when she got bigger and started spending more time with the other dragons.

      “I passed the basic fitness test with flying colors,” I said. “But I have a bit of catch up to do with some of the classes.”

      I gave Lessie a rundown of the different tests I’d taken and how I did. As expected, I’d done wonderfully at world history, but my languages were pretty rusty as I’d spent more time learning the ancient versions rather than their modern counterparts. My military history and knowledge of tactics and warfare were woefully lacking, my herbology was barely adequate, but my navigation and geography skills were exceptional. Cartography was another weak point—I was good at reading maps, and could sketch them passably well if I had to, but I was certainly no expert.

      And then there was all the dragon-related stuff, which I knew almost nothing about. There was no beating around the bush—I was probably going to do at least three years, maybe two if I hit the books hard and burned the midnight oil.

      “I wish I was big enough that we could train together,” Lessie said as she curled up in my lap. Her warm body soothed my aching thigh muscles a bit—Sergeant Castan had really put me through my paces during the fitness test. I’d spent a good bit of time soaking in the communal bathing pool, which was fueled by a natural hot spring, before coming to the stables. “Kadryn says that I can watch you train, but that I won’t be able to participate in any of the dragon rider exercises until I am large enough.”

      “I’m sure you’ll grow big in no time.” Already she seemed larger—when she was first born, she had fit comfortably in my lap, but now she had to curl herself into a ball to keep all her limbs in. A pang of sadness hit me—at the rate she was growing, it wouldn’t be very long before she was too large for me to carry.

      Lessie huffed. “Humans aren’t meant to carry dragons,” she reminded me. “It’s the other way around.”

      I laughed and scratched her behind her head. There were already tiny little golden knobs poking their way out of her skull that I suspected would become spiky horns.

      “I love you,” I told Lessie as I snuggled her, the words coming easily to my lips. I’d never said them to anyone before—not even Carina—but the affection I felt in my heart for Lessie was pure and true, even though we’d only been together a few days. She was like a piece of my soul that I hadn’t known was missing.

      Lessie nuzzled her snout against my belly. “I knew you were missing,” she told me. “I’ve spent centuries waiting for you.”

      The thought brought unexpected tears to my eyes, and I blinked them back. “I hope I’m worth it,” I said quietly into the night.

      We snuggled like that for as long as I dared, and then I raced back to the dormitories before I was caught outside past curfew. The last thing I needed was to start my first real day of training with a demerit already under my belt.
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      The high, annoyingly cheerful sound of a bell ringing woke me the next morning.

      “Rise and shine, cadets!” Mrs. Browning called, her voice echoing faintly through the halls. I groaned and rolled over to look at the clock on my nightstand—5:45 a.m.

      I threw off the sheets and pulled on the exercise clothes the sergeant had given me when I’d showed up for my fitness test—a pair of cotton trousers, a thin, long-sleeved top that was remarkably good at absorbing moisture, and a pair of running shoes. I threw them all on and joined the crowd of cadets streaming out of their dorm rooms.

      “Morning.” Jallis was beside me, a grin on his handsome face that had no business existing at this hour of the morning. “Sleep well?”

      “Like a baby,” I lied. In reality, I’d done quite a bit of tossing and turning. Sleeping in an unfamiliar bed, in unfamiliar surroundings, could do that to a girl. My senses had been on high alert most of the night, sensitive to every creak and groan and whisper.

      “Good,” a familiar voice purred. I turned to see Miss Galashiel on my left, her blonde hair pulled into a high ponytail. Her exercise clothes were nearly skintight, making the most of her perky bust and waspish waist. “You’ll need all your energy if you hope to outrace me this morning.”

      “Aria.” Jallis narrowed his eyes at her, and I filed away the name. They certainly didn’t seem like the besotted couple from Tavarian’s party. “The two of you know each other?”

      Aria gave me a too-sweet smile. “We met yesterday when she was touring the academy. I seem to remember her having some misgivings about being a dragon rider.”

      If Aria expected Jallis to show me the same amount of disdain, she was sadly mistaken. “I’m sure this new life is a shock to you,” Jallis said warmly. “I can’t imagine what I’d be thinking in your shoes. But I saw the way you and your dragon were together yesterday—it’s clear that the two of you belong together. You’ll do fine.”

      His encouraging tone made some of my nerves dissipate, and when he clapped me on the shoulder, a smile tugged at my lips. As I watched him jog away, unapologetically admiring the way his pants molded to what looked like a firm ass and powerful thighs, I could feel Aria’s glare on me, potent enough that my left cheek would have caught fire if glares were tangible things.

      “Problem?” I asked cheerfully, turning to face her.

      She raked me with a sneer. “Stay away from my lover,” she said before she jogged ahead, ponytail swishing behind her.

      I stared. Lover? What did that mean, in a world like theirs? I had assumed that upper city girls like Aria guarded their virginity jealously, but maybe nobles today didn’t prize virtue as much as the nobility of the past. I was the first to admit I didn’t understand how high society worked—as a treasure hunter, I was more interested in the past than the present.

      Maybe Jallis wasn’t really flirting with you, I thought as we jogged out onto the field. Maybe he’s just a friendly guy.

      Either way, I’d keep him at a distance. I wasn’t the kind of girl who slept with a man who was rolling in the sheets with another woman. Especially if that woman already looked like she was just waiting for an excuse to rip my eyeballs from their sockets.

      “To the track!” Sergeant Castan barked, pointing to the large dirt circle carved into a section of the field. He was a stocky man with close-cropped steel hair and a jaw like a brick. “Sixteen laps in eight minutes. Go!”

      I bit back a groan as I followed the other cadets onto the track. If you asked me to run on rooftops, swing from vines, climb the side of a building, or almost anything else in that vein, I’d do it with a smile. But I’d always found running for the sake of running a bore. It was far easier to vault onto a rooftop to escape an enemy than it was to try to outrace them in a crowded street, and I certainly wasn’t the type who chased after someone if they had what I wanted. Setting traps at the end of the line, where one could wait comfortably, was so much more efficient.

      My skin prickled with the weight of many eyes on me, and I knew that the other cadets were sizing me up. Some were like Jallis—curious, like I was some exotic, fascinating creature that had appeared in their midst. Others were more like Aria—disdainful, maybe even resentful, like I was an outsider who hadn’t proved my worth.

      I smiled at them all, then promptly turned my back and ignored them.

      As my feet hit the track, I fell into a steady pace—fast enough to make that eight-minute mile, but slow enough I wouldn’t particularly stand out. Many of the other cadets sped ahead of me, racing each other to that finish line, but I didn’t see any point in burning myself out so early in the day when we were only just getting started.

      Naturally, Aria raced past me. She threw a challenging smirk at me over her shoulder, as if daring me to try to outpace her. I could have taken her up on it—I could beat her if I really wanted to—but I knew it would chafe at her even more if I didn’t bother. Instead, I simply gave her an oblivious smile, then proceeded to ignore her just like I had everyone else.

      She disappeared up the track, but not before giving me an ugly look.

      “So.” Another girl fell into pace beside me. “First day at the academy and you’ve already made an enemy out of one of the richest girls. Nice job.”

      I glanced sideways at her. “And who are you?” I asked, slowing down a bit so I had enough breath to talk. She was petite, with a head of thick, chestnut brown hair and a heart-shaped face. Maybe nineteen years old. Seriously curvy frame, but fit.

      “Rhiannon Thomas,” she said. “But I go by Rhia.”

      “Rhia.” I rolled the name over in my mind. “You’re not from one of the twelve houses.”

      “Nope,” Rhia said cheerfully. “The Thomas family is a new addition, maybe six hundred years old. My however many greats great-grandfather married into House Spearmont, and rather than being absorbed into the Spearmont Family, they chose to branch off. We’re not as pedigreed as the old houses, of course, so it really scorches the asses of people like Aria when one of us comes to the academy with a dragon in tow.”

      I grinned at that. “All right,” I said. “You and I can be friends.”

      Rhia laughed as we finished the first lap, not sounding the least bit winded. “Why thank you for giving me permission to befriend you,” she teased. “But you’ll forgive me if I haven’t decided to be your friend yet.”

      “Oh, you will,” I said airily as we ran past a group of younger cadets. About half of the students seemed to be in the fifteen to seventeen-year range, with awkward, gangly bodies that still hadn’t quite finished developing yet. “I might not have been born with a silver spoon in my mouth, but I tend to grow on people.”

      “At least you don’t have that silver spoon jammed up your ass,” Rhia said, and I laughed.

      We fell into a mutually agreed-upon silence as we sped up again, not wanting to be caught on the track after the eight minutes were already up. Even so, we’d lost a fair bit of time talking, and finished the mile with only fifteen seconds to spare.

      “Thomas, Kenrook,” the sergeant said gruffly, checking our names off the list. He met my gaze with a steely look. “Good of you to make it. Perhaps tomorrow you’ll spend less time gossiping on the track so you can join the rest of us.”

      To my surprise, my ears burned with embarrassment, especially when some of the other cadets started snickering. But Rhia didn’t miss a beat. “Apologies, Sergeant,” she said cheerfully as she sailed past him. “Won’t happen again.”

      Blinking, I followed after Rhia and joined her at the end of the two parallel rows of cadets. I faced her as I took the opposite row, and the wink she gave me made me feel marginally better. I wasn’t used to feeling the need to impress someone—I’d given that up when I’d moved out of Salcombe’s residence—but Sergeant Castan had given me gruff but genuine praise when I’d passed the physical yesterday, and I’d let him down somehow.

      For the rest of the hour, I threw myself fully into the training class, which included the standard push-ups, sit-ups, and pull-ups. My already sore muscles protested, but I gritted my teeth and pushed past the pain. Just because I didn’t want to be here, just because I was an outsider, didn’t mean I wouldn’t do my best. If I wanted to survive the training, it wasn’t enough to do the minimum. I had to earn the respect of the other cadets, the people who I’d be working, and possibly even fighting, with.

      Not that I’ll achieve that in one day, I thought as we finished the grueling regimen and headed back to the dormitories to shower and dress for the day. The disdainful looks hadn’t gone away, and Aria gave me another one of her smug smirks as she passed me.

      “Exhausted, are we?” she said, noting my trembling limbs. “I suppose that’s only to be expected. It will take some time to unlearn those lazy habits of yours, ground-dweller.”

      I curled my hands into fists, but before I could say anything, Rhia was at my side. “Lazy?” she drawled, looping an arm through mine. “That’s rich, coming from a girl who pays someone else to clean her armor and polish her sword every day.”

      “I should have known you’d come to her defense,” Aria huffed, her blonde ponytail whipping through the air as she tossed her head. “Like calls to like, after all, and no matter how many generations pass, your family will never be able to get rid of its ground-dweller blood.”

      Anger flared in the depths of Rhia’s amber eyes, but it disappeared as quickly as it came. “You know you’ve won the argument when your opponent’s only rebuttal is to resort to personal insults,” she said.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Did you read that in a book somewhere?”

      “No.” She smiled sadly. “It’s something my dad used to say.”

      We showered and changed, and over breakfast in the mess hall, Rhia told me a bit more about her life. It turned out that her father had died when she was five years old in a border skirmish between Elantia and the Tressian Union, and that she’d been mostly raised by her mother. While her mother had never been a dragon rider herself or gone through military training, Rhia had longed to take up her father’s mantle, and had fervently attended the dragon claiming ritual every year. She had only just claimed her own dragon, Ykos, a little over six months ago.

      “Does that mean you’re able to ride him now?” I asked, both eager and envious at the idea.

      “I can.” Rhia beamed. “And it irritates Aria to no end, since she doesn’t have a dragon of her own. Since Jallis is a rider, she comes to watch him fly, but if not for him I think she’d stay inside with the others.”

      I frowned as I glanced over at Jallis, who was sitting at a separate table with his friends, shoveling eggs and bacon into his mouth while he talked animatedly. “What’s up with Jallis and Aria, anyway?” I asked after swallowing a bite of my own food. “I saw them together at Lord Tavarian’s soiree, and she practically ripped my head off this morning after she saw Jallis talking to me, yet they’re not sitting together.”

      Rhia shrugged. “Who knows with those two. Aria likes to pretend as if Jallis belongs to her, but in reality they’re pretty hot and cold. Their houses have always been close so they’re sort of expected to marry, but there’s no official engagement. Personally,” she added, smirking a bit, “I think that even though Jallis has the hots for Aria, the only reason he entertains her at all is because of the pressure from his mother. If he had better prospects, he’d ditch her in a heartbeat.”

      The meaningful look she gave me coaxed an incredulous laugh out of me. “I’m a filthy ground-dweller, remember? How in anyone’s right mind would I be a better prospect?”

      Rhia gave me a dry look. “You’re obviously not just a ground-dweller,” she pointed out. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have a dragon. Besides, you’ve pledged yourself to House Tavarian, which is not a little thing. Lord Tavarian has no offspring and no official heir, so there’s some speculation going around that you might just become his successor.”

      I nearly toppled over in my chair at that. “There’s no way I’m going to be his successor,” I sputtered. “I’m not of his bloodline, and he’s not exactly fond of me.”

      “Oh, I agree it’s highly unlikely,” Rhia said with a grin. “The houses are very adamant about making sure that the head always carries the same bloodline, so unless Tavarian’s secretly a eunuch, he’ll be finding a wife to settle down with soon enough. But on the off-chance that he is missing his balls, you’re the only other dragon rider in his house. Which means that if he keeled over tomorrow, you’d be in the line of succession.”

      I snorted. “I highly doubt either of those things are going to happen,” I said. The idea that a man as intense as Tavarian didn’t have all his plumbing intact was laughable. My heart beat a little faster just thinking about that penetrating stare, and I hastily pushed the image away. Even though he came off as cold and intimidating, Tavarian was good-looking, wealthy, and powerful. I had no doubt he could get a wife tomorrow if he really wanted one.

      The real question was, why hadn’t he done it already?

      Finishing off my breakfast, I told Rhia I’d catch up with her later, then headed over to the headmaster’s office to pick up my schedule from his assistant. I sat in the chair by her desk and pored over it in the fifteen minutes I had remaining before classes started for the day. As I expected, military history, herbology, and dragon lore were on the list, but there were also language lessons—Zallabarian, to be specific—weapons and combat lessons, dragon husbandry, and flying lessons, amongst other things.

      “Flying lessons?” I asked the assistant. “But what use is that, if I don’t have a dragon to fly with?”

      “You’ll still benefit from watching the others practice,” the woman said, pushing her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. “The instructor will expect you to take notes, and your dragon will attend with you.”

      That brightened me right up. “Is Lessie going to fly with them as well?”

      The assistant actually smiled at that. “It will be at least a month before she will be able to truly fly,” she said, “but I’m sure she’ll be practicing every morning when the dragons go out to exercise.”

      I grinned at the idea of Lessie playing in the field with the other dragons and trying to mimic them. Part of me was a bit worried about her being around dragons who were so much bigger than her, but after seeing the way she handled Kadryn yesterday, I had no doubt she would be fine. Besides, the stable master would be out there looking after them, and he would intervene if anything went wrong. There was really no reason to worry.

      I went off to my first class, and the rest of the day went by like a whirlwind. I had worried that the teachers would all be the ivory-tower types—people who were good at regurgitating facts but didn’t have any real experience in the fields they taught—but to my delight, they were all retired dragon riders, and I enjoyed the lessons even though I was a bit behind the rest of the class. I even had fun in herbology, a class taught by a woman with messy, silver-streaked auburn hair and a smock that I suspected was perpetually smeared with green. She complimented me on the healing poultice I made even though I put a bit too much arelas in it—a blood-clotting herb that in too high a dose could slow blood flow and put a person to sleep, or even cause a stroke. Not exactly great if you were expected to rush back into battle.

      When three o’clock finally came around—or fifteen hundred hours, since everyone used military time here—I was so excited I practically raced out of the languages classroom. Lessie was waiting for me when I rushed into the stables, and when she jumped into my arms, she seemed a bit heavier.

      “We’re flying today?” she squealed, wriggling in my arms.

      I laughed. “We’re not actually flying,” I corrected. “We’re going to watch the others fly.”

      Lessie huffed. “Speak for yourself,” she said, hopping out of my arms. My mouth dropped open as she snapped out her wings and glided to the ground. “Odorath taught me that this morning,” she said proudly.

      “That’s pretty good for a hatchling,” a rider walking by said. He was a gangly teenager, maybe seventeen, with tousled reddish-brown hair, and he looked impressed as he checked out Lessie. “Most dragons can’t glide until they’re a few weeks old.”

      “Thanks.” I scooped Lessie into my arms and carried her out of the stables, not wanting to be in the way as the other riders fetched their dragons. Was Lessie special because of her ancient dragon pedigree? I had assumed that the other riders found her so valuable because she was female, but perhaps there was more to it.

      “I’m very proud of you,” I told Lessie, stroking her head as we headed to the field. “You’ll be flying circles around the other dragons in no time.”

      Although nobody had told me precisely where on the field we were meeting for lessons, I had a feeling that the armored woman standing next to her giant, ruby red dragon was as good a place to start as any. My class schedule said her name was Major Maryssa Falkieth, of House Falkieth, and when I’d asked about her, I was told that she was one of the oldest teachers at the academy.

      “Aha!” she said in a gravelly voice as I approached. Her moss green eyes lit up as she eyed the dragon in my arms. “You must be Zara Kenrook, the ground-dweller.” She said the word without any of the disdain Aria had shown me earlier. “I couldn’t resist stopping by to visit your dragon earlier this morning. She’s quite the beauty.”

      “Please thank her for the mutton leg she brought with her,” Lessie informed me. “It was quite good.”

      I relayed the message, and Major Falkieth laughed. “Polite, too,” she said, reaching out to scratch Lessie beneath the chin. “Odorath told me she’s already showing great promise as a flier.”

      “Ahh, so that’s Odorath.” I craned my neck to look up at the massive red dragon. He was at least fifty feet long, nearly twice the size of Jallis’s, and even though he was only saddled for one, I imagined he could easily carry three full-grown men. “Lessie was just telling me about you,” I informed him.

      The dragon chuffed, turning his head to the side to study me out of his giant yellow eye. “He says that while your hair is not quite as magnificent as his dragon hide, he finds the color quite pleasing,” Major Falkieth said with a snort. She patted the side of her mount’s neck. “Dragons are wise creatures, but they are also ridiculously vain sometimes,” she added fondly.

      “Zara!” Rhia cried, and I turned to see her coming toward us with her mount in tow. My breath caught as I looked at her dragon—his scales were a shimmering amber, the exact same shade as Rhia’s eyes, and his irises were pure gold. He was maybe twelve feet long, still small, but his stocky build was more than sufficient to bear Rhia.

      “Is that your dragon?” Rhia gushed as she closed the distance. Her dragon stopped a few feet away as Rhia stared at Lessie, her eyes sparkling. “Oh, she’s beautiful! Can I touch her?”

      “She is a friend?” Lessie inquired.

      “Yes.”

      “Then she may pet me. Briefly.”

      I relayed the message, and Rhia gently ran a hand down Lessie’s scales. “You two are going to look amazing in the sky together,” she said as the other riders arrived. “I’ve never seen a dragon’s hide this exact shade of blue.”

      “Your dragon is pretty amazing to look at too,” I said, loosening my grip on Lessie so she could jump free. “Ykos, right?”

      “That’s right.” Rhia scratched her dragon beneath his chin, just in front of one of the spikes jutting out from his jaw, and he let out a loud, rumbling purr. “He’s like a really big puppy,” she informed me as he rolled onto his back for a belly rub.

      “Enough of that,” Major Falkieth called. “It’s time to line up.”

      As we started to fall in, Jallis and his mount hurried onto the field with barely seconds to spare. He took his spot at the very front of the line, with the rest of the more experienced riders, while Rhia and I stood at the end. His hair was a bit tousled, his skin flushed, and as Aria and a few other cadets sat in the grass a safe distance away, I wondered if the two of them had caught a quickie outside the stables.

      “All right,” Major Falkieth said as we stood at attention. “As you all probably know already, we have a new recruit amongst us, Zara Kenrook. She and her dragon, Lessie, will be observing from the sidelines as we practice. Level One cadets, take the north end of the field, Level Two the south, Level Three the east. Team leaders, get started on drills.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” they shouted in unison, and then split off as directed.

      “Miss Kenrook,” Falkieth said, turning to me, “you should go and observe Level One today. Head over to the north end of the field with the others.”

      I did as she said, letting Lessie down so she could run through the grass beside me. Or really, ahead of me, I thought wryly as she darted across the field like a comet. She had the grace and agility of a cat, already able to outrun me with very little effort.

      The team leader caught sight of me as I joined the group, and she jerked her arm to the side. “You can sit over there,” she said with a curt nod. “Keep a safe distance and keep your dragon in line. I don’t want her getting trampled by the others.”

      Lessie sniffed as she followed me over to the spot the team leader indicated. “As if I’m clumsy enough to allow myself to be trampled,” she said, sounding highly offended. “Does she think that I’m a simpleton in need of constant direction?”

      I stroked her spine, mindful of the tiny bumps forming along it that would one day be spikes. “Well, you are still a baby,” I reminded her.

      She gave me the side eye. “The proper term is dragonling. And I won’t remain one for long.”

      A pang hit my heart. As much as I wanted to ride Lessie, I knew I’d miss being able to cuddle her in my arms. I knew that Lessie was exceptional, advancing quickly for her age, but it seemed to me that dragons matured a little too quickly, given their long lifespans. Why were their childhoods so short? Or did their minds not catch up with their bodies? Did the average six-month-old dragon have the temperament of a toddler and the body of an adult? I’d have to ask Rhia at dinner.

      Lessie finally settled onto my lap, and for the next hour we watched the Level One cadets practice. First, they started with a simple meditation drill between rider and dragon to strengthen their telepathic connection. Then they did mounted drills where the team leader shouted out certain formation exercises, similar to marching drills, that the dragon riders had to follow in perfect sync as a group. After about twenty minutes of this, they finally moved on to flying drills, which mostly consisted of launching into the air, doing a short flight routine at a relatively low height, and then coming back down.

      I raised my eyebrows as the cadets donned parachute backpacks on top of their armor. “How does that work?” I asked aloud. “Aren’t they only effective at about two hundred and fifty feet?”

      “Cadets are trained to parachute safely from as low as one hundred feet,” Major Falkieth said from behind me, and I jumped to my feet. “If they fall from their mount below that, they’re trained to land with minimal impact. Here, watch,” she said, pointing at the sky. “Looks like Miss Thomas is about to give a demonstration.”

      Rhia battled to stay atop her mount when a particularly nasty gust of wind batted her dragon as they came in for a landing, forcing him to lean sideways. For a moment I thought she was going to make it, but then she slid, her feet slipping free of the stirrups.

      “Shit!” I clapped a hand to my mouth as Rhia tumbled through the sky. But to my amazement, she angled her body midair, aiming for a safe, level patch of grass. In seconds, she angled her body from an arched position to a vertical position, wrapped her hands over the top of her head, and bent her knees just in time to land feet first on the ground. The force of the impact made her stumble as she landed, but she smoothly tucked into a roll, then came to a stop and sprang up with a smile.

      “Dragon’s breath,” I muttered. “How did she not blow out her knees doing that?”

      “That’s what the armor is for.” Falkieth slapped me on the back as she walked past me. “It’s built to minimize impact around the joints. Don’t worry—you’ll get your own when it’s time to start your training.”

      The trainees finished their exercises for the day, and then were given twenty minutes of free training to practice whatever they wished. I watched with envy as many of the cadets took to the skies, some of the more advanced riders chasing each other high up, darting between clouds.

      One day, I’m going to do that.

      “Hey.” Rhia plopped down into the grass next to me, her face flushed as she grinned at me. “Did you see that landing.”

      “I sure did.” I grinned back at her. “You were amazing.”

      “The first time I attempted that I sprained my ankle,” she admitted. “I was off it for three weeks, and then Major Falkieth grounded me for three more weeks and made me practice falling every day from a safe height. This is the first time I’ve gotten to fly since then.”

      “Then what are you doing sitting here with me?” I asked, shoving playfully at her shoulder.

      Rhia gave me a sheepish smile. “I just felt bad about being out there while you’re stuck here on the ground.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t feel bad for me. I enjoy watching you fly. Now get back out there,” I said, pointing to Ykos, who pranced impatiently nearby. “Your dragon isn’t done, and neither are you.”

      As Rhia raced off to rejoin her dragon, I glanced across the field to see one of the Level Three cadets land in front of the group of girls who had been watching from a distance. Three more landed nearby, and I immediately understood why the girls had come to watch the lesson when the cadets jumped down to help them up onto the backs of the dragons. I guess it pays to have a dragon rider boyfriend, I thought as one of the girls whooped loudly, the yellow-green dragon she sat on with her boyfriend shooting into the air. Her cries of delight quickly turned into shrieks as the dragon did a barrel roll, and I bit back a snicker. Someone wasn’t getting laid tonight.

      A gust of wind smacked into me from behind, startling me and Lessie. She jumped out of my arms with a hiss, and I sprang to my feet and turned just in time to see Jallis and Kadryn land a few feet away.

      “Hey.” Jallis grinned at me. “Want a ride?”

      I stared at him, my blood thrumming with excitement despite my misgivings. A chance to ride a real dragon? Now? I glanced back to catch Aria staring. Her face had gone white, her eyes bulging out of her skull, and I had the distinct sensation that if she had a crossbow in her hands, she would have shot me.

      Did I really want to put myself directly in the path of all that crazy?

      Before I could give him my answer, the deep bray of a battle horn echoed through the air. Instantly, the entire field went dead silent, and Jallis’s dragon lifted his head, eyes blazing as though he sensed something I didn’t.

      “It’s a call for aid,” Lessie said. “Another dragon is summoning all adult dragons to the Eyrie. There is some kind of fire that needs putting out.”

      “I’ve got to go,” Jallis said, all business now as he gripped the reins of his mount. He flashed me a quick smile. “Rain check on that flight, then?”

      “Right,” I said weakly as his dragon took off. I threw my hands up to shield my face as I was assaulted by a whirlwind of dust and grass, then peered through my fingers to watch the rest of the dragons fly away.

      “Well,” I said to Lessie as I bent down to pick her up. “I guess that’s the end of that lesson.”

      “There will be others,” Lessie said, her molten eyes trained on the departing dragons. “And one day, when that horn sounds again, we will answer the call too.”
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      The rest of the week passed far quicker than I thought it would. At first, I’d assumed I’d be counting down the days until Friday, when I could go down and visit my shop and connect with the real world again. But the dragon rider training was intense, and funnily enough, I actually enjoyed it. Each morning when I woke up, I eagerly looked forward to my lessons, and each night when I hit the pillow, my mind raced for a good hour as I mulled over everything I’d learned that day.

      “Hey.” Rhia fell into step next to me in the hallway to my next class. “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Prepping for my trip to the ground tomorrow,” I said. “Why?”

      “Oh.” She blinked. “Why are you going down there? Do you have family you visit?”

      “Sort of,” I said, not sure how much I wanted to explain. Everybody had assumed I was just some street rat, but they were quickly disabused of that notion when I showed them I was perfectly capable of keeping up with them in classes, and even excelling in some cases. I knew that they were speculating about where I’d really come from and what I’d done before I came here, but no one had actually dared to ask me, and I certainly wasn’t volunteering.

      “Oh.” She was silent for a moment. “Can I come?”

      It was my turn to blink. “You want to visit the ground? Walk amongst us commoners?”

      Rhia snorted. “You already know I don’t think that way about you. And of course I’m interested. I’ve never really had the chance to visit Zuar City properly.”

      I pursed my lips, thinking about it. “I could use some company on the ride down,” I finally said. Rhia seemed to really want to be my friend—this was an opportunity to show her what my life was really like and see if she wanted to stick around.

      The next morning, we took a cab from the academy to the lift station, which was located at the southern edge of the table mountain. For commoners, the only way to get up and down Dragon’s Table was by climbing the steep stone steps that zigzagged their way up and down the mountain. But in the last ten years, a series of elevators had been installed at intervals along the mountainside, for use by anyone who had the coin to purchase a ride. The cost was prohibitive to most commoners, but Barrigan had paid for my trips up and down when I was freelancing for him.

      “Not as bad as I thought,” Rhia said as we got in line. There were only three people ahead of us.

      “Aye,” the man in front of us said. “Normally the lines are much longer at this time.” He glanced over his shoulder at us, and I stiffened as recognition lit in his eyes. “Well I’ll be!” he said, his gold tooth flashing as he grinned at me. “It’s not every day that a servant girl turns into a dragon rider, is it?”

      I groaned—it was the airship captain that had taken me up the night I’d tried to rob Tavarian. Of course he would have heard about what had happened.

      “I was really hoping that you wouldn’t recognize me,” I said, a meaningful note in my voice. Was he going to out me to Rhia?

      The captain chuckled. “If you want to be anonymous, you should chop off that cloud of flame,” he said, gesturing to my hair. “That thing is practically a banner.”

      I raised a hand to my hair self-consciously. “I like my hair just the way it is,” I said, unable to keep the note of defensiveness from my voice.

      “Hang on,” Rhia said, holding up a hand. “Why is he calling you a servant? What’s going on?”

      I sighed. “I’ll tell you when we get in the elevator.”

      It took a good ten minutes before it was finally our turn, but eventually we made it into the box. Rhia flashed her dragon pin to get us in for free, but she tossed the operator a coin, and he closed the doors before anyone else could join us.

      “All right,” she said, leaning against the wall. “Fill me in.”

      I took a deep breath and gave Rhia the shortened version of my history. I had hoped to wait until she walked into the Treasure Trove so I could see her reaction, but now that the captain had outed me I told her a bit about my thief background, and that I’d gone straight as a treasure hunter before being pulled back into the life one more time to save Brolian’s hide.

      “Damn,” Rhia said when I was finished. We’d completed half the journey, and had just gotten off elevator three. “I knew that you were different, Zara, but a treasure hunter? That sounds so amazing!”

      I stared. “Is that the only thing you got from my story?”

      She waved an impatient hand. “Yes, yes, you stole when you were an orphan. But you were just trying to survive. And it was incredibly stupid for you to try and steal from Tavarian, but you were desperate and you wanted to save your shop and your friend. Honestly, Zara, you’ve done nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “I don’t know that everyone would see it that way,” I pointed out. I’d conveniently left out the part about Salcombe, but still, I’d expected a much stronger reaction.

      “If by ‘everyone,’ you mean Aria and her cronies, then yes,” Rhia agreed. “But really, Zara, the fact that you were able to carve out a life for yourself like this is pretty impressive. I might be a sheltered upper city girl, but I know the stereotypes. Most orphans don’t grow up to be successful business owners.”

      “I don’t know about successful just yet,” I admitted, but a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “We’re still a fledgling operation, and my participation in the shop has been cut drastically. But we’ll figure out a way to keep things afloat while I finish my training. Just because I’m a rider doesn’t mean I’m going to stop being a treasure hunter.”

      “I don’t see why you’d have to stop,” Rhia said with a shrug. “There’s lots of dragon riders who still run businesses. Most of the original twelve families own mines or farms or cattle ranches they’ve invested in. My father owned a small shipping company, and my mother and I ran it together before I got my own dragon. I still help her out on the weekends.”

      “Huh.” That didn’t sound very different from my own situation. “Shouldn’t you be with her, then, rather than me?”

      “Nah.” Rhia shrugged. “My mother can manage without me every once in a while. Our business is well-established.”

      Unlike mine, I thought with a twinge of worry, but I didn’t say it aloud. Despite the confidence I’d shown Rhia, I wasn’t at all certain that the business could survive without me going on regular expeditions.

      Rhia and I hired a hansom cab when we got to the bottom, and as we traveled through the city, I pointed out various landmarks. Here, a temple to Dariann, a pre-Dragon War god that most of humankind had solely worshipped before the World Eater had come to our world and shattered the notion that there was a benevolent deity watching over us. There, a bazaar where tourists and residents alike came to shop for exotic goods brought in from countries around the world. In the center of the city, a verdant, well-maintained park where mothers took their children to play, or couples came with picnic baskets to make out beneath the shade of trees.

      Rhia took it all in in relative silence, her eyes round with astonishment. “You know,” she finally said as we drew closer to the shop, “I expected Zuar City to look more like this.” She gestured to the buildings around us that were gradually growing shabbier, the streets beneath us that were becoming more dilapidated. “But although it’s not luxurious like Dragon’s Table, it’s still quite charming.”

      “The inner city is, yes,” I agreed. “And the western side of town, where the well-to-do middle class live, is quite nice, too. Unfortunately, the slums still make up a third of the city, and many of the people who live here are quite poor. But,” I admitted, “there are worse places to live than the capital.”

      “Is this the place?” Rhia asked as we stepped out of the cab a few feet from the shop. Her eyes lit up. “Because it looks like you’re having a great day.”

      I looked through one of the display windows, and my mouth dropped open. The place was packed! “Umm, yeah,” I said dumbly as I stared at all the people milling about. “It does look pretty busy.”

      “Let’s go see what all the fuss is about!” Rhia grabbed my arm and pulled me inside.

      I shook my head, trying to recover my wits as I stepped inside the shop I loved, the shop I was so used to being empty. Saturdays were our busiest day of the week, but we usually never had more than five people in the shop at any one time. Today, however, there were at least thirty people in here, maybe more, and by the looks of their outfits, they were all upper class. Possibly even upper city, I thought with amazement as I spotted what looked like a dragon pin on a gentleman’s lapel.

      “Zara!” Carina cried, spotting me in the crowd. She hurried over to me, looking both harried and excited to see me. “Thank goodness you’re here. Brolian’s out sick today, and I’ve got Kira working the register, but it’s not enough. I can’t keep up with all these customers!”

      “Excuse me, Miss,” a woman shouted, as if on cue. “How much does this tea set cost?”

      “I’ll be there in a moment!” Carina called over her shoulder. She turned back to me, and her wild eyes landed on Rhia. “Who’s this? Does she have any experience working in a shop?”

      “My name is Rhia.” She warmly shook Carina’s hand. “And yes, I do. I’d be happy to help with the registers.”

      And with that, Carina promptly put us to work.

      I had so many questions, but I barely had time to say hello to Kira—how had Carina known she was looking for work?—before I was swept up into the crowd of customers. Many were here to buy things, but a good number of people also wanted to sell, and I quickly found myself behind the counter, appraising a veritable avalanche of art and artifacts being brought in. A good number of the items brought to the counter were genuinely valuable. At first, I was worried we wouldn’t be able to afford it. But Carina assured me that wasn’t an issue, and to buy up anything I thought was worth acquiring.

      “Morning,” a young man with a mop of blond hair said as he plunked down a gleaming metal sphere inset with round crystals. “Here to sell this today. It’s a pre-plague artifact. Not sure what it does.”

      “He’s lying.”

      I turned, startled, at Rhia’s voice. She was manning the register a few feet from me, but she’d turned to look at the man, her eyes narrowed.

      “I am not!” the man said, his cheeks turning pink. “This has been in my family for generations!”

      “No, it hasn’t,” Rhia countered. “You probably made that thing yourself. It looks like it’s cobbled out of bits from a scrapyard.”

      “It’s okay.” I held up a hand before the two of them could get into it any further. “Look,” I said to the man. “Even if this were a genuine artifact, the most I could offer you for this is five dorans, not fifty. But it’s obviously not.” I used my fingernail to pry at a piece of the metal, and it broke off easily. “Look at this. Did you use wood glue to mash this together?”

      “Now look what you’ve done!” the man wailed, snatching the object out of my hands. “You’ve broken it.”

      I scowled at him. “And I’m about to break your nose if you don’t get out of my sight. Or should I call the Muncies and charge you for trying to sell forgeries?”

      The man’s face went white, and the next thing I knew, he was gone. The front door slammed as he raced into the street, clutching his piece of garbage, and I shook my head. Good riddance.

      “Phew,” Carina said hours later, when she finally shut the door behind the last customer of the day. She pushed a skein of hair away from her sweaty face. “That was nuts. This definitely takes the number one spot for busiest day of the week, don’t you think, Kira?”

      “Absolutely.” Kira leaned against the counter, looking equally exhausted. “I’m glad you and your friend showed up, Zara. I don’t know how we would have managed without you two.”

      “More than happy to help out,” Rhia said with a smile. “I wanted to see what Zara’s life on the ground was like, and I got my wish.”

      “This is definitely not a typical day for me,” I said, turning to Carina. “What did you mean when you said this was the busiest day all week? Don’t you mean, like, ever?” I waved my hands around, indicating the state of the shop. It looked like someone had come in here and robbed us—half the shelves and display cases were empty. It was hard for me to wrap my head around the idea that they’d been emptied by paying customers.

      Carina laughed. “Well yeah, that too,” she said. “But we’ve been busy all week, Zara. Monday morning was pretty dead, but we started getting a steady trickle of customers, and it’s just ballooned from there. I’m pretty sure we have your Captain Marcas to thank for that.”

      The fog of confusion in my head lifted instantly as I remembered my last visit to the shop. “Damn,” I said, stunned. “I know he said that he was going to recommend the shop to a few people, but I didn’t really think anything of it.”

      “Neither did I,” Carina admitted, “but he’s changed our business overnight. At first, I worried that we’d just run out of inventory, but treasure hunters have been bringing in artifacts at a steady rate, and I know we’ll have more as word of mouth spreads.”

      “Yeah, for sure.” I looked toward the back room. “Are the purchases you’ve made waiting for me to authenticate? I should get to that soon so you can put them up for sale.”

      “Ugh.” Carina made a face. “I wish you didn’t have to leave so soon, but no. You don’t have to worry about that. When I delivered your letter to Salcombe, I told him about my predicament, and he came down to the shop and authenticated them himself.”

      “He did?”

      “I know, I thought it was weird too,” Carina admitted. “But he seemed genuinely interested in helping. He also told me to let you know that he’d like you to come by and visit before you head back up. He has something important to tell you.”

      “I will,” I said, biting back a sigh. Part of me didn’t want to go—after running myself ragged all day, I just wanted to hang out and catch up with my partner. But I owed Salcombe a debt, and I knew he was anxious to hear from me. Besides, I wanted to know why he’d decided to help out Carina when he’d never shown an interest in the shop aside from making sure I paid his investment back.

      “I guess I’d better head over there now, actually,” I said ruefully as I glanced at the antique clock on the wall. “Rhia, would you mind waiting for me here at the shop? I’ll try not to be too long.”

      “Sure,” she said cheerfully. “I can help close up for the day.”

      “I like you,” Carina said, grinning. “You’re a real soldier.”

      “Literally,” Rhia said with a laugh.

      I was pleased to see my two friends bonding, but even so, I couldn’t help feeling guilty. “I’m sorry you got dragged into all this,” I said to her. “I know you weren’t expecting to spend your day off working.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for.” Rhia patted me on the shoulder. “Honestly, this was a really nice change of pace, and I loved getting to see your shop and all the amazing things in it. Besides, I can always come back down here again.”

      “Still, Zara’s right,” Carina said with a frown. “You basically gave us a day of free labor. Maybe after we close up the three of us can head down to the bazaar. It’s open until nine tonight. Zara, you wanna meet us there when you’re done?”

      “Sure,” I said gratefully. “That sounds like fun.”

      I ran to my apartment upstairs to wash the sweat off my face and change my blouse, then headed across town to call on Salcombe. As usual, I let myself in, and found him in his study, reading a thick tome on his desk.

      “Ah, Zara.” Salcombe looked up from the book with a smile. “I was hoping you would stop by. Your friend Carina delivered your message, and I’ve been eager to see how you’re faring.”

      “I’m doing okay,” I said cautiously as I took a seat in front of his desk. I peered at his face in the dim light, searching for any hint of anger or disappointment, but I didn’t find anything of the sort. “Are you okay? I thought you’d be…”

      “Angry?” Salcombe took off the spectacles perched on his long nose and sat back in his chair, giving me his full attention. “I’m not going to pretend that I wasn’t disappointed when I learned of your failure. But I am happy for you, Zara. I always knew that you were different, and that you were trying to find your place in the world. And now that you’re a dragon rider, you have.” He beamed at me.

      Okay, there was definitely something weird going on. “You look different,” I accused, reaching for the standing lamp to my left. I turned it on, then stared at Salcombe. “Not just different. Better.”

      He smiled. “I’ve recently come across a remedy that’s effective at treating my symptoms.” Indeed, the yellow tinge to his skin was gone, replaced by healthy color in his cheeks, and there was an air of vitality I was unaccustomed to seeing from him. Even his hair, which was normally thin, seemed a bit thicker and shinier.

      “I’m so glad to hear that,” I said, smiling back. No wonder he was in such a good mood, if he’d found something that was actually treating his condition! I knew from the way Salcombe moved sometimes that his mysterious illness pained him, but it hadn’t occurred to me how much it might have affected his disposition. Maybe this newer Salcombe would be more forgiving, more inclined to do favors—such as help Carina out by authenticating newly acquired items, I realized.

      “So,” Salcombe said, folding his hands over his flat belly. “Tell me all about your new life as a dragon rider.”

      I told him everything—about my deal with Lord Tavarian, the classes I was taking at the academy, and the new friend I’d made. I decided to leave out any mention of Jallis and Aria, knowing that Salcombe wasn’t interested in such drama, but I spent plenty of time waxing poetic about Lessie.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet her,” I said with a happy sigh. “It’s strange, but she feels like a piece of my soul that I’ve been missing until now.”

      “From everything I’ve read of dragons and their riders, that’s perfectly normal,” Salcombe assured me. But the smile on his face faded, replaced by a serious look. “Just how close are you to Lord Tavarian?”

      I frowned. “Not close at all,” I said. “I haven’t seen him since I left for the academy. I don’t really expect to see him any time soon, either—he might have pledged me to his house, but I get the feeling that he’s pretty hands-off.”

      “I see.” Salcombe drummed his fingers against the edge of his desk. “I’m afraid that won’t do, Zara. I’m going to need you to cultivate a better relationship with him.”

      “And why is that?” I asked, an unpleasant tingle starting in the base of my spine.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Because you still need to get that dragon heart, of course.”

      “What do you mean?” I argued, my stomach sinking. Of course, this was all still too good to be true. Why had I assumed Salcombe didn’t want something from me? He wouldn’t have summoned me otherwise. “I don’t need the money now, remember? Slick is off the streets and can’t collect from Brolian anymore.”

      “You may not need the money anymore, but I still need that heart, Zara,” Salcombe pointed out. “And though you did not find it in the vault, I am convinced Lord Tavarian still has it hidden somewhere.”

      I sighed. “Why do you think that?” I asked. Even if Tavarian did have the dragon heart, I wasn’t at all certain I wanted to try to steal it again. My bond with Lessie gave me a certain amount of protection, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think that Tavarian didn’t have other ways to make my life miserable if I crossed him. Besides, he might not be particularly friendly, but he was my benefactor, wasn’t he? Was it really right for me to steal from him?

      “Also, what’s the deal with this dragon heart, anyway? Why do you need it? Does the heart belong to Tavarian’s dragon?” If it did, what kind of person would that make me for stealing it?

      Salcombe chuckled. “No, of course not,” he said. “Though I can understand why you would think that since I didn’t explain. The dragon heart you are after isn’t truly a heart—it’s actually a piece of a heart that belonged to a very large, very powerful dragon. And not just any dragon, but the World Eater himself.”

      My blood turned to ice. “The World Eater?” I echoed. “But how is that possible? The dragon god was vanquished thousands of years ago.”

      “Not all of him,” Salcombe said gravely. “His heart still remains, a great black diamond that was broken into pieces and scattered across the world. I expect that is by design, so that no one reunites them, but I suspect that Lord Tavarian, who travels quite extensively, is collecting the pieces. He already has at least one, and if he gets more, he might very well be able to resurrect the dragon god.”

      My veins turned to ice. “Why would he do that?” I asked, shaking my head. “Tavarian’s not an idiot. He has to know that resurrecting the World Eater is suicide.” I could see Tavarian going after an artifact if he thought it would give him power, but no dragon rider would want to bring Zakyiar back to life.

      “By all accounts, Tavarian seems like a logical man,” Salcombe admitted. “He is wealthy and powerful and runs several successful enterprises. But losing his dragon may well have driven him mad. Perhaps he thinks he can tame the World Eater and gain a new mount. Regardless of his reasoning, we cannot allow him to remain in control of the piece of heart he has, or to acquire any more.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, still trying to wrap my brain around what Salcombe was saying. “I guess what you’re suggesting is plausible,” I said, “but I still don’t understand why you think he has the heart in the first place.”

      “Because he and I were at a black-market auction where a piece of heart was being sold,” Salcombe explained. “It was eight months ago, and while neither one of us actually won the piece, the bidder who acquired it mysteriously ended up dead a few weeks later. I strongly suspect Tavarian may have killed him and taken the artifact for himself.”

      My stomach had turned into a ball of lead at this point, and I felt faintly ill. The trouble was, I could easily imagine Tavarian as a killer. He was a former dragon rider, after all, a warrior born and bred for battle. That stone-cold façade of his, plus that nickname, Blackheart...as much as I didn’t want to admit it, Tavarian definitely fit the bill as an ambitious guy who didn’t mind getting blood on his hands to acquire power.

      “All right,” I finally said. “I’ll do my best to get into Tavarian’s good graces and see if I can do more snooping around the estate.” Regardless of whether or not Tavarian really did have the piece of heart, it was high time I found out exactly who and what I’d pledged myself to.
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      The next morning, I went straight to the academy’s library, and prepared to buckle down for a long day of research.

      “I must say this is rather unusual,” the librarian—a stern, elderly man with a small shock of white hair atop his otherwise bald head—said after I’d introduced myself and told him what I wanted. “It is rare that any student willingly comes into the library on the weekend. Most of you are still at your homes, usually sleeping off excess amounts of wine, at this hour of the morning.” The tone of his voice was disapproving, but I couldn’t tell if his disapproval was directed at the other students for drinking and reveling, or at me for not joining them.

      “I can see that,” I said in a low voice, casting my gaze around the large space. It was far too cavernous for me to see everything, but there was a study area not far from us—sparsely populated rows of long, oak tables with green lamps, a few teachers, and two level-three students. “I’m a bit disadvantaged from everyone else, having grown up on the ground, so I thought I’d come here and try to catch up on my dragon lore.”

      The librarian nodded, some of the suspicion lifting from his wizened face. “A sensible decision,” he agreed. “Most riders have been listening to the tales of dragon kind from the moment they were large enough to bounce on their fathers’ knees.” He paused. “If you’d like, I can help you pick out a selection of texts.”

      “That would be wonderful,” I told him.

      I followed the librarian through the maze of shelves, and in no time headed back to the study area with an armful of books. Although I had a rudimentary understanding of Dragon War history, there weren’t very many books available on the subject to ground-dwellers, since, like everything else dragon-related, they were kept hidden away under lock and key. Salcombe had a small collection, of course, but he’d always guarded those texts jealously as they were extremely rare. I’d tried to break into the vault where he stored them, but he’d caught me, and had been so terrifyingly angry that I had never dared tried again.

      I spent the next couple of hours poring over the texts the librarian had given me, looking for specifics on the World Eater and his demise. Most of what I read was about the origins of dragon riders, embellished tales about Akron the Defender and the horde of newly created riders he’d led to victory. Unsurprisingly, the texts seemed to glorify the dragon riders’ courage and prowess, but said very little about the participation and help they must have received from not only the common people of Elantia but also the other countries around the world that had joined the fight.

      But as I delved into the more obscure offerings the librarian had unearthed, I learned a bit more. One text went into more depth about the mages of that time period, and in the appendix, contained a section on mage lineages.

      “Damn,” I muttered as I traced the collection of family trees. The family trees included here were only a fraction of the families actually around during the Dragon Wars—nearly all the mage lines had been wiped out by Zakyiar and his dragons, and of the ones that had survived, most of them became dragon riders. However, ten mage families did survive, and if Salcombe was correct about the heart, five of them had split Zakyiar’s heart into pieces and hidden them across the world.

      Sighing, I pulled a notebook from my inside jacket pocket, and jotted down the names of the surviving mage families. I’d have to delve into their backgrounds more, find out if there was any difference in status, wealth, power. There wasn’t any mention of the dragon heart in these texts, but I was beginning to think that was by design, to keep the pieces that had been hidden away safe from those who might come after them. The tales all said that Zakyiar had always been able to regenerate from even the worst of wounds—limbs hacked off grew back, and one story even said that he was able to regrow his head. But his power was largely invested in his dragons, and only when most of them had been subdued had he been weak enough to be brought down.

      Even so, I imagined only the strongest of the mages would have been capable of splitting his heart into pieces. And if that was truly how Zakyiar had been defeated, then those families would still be the custodians for those pieces today.

      I wondered which mage family was responsible for the piece of heart that had been put on auction. The piece of heart Tavarian supposedly had.

      “Hey,” a familiar voice said. “Rhiannon said I might find you here, but I didn’t believe it. What are you doing cooped up inside on a day like this?”

      I jerked up in surprise, my thoughts scattering as I stared into deep green eyes. “Jallis,” I blurted. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here to collect on that rain check.” He flashed me a bright smile that did funny things to my heart. As if I was the kind of girl who could be reduced to giggles by a simple smile. “Won’t you join me for a ride? Or are you too busy studying?”

      “I was just about to finish up,” I lied, closing the book and sweeping it aside. I didn’t want Jallis to see what I was up to—I couldn’t tell any of the cadets about what I was looking into, not even Rhia. “What time were you thinking?”

      “Right now.”

      My heart flip-flopped with excitement. “I’ll meet you at the stables.”

      “Do you want help with those?” Jallis asked as I gathered the books.

      “Nope.” I swatted his hand away as he tried to reach for one of the tomes. “Go ahead of me. I’ll be there in a few.”

      The moment he was out of earshot, I let out a tiny sigh of relief. Glancing around, I grinned sheepishly as I noticed one of the teachers glaring at us—I guessed we’d been talking too loudly, but I was so excited at the prospect of flying that I hardly cared. As quickly as I could, I put all the books away except for the one I’d been working on, which I checked out at the front desk.

      “Be careful with that one,” the librarian said sternly. “We used to have two copies, but the second one went missing and I haven’t been able to replace it yet. You must return it in two weeks.”

      “I will,” I promised as I skipped out the door.

      After dropping off the library book and my notes, I hurried to the stables. I was halfway there when Kadryn burst through the front entrance, Jallis astride him. My heart thundered in time to the beat of his feet against the ground as he galloped toward me, and Jallis leaned to the side, his hand outstretched.

      “Grab hold!” he shouted. “We’re taking off!”

      “What?” I shrieked, but there was no time to argue. I seized his hand, and in one fluid motion, he pulled me up in the saddle in front of him. As I lurched into the saddle, nearly slamming my forehead into one of Kadryn’s spikes, a lance of fear chilled me to the bone.

      “Jallis,” I yelled over the wind roaring in my ears. “Jallis, I’ve never done this before!”

      The dragon launched into the sky, and I screamed as we hurtled through the air. Jallis’s strong arms tightened around my waist at the same time the dragon’s wings snapped out, catching an updraft that pushed us higher, higher, until the academy was the size of a dollhouse, the trees on the ground mere pinpricks. The moment I realized that I wasn’t sliding off the saddle, that I was secure in my position in the sky, the tension slid off my shoulders, and I laughed.

      Jallis laughed too, a warm chuckle in my ear that heated my skin. “I know you haven’t done this before,” he said, pulling me a bit more snugly against him. “That’s why I wanted to take you up here. I wanted to be the first.”

      There was something intimate in the tone of his voice that burned my cheeks, and I did my best to shrug it off. “Sorry I screamed earlier,” I said, genuinely embarrassed by my outburst. “It’s just, I remembered the balancing lessons everyone was doing last week, all the drills, and I didn’t know how to do any of this.”

      “You’ll learn in time,” Jallis assured me. “For now, just sit back and enjoy the view.”

      I did as Jallis said, leaning into his strong chest as I stared at the landscape. Dragon’s Table sprawled beneath us, a glistening city of towers and turrets, mansions and palaces, gardens and groves. Boutique shops and restaurants lined those meticulously maintained streets—streets I hadn’t walked since I’d stopped working for Barrigan. Streets I now avoided because I felt I didn’t belong.

      After a few minutes, Kadryn landed on a tall cliff overlooking Zuar City. Jallis hopped down, then helped me to the ground so we could stand at the edge and stare.

      “It seems so far away, doesn’t it?” Jallis asked. “Like a whole other world.”

      “It is a whole other world,” I told him. “The way you live up here, surrounded by comfort and luxury and puffy clouds…we don’t live like that down there, in the real world.”

      Jallis frowned. “It’s not always perfect up here,” he said. “I won’t deny that our lives are infinitely better—I’ve visited the ground plenty of times—but we have our fair share of problems too. We might live up in the clouds, but that also puts us closer to the storms.”

      I knew there was a metaphor there, but my attention snagged on something else Jallis had said. “You say you’ve visited the ground ‘plenty of times.’ What for?”

      I expected Jallis to tell me he went down to the city for cheap thrills, just like the other upper city jerks who liked to frequent the clubs and brothels on the ground so they could go back up and tell their buddies they’d lived dangerously by rubbing elbows with us ground-dwellers.

      But instead Jallis sighed a little. “Before I got Kadryn, my father used to drag me around on business trips a lot. He handles economic relations between Elantia and other countries, which as you can imagine requires quite a bit of travel. My father wanted me to see the world, to not be as isolated as the other dragon riders, so he took me everywhere.”

      “Oh.” I blinked. “Where have you been?”

      Jallis gave me a crooked smile. “It would be easier to ask me where I haven’t been.”

      We sat on the cliff and he told me stories of his travels. Jallis was far more worldly than I’d thought. Although I’d visited more cities, he’d traveled to more countries and was fluent in an impressive array of languages, even more than me.

      “That’s pretty impressive,” I said when he was finished. “But I bet I can take you to a few places that are nothing like where you’ve been before.”

      “Oh?” Jallis lifted an eyebrow. “Like where?”

      I smiled. “Are you up for a jaunt into the forest?”

      We took to the skies again, and with Jallis’s permission, I gave Kadryn directions on where to go. Wanting the location to be a surprise, I didn’t tell him exactly where we were heading, but gave him step-by-step directions, having him fly to one landmark along the way, and then the next.

      “This is turning out to be quite the trip,” Jallis said as we flew over yet another town. “Are we going to make it back in time for curfew?” His tone was teasing, but I could sense he was growing a little uneasy.

      “We should,” I said, turning my head to grin up at him. “But there’s always a chance you’ll be so enamored when we get there that I won’t be able to convince you to leave.”

      Jallis laughed. “You’re certainly building up a lot of anticipation.”

      After nearly two hours of flying, I directed Kadryn to land in the large clearing in the middle of a lush forest. As I hopped off the dragon’s back, looking around at the familiar clearing, I marveled that we’d been able to travel here so fast. It had taken me four days to journey here on horseback, and another six to come back with all the plunder I’d taken.

      “This way,” I said, waving for Jallis to follow as I headed into the forest. Normally, birds twittered and animals scampered as I walked the path, but the presence of Kadryn had silenced the forest creatures, making Jallis’s footfalls extraordinarily loud.

      It was a good thing we weren’t trying to sneak up on anybody.

      We trekked a good mile inward before we came to the spot I was looking for—a large, circular hole in the ground, opened up by an earthquake sometime in the last ten years. The giant cachewa trees with their bright yellow leaves and orange trunks shielded the site from view, but here on the ground, it was impossible to miss.

      Jallis’s mouth dropped open as we came to the edge. “Is…is that…”

      “A ruin.” I swung my legs over the side. “You coming?”

      “Wait!” Jallis called, but I had already dropped down through the hole. I’d left a rope ladder hanging directly inside and quickly climbed down to the ground. Jallis gave me an exasperated look when he realized that I had not, in fact, dropped straight to the ground, and followed down the ladder after me.

      I pouted. “I thought you were going to show me that fancy falling trick.”

      Jallis arched an eyebrow. “I generally try not to risk breaking my ankles if I don’t have to.” But his annoyance quickly faded as he looked around the cavernous space. The dome above us was coffered, and the walls and floor were pure marble. The barest imprint left behind from a carpet, long rotted away, ran the length of the long hall to our left, and off to the side were broken chandeliers I had moved when I was clearing away the debris.

      “Is…is this a mansion?” he asked. “Someone’s home?”

      “A palace,” I corrected as I walked down the hall. “Golden Age. I suspect this place is hundreds of acres long. It’s kind of my pet project.”

      “Your pet project?” Jallis asked as we passed through an archway. “What does that mean? Are you some kind of explorer? Archaeologist?”

      “I’m not quite so noble as all that,” I said. “I’m a treasure hunter. It’s how I make my living.”

      As I gave Jallis an overview of what I did for a living, I also gave him a tour of what I had deemed ‘The Grand Palace’—an absolutely bewildering maze of rooms and halls that seemed to be solely devoted to pleasure. Banquet halls, salons, courtyards, kitchens, gardens, baths, bedrooms—there was a room for every function I could think of, as well as ones I couldn’t have imagined on my own. Many of the rooms had themes, the glass mosaics on the floors retelling old myths and legends.

      “This is incredible,” Jallis said as we walked into an octagonal courtyard with five rooms branching from its center. In the middle of the room was a fountain crowned with a statue of a man riding two dolphins. A loose robe only partially covered his muscular body, and a crown of seashells wreathed his head. One hand held a trident, while the other held the reins of his mounts, and each of his massive legs were braced atop the backs of the dolphins. Above, a concrete dome that had likely once been completely covered with glass mosaic tiles—I could still see a few sparkling up above—and frescoes, faded with time, covered the walls, a shadow of the brilliant scenes they had once been.

      I grinned at Jallis. “It almost sounds like you’re impressed.”

      He shook his head. “Impressed seems like an inadequate word,” he said as he sat down heavily on a stone bench. “How is it that there isn’t a team in here working to excavate this place? You said you suspected it was acres long…I can only imagine the marvels that have yet to be discovered!”

      “I’m not exactly a team player,” I said wryly. “If I brought someone else in here, they would overtake the project, clear this place out, and barely give me any compensation or credit. I can’t bring anyone here for fear that they’ll steal my find.”

      Jallis frowned. “Then why did you bring me?”

      My cheeks warmed, and I was thankful for the darkness. “You’re already rich, so I figured you wouldn’t have any desire to try and excavate the place yourself. And I was kind of banking on you not being the kind of asshole who would go running off to one of my competitors.”

      Jallis raised his eyebrows. “Does that mean you think I’m some other kind of asshole?”

      “I don’t know.” I leaned against the wall and folded my arms beneath my breasts. “You seem to be the kind of man who likes taking other women on rides to make your girlfriend jealous.”

      “What?” Jallis looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Do you really think that’s what this is about? That I’m spending time with you just to get under Aria’s skin?”

      The outrage in his voice seemed so genuine that for a moment, I faltered. “I know the two of you have been together for years,” I said, mentally regaining my footing. “And I saw the way she looked at me when you first offered to take me up. She’s made it clear to me that you belong to her.”

      Jallis made a sound of disgust deep in his throat. “Maybe I did once, but that was before—”

      A low growl interrupted us, and the hairs on my arms stood straight on end. Instantly, Jallis and I both went dead silent as we swiveled toward the sound. It seemed to be coming from one of the archways leading into the other rooms.

      “Jallis.” I mouthed his name, frantically motioning for him to follow me. We needed to get out of here. Now.

      Jallis rose from the bench, but instead of walking toward me, he moved toward the arch. “What the hell are you doing?” I whispered, grabbing for his arm. A large, shadowy figure moved in the room beyond, and my blood turned to ice as it let out another low growl.

      “It’s all right,” he said as the creature stepped into the chamber. My heart thundered as the light caught its thick blue pelt, its glowing yellow eyes, and the vestigial fin that jutted between its shoulders, a relic of evolution it had not yet discarded. Its muzzle bared in a snarl, exposing rows of shark-like teeth, and its paws sported thick, silver-tipped claws that clacked ominously with each limping step it took.

      Limping. The word echoed in my head. It’s injured.

      “Jallis!” I lunged forward and seized his arm. “We can outrun it. Let’s go!”

      I yanked him back, and the animal let out an ear-splitting howl that shook the walls. My heart leapt into my throat as I sprinted down the hall, dragging a protesting Jallis with me.

      “Stop!” he yelled, trying to yank me to a halt. “I can stop him!”

      “There’s no stopping that!” I yelled as we careened around a corridor. Why, oh why, hadn’t I thought to bring a crossbow? I had my daggers, but they wouldn’t do much against a matchkin. His pelt was far too thick for the small blades to do much harm.

      The matchkin slammed into the wall, unable to turn its body fast enough with that lame front leg impeding it. Dust rained from the ceiling as I pumped my legs, my breath sawing in my lungs. If we could just make a few more turns like that, tire it out—

      “STOP!”

      Jallis dug his heels in, bringing us both to a screeching halt. I tried to drag him forward again, but he evaded my grip, and hurried back down the corridor.

      “Have you lost your mind?” I snarled. The matchkin stumbled toward us—it was frothing at the mouth with hunger, eyes wild, but it was obvious that its leg was giving it a great deal of trouble.

      “Stop shouting, Zara.” Jallis’s voice was calm, serene, even. “I’ve got this.”

      The surety in his tone made me pause, and against every instinct screaming in my brain, I listened. Holding my breath, I watched as Jallis approached the injured animal, his motions slow, his hands outstretched.

      “Easy,” he said, his voice low, soothing. The matchkin had come to a halt, bristling, but it looked like it could barely stand. Jallis moved a bit closer, and it let out another snarl. Or at least it was supposed to be a snarl. This one sounded more like a pained whine, not half as frightening as the bone-chilling sound it had made earlier.

      “That’s it,” Jallis said. “You’re all right. We’re not here to hurt you. We’re here to help.”

      The matchkin’s yellow eyes went hazy, as if Jallis’s words were lulling it into a trance. Slowly, it sank to the ground, and my mouth dropped open when it rolled onto its back, exposing its stomach.

      “Good boy,” Jallis crooned, kneeling beside it. He gently stroked the animal’s fluffy underbelly, meeting my eyes over his great head. “You’re not going to hurt us, are you?”

      Carefully, I reached for the dagger tucked into my right boot, just in case whatever sorcery Jallis was using to calm the beast failed. But just as I touched the hilt, the matchkin lifted its head, baring those shark teeth as he snarled at me.

      “All right, all right!” I straightened hastily, holding my palms out. “Backing away now.”

      “Actually,” Jallis said, “I’m going to need you to come over here.”

      “Like hell.” I crossed my arms. “I don’t know how you got that thing to trust you, Jallis, but I have no such faith that he’s not going to bite my head off.”

      Jallis rolled his eyes. “He’s not going to bite you unless you reach for that dagger again. I have him under control.”

      “How?” I demanded.

      “My talent.” He said the word as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Animal husbandry. Now get over here.”

      “All dragon riders have a talent.” Tavarian’s words echoed in my mind, and something clicked. “We still carry a spark of magic from our mage ancestors, and it manifests itself in different ways.”

      Casting aside my misgivings, I carefully approached the matchkin and sunk to my knees next to Jallis. He was cradling the animal’s giant paw in his lap, inspecting an area just above it that was caked with matted blood.

      “It’s all right,” he cooed as he gently parted the fur with his hand. The matchkin whined, and I nearly gagged as a horrible stench wafted from the wound. “It’s infected.”

      “No shit.” I covered my nose with my hand. “No wonder it’s stuck down here.” Matchkins usually traveled and hunted in packs. It was extremely rare to stumble across one alone. He’d probably fallen down another hole that led to this underground palace and was too injured to climb out.

      “We’re going to need to clean this out and bandage it,” Jallis said. He pulled a canteen of water out of his pack. “Zara, can you hold his leg down for me?”

      I glanced warily at the matchkin, but his eyes were closed tight with pain, and his face was pointed away from us. “How do I know he isn’t going to bite me in half?”

      “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      Bracing myself, I went around to the other side of the matchkin’s leg and gripped it. I locked down my muscles to hide my trembling, and hoped like hell the animal was too distracted to scent my fear. Putting my back to that thing’s teeth went against every instinct I had, and part of me wondered why I was doing this. Helping the matchkin was obviously important to Jallis for some reason, but I barely knew the guy. Why was I risking my life for this?

      “Here we go,” Jallis said. He poured water onto the wound, washing away layers of pus and blood. “You’re doing great,” he said as the matchkin whined, using a strip of bandage to clean out the wound. “Just hang in there.”

      I wasn’t sure if the matchkin could actually understand Jallis, or if it was merely his tone of voice, but it worked. The animal relaxed as Jallis finished cleaning out the wound. I helped him apply a poultice to the cleaned area and then wrap it up using Jallis’s neckcloth.

      “All done.” Jallis replaced the tin of poultice and the empty canteen in his pack and motioned for me to let go. “Now,” he said, putting his hands on his hips as he stood up, “how the hell are we going to get you out of here?”
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      “That was insane. Absolutely, positively insane.”

      Jallis chuckled, his chest rumbling against my back as we flew back to Dragon’s Table. “If by insane, you mean amazing, then yes, it was.” He paused for a minute. “I can’t believe we actually figured out how to airlift that beast out of there.”

      “I can’t believe we didn’t get eaten,” I countered, but a grin tugged at my lips. Scrounging up some rope and canvas I’d left behind from the last expedition, we’d managed to rig a kind of litter for the matchkin, and with Kadryn’s help, had lifted him out through the hole in the dome we’d entered through. The matchkin hadn’t been thrilled about the dragon, and indeed, I had the distinct feeling Kadryn would have eaten him if he’d been allowed. But in the end, it had all worked out, and the animal had disappeared into the woods, hopefully to rejoin his pack.

      “I told you you’d be fine,” Jallis said. He was silent for a moment, and then added, in an odd voice, “Thanks for trusting me, by the way.”

      “It was the least I could do,” I said. “You trusted me. For all you knew I could have been leading you to my secret lair so I could tie you down and have my way with you.”

      Jallis laughed. “That doesn’t sound so bad.” I shivered at the husky note in his voice. “But I’m glad you took me to the palace instead. That was truly amazing.”

      I shook my head. “I thought that I was going to wow you,” I said ruefully, “but instead you wowed me. Have you ever had to tame a beast like that before?”

      “Not exactly,” Jallis admitted. “One time when we were in Minacco, a timla snake snuck in through the open window of our hotel room. I was six years old, and my mother nearly had apoplexy when she walked in and found me playing with it on the bed. She grabbed a dagger from her boot and skewered it in the head from five feet away.”

      “Sounds like your mother has excellent aim.” I suppressed a shudder at the thought of six-year-old Jallis playing with that giant snake. Timla snakes could change colors to blend in with their surroundings and could grow up to eight feet long and a foot thick.

      “She does,” Jallis said wryly. “Too good. I had been thinking up ways to convince my parents to take the snake home with us when she walked in. Its death traumatized me for weeks.”

      I bit back a laugh, knowing that even though he spoke lightly, he meant every word. “I’m sorry that happened to you,” I said. “But at the same time, I guess I’m grateful you had some experience dealing with wild animals.”

      Jallis nodded. “I know you thought I was crazy when I walked up to that matchkin,” he said, “but dealing with it wasn’t much different than dealing with the timla, or with a spooked horse, or even a cranky dragon. It’s hard to explain how my talent works, but I’m able to reach out and soothe them with my voice. It’s like stroking their brains with a comforting hand or wrapping them up in a warm blanket.”

      We didn’t speak for a long time after that, content to simply enjoy the ride and each other’s company. But Dragon’s Table finally came into view. When Jallis helped me dismount, he took my hands in his and met my gaze with an intensity that made my heart flip-flop again.

      “What you said earlier, about me wanting to make Aria jealous.” He took a deep breath. “You’re not exactly wrong.”

      My cheeks grew warm again. “You don’t have to explain—”

      “But I do.” He shook his head, looking conflicted. “It’s true that Aria and I have been together for a long time. So long, in fact, that I don’t seem to know how to think, how to speak, how to breathe without wondering what she’ll think about it. But Aria and I aren’t together anymore, and I wanted to prove that to her. I wanted to show her that just because she showed up for practice that day, expecting me to give her a ride, didn’t mean that she was entitled. That she can’t just use me and throw me away, and then expect me to give her what she wants.”

      His eyes briefly flashed with anger, and I was tempted to poke at that wound, to see what secrets might come spilling out of it. “But when I came to you today, Zara,” he went on, “it wasn’t about Aria at all. I meant what I said when I told you I wanted to be the first to take you into the skies on a dragon. The way your eyes lit up when I offered my hand to you, the way you looked at my dragon when we first met, I wanted more of that.” He stepped closer, cupping my cheek with his hand. “I still do.”

      Warmth rushed through me at his words, at the sensation of his rough hand on my skin, at the banked fire glowing in those leaf green eyes of his. “Well,” I managed in a strangled voice, “you certainly know how to make a woman feel good about herself.”

      He brushed a thumb over my cheekbone, and sparks skipped across my skin. “Does that mean you’ll fly with me again?”

      “It means you’re more than welcome to knock on my door whenever you want to go on an adventure.” I gave him a peck on the cheek, then lightly skipped out of his embrace. “Thanks for the ride, Jallis.”

      I headed into the building and shut the door between us. And only when I was certain he couldn’t see me, when I was certain no one could see me, did I let that goofy grin that had been threatening for the last ten minutes finally spread over my face.
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      “I still can’t believe you went flying without me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I groaned, leaning my head against the wall in Lessie’s stall. Last night, when I’d come to tuck Lessie in before going to bed, I tried to tell her about my adventure with Jallis. But the moment she found out I’d gone flying without her, she’d been furious and had promptly kicked me out of her stall. Apparently, flying on the back of another dragon was akin to cheating on a significant other, and the insult had been compounded by the fact that Lessie had been looking forward to being the one to take me up into the air for the first time.

      “I suppose I can’t blame you for wanting to go,” Lessie said sourly as she wolfed down another steak. I’d filched them from the kitchens before heading out to see her—the peace offering had done the trick, and she’d let me in with only minor grumbling. “That dragon rider is very good-looking—for a human. He has eyes like gemstones.” Her own eyes briefly gleamed.

      I chuckled. “His good looks weren’t actually the deciding factor. But they certainly helped.”

      Cautiously, I proceeded to tell her about the adventure. Despite her annoyance with me, Lessie was extremely interested—I could feel her excitement as I described the underground palace, and especially when I told her about the encounter with the matchkin.

      “You definitely should have brought me with you,” Lessie said. “I am small enough to go underground with you, and I could have torched the beast and had myself a nice meal.”

      I snorted. “Maybe, but I don’t think Jallis would have been very happy about that.”

      “From what you say, it seems that he has a soft spot for animals.” Lessie gave a rumbling sigh as she finished the last of her food and flopped down in the hay. The sound was somewhere between contentment and melancholy. “The other dragons have told me stories about the outside world, Zara, and I want to see it. I want to see matchkins and khrouses, oceans and mountains, jungles and cities. I want to see it all.”

      The ache in Lessie’s voice spoke to a familiar part of me, the one that was constantly afflicted by wanderlust. “We will,” I promised, stroking her neck. “And when you’re strong enough to fly, the four of us can go on an adventure together.”

      Lessie lifted her head. “Really?” For the first time, she sounded perky. “That would be nice. We wouldn’t have to wait until I’m big enough to carry you.”

      “Exactly!” I grinned at her. “See? Letting me ride another dragon isn’t so bad after all.”

      Lessie huffed. “Maybe. But it will likely be at least a month before I’m strong enough to fly, and probably longer than that to go any great distance without needing breaks to rest.” She rolled over onto her back with another sigh. “I want to go somewhere now.”

      I gave her a bemused look. Lessie was an odd creature—she often spoke with a wisdom and vocabulary well beyond her years, and yet there were moments like this when she acted like a petulant child. I had to remind myself constantly that she really was still a baby, and that even though she had the other dragons to play with, she still needed me.

      “Why don’t we go exploring together?” I suggested. “I know we can’t fly anywhere, but you’re still small enough that we can walk the grounds together.”

      Lessie was silent for a moment. “I’d like that,” she said cautiously. “I think I’d like that very much.”

      I thought the stable master might protest when I told him that I was taking Lessie for a walk, but he merely nodded. “Make sure you mind where she treads,” he warned as Lessie hopped over the gate and landed next to me. “Those claws are excellent at tearing up flower beds.”

      We took off down the hill, and Lessie shot way ahead, her graceful, sinuous form much faster than me. Rather than trying to keep up, I let her run, then called her back with my mind when it looked like she was about to disappear from view. The first time I did it, she resisted, and I had to exercise my will more strongly to get her to comply. But the second time was a bit easier, and it soon turned into both an exercise and a game—a test of the bond between us, to see just how far Lessie could push, and just how hard I had to pull.

      Eventually Lessie moved on to showing me tricks. She would scamper up the back of a boulder, then launch herself off and glide to the ground. I was impressed by her improvement—she could glide a good ten feet—and I wondered if it really would take her a month before she could fly. Her ability to adapt and grow was almost mind-boggling at times, especially when on one of her launches, she managed to do a little twist in the air before landing.

      “That was amazing!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands.

      Eventually we made our way into the academy gardens. All the bright colors and scents were like candy for Lessie—she raced up and down the paths, sniffing at all the different bushes and flowers. Her excitement was infectious, and I found myself smiling as we walked, experiencing an entirely new appreciation for the flora that grew here.

      “Zara!” I turned to see Rhia hurrying up the path toward me. There was a devilish grin on her face, and I buried a groan. “I heard someone went flying yesterday.”

      “Figured it would get back to you sooner or later.” A few students had seen Jallis drop me off outside the dormitories yesterday, and the glances and whispers had been flying fast and furious in the hallways today. A few girls had even sidled up to me at lunch to ask me about my “date” with Jallis, but even though I’d enjoyed the absolutely murderous looks Aria had been giving me for getting all this attention, I’d given them scant details.

      Rhia rolled her eyes. “Of course it did. The entire female population is talking about it.” She flipped a skein of hair over her shoulder as she joined me. “I almost wish I hadn’t been gone, so I could have been the first to get the inside scoop.” She waggled her eyebrows at me.

      I snorted. “Where have you been, anyway? I was worried when I didn’t see you at breakfast this morning.”

      Rhia sighed. “Mother needed my help yesterday and today. Things have been a bit difficult lately. But never mind that—tell me about Jallis!”

      I bit back a sigh, and told Rhia about our adventure, keeping my voice down so we wouldn’t be overheard. When I finished, Rhia’s face was slack with shock.

      “You actually managed to find an entire palace underground?” she said, sounding as if she could scarcely believe it. “A palace no one else has discovered yet? But how?”

      “Research,” I said. “I’m usually able to narrow down the location of a site to a general area, and then I use my talent for finding valuable objects to find the exact location. It can be really slow going, because there’s all kinds of stuff that tends to get buried in the ground, but eventually I always find what I’m looking for.”

      Rhia shook her head. “I wish I had a talent like that,” she said. “You can find valuable objects, and Jallis can tame wild animals. All I can do is tell when someone is lying.”

      I blinked. “Is that why you said that guy in the shop was lying about that sphere?”

      “Yes.” Rhia gave me a sheepish look. “Although now that I know about your talent, I can see that my assistance was completely unnecessary.”

      I laughed. “Rhia, your talent is far from useless. I’m usually pretty good at reading people, but if I was able to tell when someone was lying to me I could have saved myself from a whole lot of drama and heartache.” My gut twisted as I thought of Rajek, and I stomped on the memory before it could fully take root in my mind.

      “That’s true,” Rhia said, “but it also makes it tough to trust people—especially boyfriends. I’ve never had a relationship last more than a week because of it.”

      “Damn.” My view on Rhia’s talent shifted, and I felt a twinge of sympathy for her. “I guess sometimes ignorance really is bliss. But at least you were able to get out of those relationships before someone really hurt you.”

      A dark look crossed Rhia’s face, but it disappeared beneath a sunny smile. “Enough about me,” she said, waving a hand to encompass the garden in front of us. “Why don’t you see if there’s anything buried here in the garden? It would be pretty cool if we were standing on top of some secret treasure.”

      I laughed. “You mean like a buried dragon skeleton or something?” I said, only half joking. Part of me was actually a bit nervous about using my talent here on the grounds. What if I found something that wasn’t meant to be uncovered?

      And just what is that supposed to mean? I asked myself. Everything is meant to be uncovered. That’s practically your motto.

      But then I remembered the pieces of the World Eater’s heart, and I shuddered. Weren’t some things better left forgotten?

      “Zara?” Rhia asked, sounding concerned. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” I shook the thought away and pasted a smile on my face. “Let’s see what we can uncover.”

      I opened up my senses, allowing the objects in the area to call out to me. Instantly, I heard hundreds of chimes and gongs clamoring from the academy itself—items ranging from modest to priceless in value. I tuned them out, since that wasn’t the game, and focused my senses on the garden.

      Nothing too special. Most of the sounds here came from the statues and benches, and even some of the rarer plants that had high medicinal value. But there was one object that called to me, like the peal of a bell, and I followed the sound to one of the gravel paths near the outskirts of the garden.

      “Here.” I dropped to my knees on the path and began to dig. Within seconds, I’d unearthed a dirt-encrusted ring. “What do you make of this?” I handed her the ring.

      Rhia used her sleeve to rub some of the dirt away, revealing a seal beneath. “Dragon’s breath,” she murmured. “This is House Taurin’s sigil. I think this is a signet ring!”

      Well that explains the value. The ring was easily worth a hundred gold dorans—it was wrought of gold, the dragon sigil carved in the face of a round emerald.

      Lessie rose up onto her hindlegs to look, drawn by the commotion and my excitement. “It’s very pretty,” she said. “I imagine the owners will be wanting it back.”

      “Is there anyone from House Taurin here at the academy?” I asked Rhia. “A teacher or a student?”

      “Actually, yes,” Rhia said. “Merelia is a Taurin.”

      I grimaced. Merelia was one of Aria’s sidekicks. “I guess I’d better go and find her,” I said reluctantly.

      I returned Lessie to the stables, then went to the common areas in search of Merelia. I found her sitting on a large, velvet-upholstered couch with Aria and a strawberry-blonde called Danari, pretending to study while they gossiped.

      “Well.” Aria curled her lip as I stopped in front of them, casting a shadow over the books they’d spread across the low table. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      I ignored her completely, turning my attention toward the slim brunette seated to her left. “Merelia?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She thinned her lips as she looked me up and down. “What do you want?”

      I pulled the ring from my pocket and handed it to her. “I think this belongs to you?”

      Her eyes grew wide as she took the ring. “W-where did you find this?” she stammered.

      I frowned—her face had turned pale, as if she’d seen a ghost. “On the grounds,” I said. “I was using my talent to see if there was anything interesting buried in the garden, and I found this beneath a patch of gravel. Why?”

      “I…I thought I’d lost it.” Her cheeks colored. “I’d borrowed it from my father’s chambers a few weeks ago so I could—well, never mind.” She cleared her throat. “Thank you for bringing it back to me.” She fished a coin out of her pocket and handed it to me.

      “That’s really not necessary.”

      Aria snorted. “What, are you too good to accept our coin, ground-dweller?”

      “Some things don’t require payment,” I said coldly. Was there anything I could do that she wouldn’t find fault with?

      “Hey.” Someone tapped me on my shoulder. I turned around to see a freckle-faced boy, maybe around sixteen years old, standing behind me. “I overheard you saying that you used your talent to find that ring. Any chance you might be able to help me find something I lost?” He gave me a shy smile.

      “I’m not really in the habit of running around finding lost items for people,” I said, folding my arms.

      “I understand.” His face crumpled. “It’s just…my uncle gave me this dagger. And I can’t seem to figure out what happened to it.”

      The crestfallen look on his face tugged at my heartstrings, and I gave a reluctant sigh. “All right. Tell me what it looks like.”

      He gave me a detailed description of the dagger, including the materials it was made of and its approximate value. I closed my eyes and reached out with my senses, searching for similar objects. I couldn’t actually see specific objects, but I could track them by estimated value. This was a trick I’d used a couple of times when I’d misplaced an item, but it was usually within the confines of my room. I’d never tried it over a large radius.

      Slowly, I expanded the field of my senses across the entire building. Five different items called back to me that roughly matched the value of the dagger. One of them was in the dormitories, so I decided to start there.

      “This way,” I said, waving to him.

      The boy followed, and not alone, either. Apparently, I had gathered a small audience—ten other students, most of them level one but a few were two and three, had gathered around, and they eagerly tailed us, wanting to see if my talent was legitimate.

      “This is dumb,” one of them sneered. “There’s no way she can track a specific item like that.”

      “Just because your talent is lame doesn’t mean hers has to be,” a girl retorted. “Don’t be jealous, Hastin.”

      “I’m not jealous. Just skeptical. How do we know she didn’t just step on that ring by accident?”

      “Here we are.” I stopped in front of a bedroom door. “Let’s see what’s in here.”

      “Hang on a minute!” Hastin shouted. “That’s my room!”

      “Oh.” I turned to him with a smile. “Then would you do the honors for us and open it up?”

      “I will not!” His face turned purple. “You have no right to trespass on my privacy!”

      “Oh, all right.” I fished my lock pick out of my hidden pocket. “Then I’ll do it.”

      Hastin made a strangled noise in the back of his throat. He tried to lunge for me, but two of the other students grabbed him before he could make contact. I unlocked the door and stepped into the room, then headed straight for the armoire.

      “Here you are.” I fished the dagger out of the back of the closet. “One heirloom dagger.”

      “Thank you!” The boy snatched it out of my hand, a joyful look on his face. But it quickly morphed into anger as he turned toward the other boy. “Hastin, how could you? I thought we were friends!”

      The two teenagers immediately engaged in a shouting match, and I regretted giving the boy his dagger back when the two of them started shoving each other. Mrs. Browning ended up breaking up the fight, and all three of us got a demerit for “disturbing the peace,” as she called it. But when I woke up the next day, I discovered I’d become a sensation overnight. Over the next couple of weeks, I received requests left, right, and center to help recover lost or stolen objects. Even a few of the teachers were asking me to help them find things, and I became so inundated with requests that I started charging for my services to discourage them from asking.

      But despite the turn in my fortunes, the mood in the academy was somber. There were rumblings of an impending war with Zallabar, and the older students, both those with and without dragons, were pulled off to train more intensively. The good thing about this was I rarely saw Aria anymore. The bad thing was that I also didn’t get to see Jallis. I’d been hoping we’d be able to go for another dragon ride on the weekends, but the cadets had flown out to a training camp two hundred miles to the west, in the middle of the Trappalian Ocean. I doubted he was even coming back to see his family on the weekends, never mind me.

      Lessie, unfortunately, did not share my sentiments. “We should be out there training with them,” she grumbled one afternoon during a grooming session. “I am large enough to fly now.”

      “Yes, but you still can’t carry me yet.” I ran a hand along Lessie’s flank. She was the size of a small pony now, her wingspan roughly as wide as I was tall. I estimated she weighed around four hundred pounds, most of it muscle, and ate a third of that in raw meat every day.

      “Yet being the operative word,” Lessie said with a sniff as I carefully removed dirt from the scales behind her right foreleg. “We’re doing perfectly fine with our lessons on the ground. And I can breathe fire now.” She lifted her head and exhaled a puff of smoke that formed into a perfect ring.

      “Hey.” I coughed, waving my hand to clear the smoke from my face. “That was uncalled for.” Lessie did have a point—now that she was large enough, we were joining in with the others on ground formation and balance drills. “I know you’re frustrated, but there’s nothing we can do until you’re old enough. And personally, I’m glad of it.”

      “Glad?” Lessie narrowed her fiery eyes at me. “Why are you glad that we get to sit at home while others go off to battle and gain glory?”

      “Because I’d like to keep my limbs intact.”

      Lessie huffed. “As if I would let you come to harm.”

      But Lessie was naïve about modern warfare, and the more I learned about the conflict, which we discussed extensively in our military and history classes, the more nervous I felt. Apparently, Zallabar wanted to avenge a defeat they’d suffered a hundred years ago. At that time, countries had begun using cannons in warfare, and Zallabar decided to test them out against our dragons.

      “Naturally,” Professor Ubiar said smugly, “their campaign was a disastrous failure. The cannons were too slow to fire and had limited range, so our riders were able to fly circles around them. They also melted down quite nicely when exposed to dragon fire.”

      Many of the students laughed at this, and the professor paused for a moment to allow the snickers to subside before he went on. “After the war, Elantia exacted very heavy compensation payments against Zallabar, and their army was decimated. But they have recently come upon very rich veins of gold in the Kiritar Mountains that edge their northern border, and have built up their financial resources significantly.”

      “I don’t see how that matters,” another student said disdainfully. “Their cannons were not very effective before. We will simply crush them again.”

      But I wasn’t so certain about that. It had been close to a century since that war, and common sense told me that if Zallabar was willing to take up arms against Elantia again, they’d probably spent considerable time trying to improve their cannons.

      “Why did Zallabar attack us in the first place?” I asked before the professor could continue his lecture. “Weren’t we responsible for taking away several overseas colonies from them, and encroaching on their natural resources?”

      The professor arched an eyebrow. “Zallabar wasn’t strong enough to hold onto those territories,” he said. “If not us, another country would have wrested them away.”

      But I wasn’t certain that was true. I’d been pouring over the history texts, catching myself up with the rest of the class, and to my eye, it seemed that Elantia had done a good job of keeping neighboring countries down over the centuries—treating them with contempt and outright provocation, engaging in skirmishes here and there that hurt these other countries just enough to keep them from becoming outright rivals. I’d traveled to Zallabar on more than one occasion. Like many other countries, it had become heavily industrialized, far more so than Elantia, which still held to the old ways. If they truly wanted to go to war with us again, I knew in my bones it wasn’t going to be an easy one. And my blood chilled at the idea of Lessie and me being caught up in the middle of it all.

      Carina was also put out by the impending war, but for different reasons. “I was really hoping this new beau of yours meant you’d be coming back with more artifacts for me to sell,” she complained as we went through the new inventory, placing valuations on the items and prepping them for the shelves. Night had fallen, and the shades had been drawn over the display windows, announcing to the world that we were closed. “Those jade figures you brought back have already been sold.”

      “Yeah, I’ll just tell Jallis to come back from training so he can ferry me to another ruin.” I’d taken a few small items from the underground palace before Jallis and I had left, and had given them to Carina to sell. Thanks to the steady stream of business we’d gotten due to Captain Marcas, they’d sold almost immediately. “The sergeant will completely understand.”

      Carina sighed. “Part of me is glad you’re a first-year student, and that your dragon is too young for flying or combat,” she said as she polished a Dragon War shield. Her hand absently moved over the surface in circular motions, coaxing a warm shine from the dull bronze with each pass of the rag. “Training to be a dragon rider is all well and good, but I don’t know what I’d do if you were killed.”

      “I’m not too keen on the idea of going to war myself,” I told her, “but Lessie doesn’t feel the same way. If she was big enough, she would have snatched me up in her claws and hauled me to the training camp, to hell with what the instructors said.” I sighed. “I guess it wouldn’t bother me so much if I didn’t think this entire war was one giant mistake.”

      “What do you mean—” Carina started to ask, but before she could finish the question, someone rapped sharply on the glass.

      “A messenger?” I frowned at the sight of the young boy in his green cap and trousers, a satchel slung over his narrow hip. “Are you expecting a package, Carina?” I asked as I went to answer the door.

      “No,” she said, sounding puzzled. “Certainly nothing that would need to be delivered by special courier.”

      I opened the door, and the boy inclined his head. “Message for Miss Zara Kenrook,” he said, fishing a letter out of his bag. “Are you she?”

      “I am,” I said warily, holding my hand out for the letter. “Who is the missive from?”

      He pressed the thick, cream-colored envelope into my hand. “Lord Varrick Tavarian, Miss.”

      Tension gripped my shoulders like a vise. What did Tavarian want? Thanking the messenger, I went back inside and tore open the envelope to read the contents of the letter.

      “Well?” Carina asked. “What is it?”

      “He’s summoning me to his house for breakfast tomorrow,” I said. “An airship will be coming to pick me up at seven-thirty in the morning from the academy. I’m to bring Lessie, too.”

      “Ugh.” Carina made a face. “Any idea why?”

      “None,” I said, stuffing the letter into my back pocket. I was starting to get annoyed now. “This is ridiculous. I wanted to stay the rest of the weekend and help you deal with the backlog. And he won’t even tell me why?”

      Carina shrugged. “Don’t worry about it, Zara. I can manage without you. He probably just wants an update on your progress.”

      “He could get that from any of the teachers.”

      “Yes, but you and Lessie are his investments. It’s only natural that he’d want to check on the two of you in person.”

      Even so, I couldn’t help worrying there might be something more to Lord Tavarian’s summons. Was it possible he’d discovered my connection to Salcombe, and had figured out the true reason I’d broken into his vault? What if Salcombe was right, and he really did have the piece of heart? Would Tavarian kill me to ensure my silence, even if that meant losing Lessie in the process?

      My worries gnawed at me on the ride up, and probably would have kept me awake if not for Lessie. Though she couldn’t actually snuggle with me in person, she sent waves of affection through our bond. Somehow, even though Lessie used no words, she managed to lull me into a state of relaxation, wrapping me in the comforting sensation that everything would be all right and there was nothing to fear.

      The next morning, I dressed in my usual outfit, then collected Lessie and went to the shipyard. The airship was already waiting, and the crew was both excited and a little nervous to accept Lessie on board.

      “Never flown with a dragon before,” the captain remarked as we settled in. There was an admiring look in his eyes beneath the glaze of fear as he stared at Lessie, and I had the distinct feeling that if he weren’t afraid, he would try to pet her. “Does she not know how to fly yet?” he asked me.

      “She’s been working on it.” I ran a hand over one of Lessie’s wings, which were tucked in against her sides. The membranes were surprisingly delicate, but I knew just how strong those wings were—during one of our training lessons, she’d been startled when a rat had popped out of the ground, and had accidentally knocked another rider clear off his mount.

      “Not my finest moment,” Lessie said stiffly, “but you would have reacted too if a mouse had jumped out right in front of you like that.”

      I smothered a laugh, though I knew it was no use—judging by the glare Lessie gave me, she sensed my amusement. “I absolutely would have,” I agreed, deciding not to point out the fact that while a rat could bite my face off and give me rabies, a dragon’s scales were impervious to rodent teeth, and it could squash a rat beneath its foot without a thought. “All things considered, you showed pretty good restraint, only knocking one rider off.”

      “I really did,” she said, oblivious to my teasing. “I could have set the whole field aflame.”

      The ride to Tavarian’s island took a good half hour longer than it had to fly from there to the academy, as it was roughly thirty miles farther to the west than it had been the last time. I didn’t completely understand how the floating islands worked, and why they never seemed to travel past Elantia’s borders. Did they each have a set orbit, a trajectory that allowed them to circle the country without smashing into each other?

      As we came in for our landing, Lessie’s wings rustled at her sides, as if she could barely restrain herself from snapping them open. “Do you think Lord Tavarian would let me chase his cattle?” she asked eagerly as we flew over a pasture. “I wouldn’t eat any of them. Well, maybe one. But he’s going to feed me anyway, so I might as well cut out some extra work for him, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t think Tavarian would appreciate you exercising his cattle,” I said dryly. “Not when he’s trying to fatten them up for sale.”

      “Oh.” Lessie sounded put out. “Good point.”

      We landed in the same airfield I had the first time I’d visited the island, and as before, a horse-drawn cart was waiting to pick us up. But instead of being driven around to the servants’ entrance, we were brought straight to the front and dropped off at the base of the steps. Ahead, the mansion loomed, imposing and elegant. Behind, the fields and forests sprawled, separated from the mansion by the fountain that bubbled in the center of the rotunda behind us. A frisson of nervous energy skittered up my spine at the thought of entering Lord Tavarian’s home, not as an intruder, but as a guest.

      Steeling myself, I climbed the steps and lifted my hand to knock. But the door was already opening, and I found myself face to face with the stewardess.

      “Welcome.” If she was displeased to see me, her face showed no sign of it. “Lord Tavarian has instructed me to have you brought to the gardens, where you may take tea while you await him.” Her twig-brown eyes lightened as they flicked over my shoulder to where Lessie stood behind me. “She’s grown quite a bit,” she said, sounding pleasantly surprised. “Lord Tavarian will be pleased.”

      I did my best not to bristle, but I couldn’t quite help the thorn of resentment that dug into my side as Lessie and I followed the stewardess through the house, then back out a side entrance that led to a spectacular garden. The heady scent of lavender and roses washed over me, instantly settling my mood, and I couldn’t help but smile as I took in the rows of flowering bushes and trees. In the center of the garden was a large gazebo wreathed in vines, and though it was edged with more bushes, there was also a large swathe of grass where Lessie could roll around and play nearby.

      “Butterfly!” Lessie cried as a large, orange and black monarch fluttered past. She scampered off down a gravel path, and I groaned as she accidentally trampled a rose bush in her haste to catch the insect.

      “Lessie, be careful!” I yelled after her as she jumped over a hedge. For a minute, I thought she was going to land in a bed of pansies, but at the last second, she snapped out her wings and glided over them.

      “Gliding already,” a deep voice said from behind me. “That’s quite impressive.”

      I whirled around, my heart thudding. Lord Tavarian stood less than three feet away, dressed in his dragon rider uniform. He cut an imposing figure in the long, double-breasted coat and breeches, just as he had the night I’d met him, but the morning light gilded his black hair and added just a hint of warmth to those silver eyes.

      “My Lord.” I gave him a shallow bow, partially to cover my discomfort and give me a second to collect myself. “I didn’t realize you’d come out so soon.” The stewardess had given me the impression that I’d be cooling my heels, and yet Tavarian was here, mere minutes after I’d arrived.

      “Ah.” He smiled slightly, picking up on the words I had not spoken aloud. “I was in the middle of drafting an important piece of correspondence, but when I saw Lessie here in the garden, I couldn’t resist.” There was a hint of wistfulness in his voice as he turned that mercurial gaze her way. “It has been a long time since a dragon has graced my family’s lands. Too long.”

      I felt that pang of sympathy again, the twisting in my heart that came any time I thought about being separated from Lessie, regardless of whether it was by death or distance. Should I ask him what happened to his dragon? He seemed a bit more open than he had the last time I’d spoken to him, a bit more human, but even so, I didn’t know him well enough to pry into such a painful memory.

      Noticing Tavarian’s presence, Lessie bounded back toward us, skidding to a halt directly in front of Tavarian. Nostrils flared, she stretched her neck out until her snout was mere inches from Tavarian’s chest, and took a giant whiff of him.

      “Lessie!” I couldn’t decide whether I was amused or scandalized at her blatant disregard for convention.

      “It’s all right.” Tavarian’s silver eyes glinted as he met Lessie’s gaze. “She is taking my measure.”

      Lessie stood utterly still for a moment, her flame-colored eyes locked on Tavarian’s. I reached out with my senses, wondering what she was feeling, experiencing, then recoiled as I smacked into a wall that hadn’t been there before. It was as though she had shut the world out, and had focused her field of vision solely on Tavarian.

      What are you thinking?

      Suddenly, she gave a great shake of her head, then met my eyes. “He’ll do,” she said, then bounded away.

      “He’ll do?” I shouted after her, but she was already chasing another butterfly, this one nearly as big as my head. “What does that mean?”

      “It means stop worrying and enjoy your breakfast.” She paused. “And don’t forget to feed me, too.”

      And with that, she shut me out.

      “Shall we?” Lord Tavarian held out an arm, distracting me from my disgruntled thoughts. The implacable mask was back on his face, smooth as polished granite, but there was something else, a subtle shift in the lines of his face that made me scowl.

      “You’re laughing at me, aren’t you?”

      “Nonsense.” But the corner of his mouth twitched, so slightly that I nearly missed it. “I was merely remembering the early frustrations I experienced with my own dragon.”

      Again, I wanted to ask him about that, but when he tucked my arm into his, I was distracted again by the spark of energy his brief touch ignited in me. There was something uncanny about Tavarian, something that stirred my blood even as my brain screamed at me to be cautious, to be wary.

      My thoughts churned as he led me up the steps of the gazebo to a round table that had already been set. A waiting servant poured us glasses of sparkling angelberry juice, then served us an absolutely gigantic breakfast. There was venison pie, ham and eggs, kippers, fresh, buttery bread with a variety of creams, curds, and marmalades to choose from, and strong coffee. Lessie was not left out of the equation either—off to the side, two servants brought her a giant platter of meat, and she immediately tucked in.

      As Lord Tavarian and I followed Lessie’s example, digging into our own spread of food, he quizzed me about my studies at the academy. “The reports I’ve received regarding your progress are quite pleasing,” he said as he spread orange marmalade over a thick slice of bread. “I had feared you might struggle, not having grown up around dragon riders and our ways, but the professors have all said you are catching up nicely.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled, even as my thoughts whirled in my head, a maelstrom of confusion. My first impression of Tavarian was that of a cold, mercenary individual, and that whispered nickname, Blackheart, had only reinforced that. But now that we were sitting out here in the sun, having civilized conversation over excellent food, I wasn’t so sure. Certainly he was not an effusive man, but he’d shown me glimpses of warmth, and even humor, that I had not expected. And Lessie seemed to like him—“He’ll do,” she’d said.

      That doesn’t mean anything, I chided myself. Lessie might be wise beyond her years, but she was still just a baby. How was I to know whether or not she was a good judge of character? Did dragons have some kind of secret sense that I didn’t understand?

      “You seem troubled,” Lord Tavarian observed. “Is the food not to your liking?”

      I blinked, looking down at my plate—I’d stopped eating at some point, and half my food was still on my plate. “No, no, the food’s great,” I said, popping a bite-sized pastry into my mouth. The buttery confection melted onto my tongue, but even that sensation wasn’t enough to distract me from my confused thoughts. “It’s just that I’ve pledged myself to your house, given you my fealty, but I don’t actually know all that much about you.”

      “Ah.” Lord Tavarian’s face lightened, and he leaned back in his chair. “What is it you want to know?”

      “Well…” I hesitated, wondering if I should go for the jugular. But no, I needed to know more about the man himself, and starting with the question he was least likely to answer was the fastest way to shut him down. “I know you’re absurdly wealthy and you own businesses, and you’re away a lot. But you seem to have influence in the government as well. What is it you actually do?”

      “In addition to looking after my family’s various interests and estates, I hold a seat on the Council,” Tavarian said. “Officially, my title is Councilor, but I do quite a bit of work on foreign relations for Elantia.”

      “Foreign relations.” I pursed my lips as I considered that. “Does that mean you’re supposed to work with foreign ambassadors to keep the peace between countries?”

      “Yes,” he confirmed. “Much of my time is spent meeting with ambassadors and delegations, negotiating treaties and trade agreements, and…mitigating some of the bellicosity of my colleagues.” A flicker of annoyance passed across his face, as though the last bit was a particular source of frustration for him.

      “I see.” I folded my arms. “I’m guessing you’ve tried to talk your fellow riders out of attacking Zallabar.”

      “I have.” Tavarian cocked his head, studying me with a renewed intensity that made my nerves crackle. “I wasn’t aware that you were interested in foreign diplomacy.”

      “I wasn’t either, until I realized being a dragon rider meant I was going to get dragged into wars I don’t support,” I said, finally giving my annoyance free rein. “This conflict we have with Zallabar is ridiculous, and the attitude that the other dragon riders have about it is ridiculous. They seem to think that Zallabar is a puppy nipping at our heels, when in reality we might very well be facing down a wolf.”

      Lord Tavarian raised his eyebrows. “That may be so, but even a wolf is no match for a dragon.”

      “Even if the wolf has cannons?”

      Tavarian paused, a thoughtful look on his face. “Do you know something about the cannons?”

      I shook my head. “No, but logic tells me there’s no way that Zallabar would try to attack Elantia again using methods that have already failed. They were nearly annihilated by us in the past—they wouldn’t risk total destruction again unless they had a plan. My guess would be that they’ve upgraded their cannons, or perhaps invented an entirely new weapon. I’ve traveled extensively, Lord Tavarian—the rest of the world is far ahead of us in technology and industry. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve managed to modify the cannons to shoot faster and with longer range, especially given how long it’s been since the last war.”

      “It has been surprisingly difficult to get any kind of military intelligence from Zallabar,” Lord Tavarian said. “Despite my efforts to improve relations with their ambassador, the country is very tight-lipped, and none of the spies I have sent have come back. But you are right, Miss Kenrook,” he added with a sigh. “Attacking Zallabar with insufficient information about the state of their military is a foolish choice indeed. And with the number of dragons dwindling, we cannot afford to throw them away needlessly.”

      “Hang on.” I held up a hand. “Are…are you actually listening to my advice?”

      Tavarian raised an eyebrow. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’m just a lowly ground-dweller, aren’t I?” That was the distinct impression I’d gotten when I’d questioned the military history professor about our relationship with Zallabar, and I’d spent most of those classes biting my tongue about what I really thought.

      “If you were truly a lowly ground-dweller, you wouldn’t be here,” Tavarian said, refusing to rise to the bait. “I do despise self-deprecation, so please refrain from indulging in it while in my presence, Zara. I may not know which house you hail from, but it does not matter. You are a member of my house now, and as such, your opinion is valued.”

      To my utter mortification, tears sprang to the corners of my eyes. “T-thanks,” I managed, bringing my glass to my mouth to hide my sudden display of emotion. Tavarian’s words had struck upon that old wound I tried so hard to bury, the gaping hole in my soul where my sense of belonging, my sense of home, had always been missing. Salcombe had taken me off the streets, had raised me, but with his cutthroat attitude and questionable morals, I had kept him at arm’s length. He’d taken me in because I was useful to him, and I’d assumed that Tavarian had done the same.

      But what if I was wrong? What if I was more than a means to an end? Could he truly mean to raise me up as an equal?

      “Are there any other members of House Tavarian, besides us?” I asked, pouncing on the new train of thought. “Do you have siblings, children?”

      “Unfortunately, I was an only child,” Tavarian said. “My father died when I was only fourteen, following the death of his dragon. He made it to the ripe old age of 151,” he added before I could ask how his dragon had died, “so it was his time. Naturally, my mother remarried once I had reached adulthood, and she went to live with my stepfather in Truisin.”

      “That sounds nice,” I admitted. The balmy, azure seas of Truisin were sprinkled with over two thousand islands and islets, and its sparkling beaches and gorgeous vistas made it an extremely popular tourist hotspot. I’d been there a couple times searching for items on Salcombe’s orders, and had always taken a few days to soak in the sunshine. “I have to admit, I didn’t know dragon riders lived that long.”

      “The soul bond between dragon and rider lengthens our lifespan, even as it shortens theirs,” Tavarian explained. “I believe the oldest recorded dragon-rider pair lived to the age of 223.”

      “Right.” I vaguely remembered reading something about that in my dragon lore class, but I’d dismissed it as legend, not fact. “Does that mean the rate that we age slows down as well? Or does it just mean that I’m going to have a wrinkly face for half of my life?”

      Lord Tavarian smirked. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Miss Kenrook. Your good looks will last you a long time.”

      A blush stung my cheeks at the unexpected compliment, but before I could ask another question to cover up my reaction, Lord Tavarian spoke. “I know you have more questions, but I’d like to ask one of my own.” He shifted forward, fixing me with that penetrating stare once more. “Have you noticed a change in your abilities since bonding with Lessie?”

      “I have,” I said, a bit startled at this change of subject. “I’ve been able to cast a wider range with my senses. I helped a boy recover a stolen item, and ever since that point I’ve gotten to exercise my talent quite a bit,” I added dryly.

      Lord Tavarian gave me a wry smile. “Yes, I’ve heard about that,” he said. “Professor Haviar was so pleased when you managed to recover his pipe for him, he wrote me a letter praising you and your accomplishments. But in doing so, he reminded me that you haven’t been taught to realize the full potential of your talent.”

      “I…what?” My heartbeat picked up speed. “You mean I can do more with it?”

      “Undoubtedly.” He rose from his chair, offering me his arm. “Would you like for me to show you?”

      “Of course.”

      I allowed Lord Tavarian to lead me down the steps, and we sat down right in the middle of the grass, cross-legged, our knees mere millimeters from each other. “Hold your hands out, palms facing me,” he instructed.

      I did, and he pressed his own palms against mine. That spark of energy leapt in my veins again, and I became hyperaware of the warmth of his skin against mine, the subtle strength in those rough yet elegant hands. I felt that something stirring in the air, an invisible current that made my heart race and the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight on end.

      Careful, my mind cautioned.

      More! my heart roared.

      Tavarian’s gaze met mine, and something flared in their silver depths, as if he felt the same emotion that stirred in my own heart. But in the next second it was gone, those pools mercurial once more, impossible to penetrate.

      “Close your eyes,” he said softly, “and clear your mind, as you were taught.”

      I did as he said, falling back on the breathing exercises we were taught during our morning meditation drills. In, hold, out. In, hold, out. Over and over I repeated the breathing pattern, until my heartbeat slowed, until my scattered thoughts had been cleared away, and I simply was. Uncomplicated, unmoved by either confusion or desire or power.

      If only I existed like this all the time, I thought, and then batted that thought away. My insecurities, my doubts and fears, were not allowed in this sacred space.

      “Good. Now call upon your talent.”

      I opened my inner sense, and that familiar cacophony of sounds filled my mind. At first the sound was overwhelming, but as I held onto my calm, grounding myself in my headspace, I realized the sound wasn’t coming from the outside world, but resonating from within my head.

      “That’s it,” Tavarian said encouragingly as I began to parse the jumble of sounds into separate, distinct signals. “Now, find the box.”

      My mind instinctively grasped the word, and in an instant, I’d eliminated two thirds of the signals. Tavarian fed me additional details—size, weight, materials—and within a few minutes, I managed to pinpoint the object.

      “There.” I opened my eyes and pointed to a window on the second floor. “In that room.”

      “Very good.” Tavarian inclined his head. I realized with a start that the palm of my right hand was still joined with his. “Now close your eyes again.”

      I did as he said, joining our left hands together. I wasn’t sure how he was doing it, but somehow Tavarian was able to track my thoughts through our joined hands. The moment I had that realization, a seed of panic bloomed in my chest. What if I revealed something I shouldn’t have? What if I thought of—

      “Zara.” Tavarian’s voice, deep and sure and steady as the earth, cut through the maelstrom of fear in my head. “It’s all right. Whatever memory or fear has been triggered has no hold over you. Push it aside and bring yourself back to the present.”

      A wave of relief washed over me, so intense that my eyes popped open. “Hang on. You mean you’re not actually reading my thoughts?”

      “No. I’m merely feeling your emotions.” He gave me a quizzical look. “Why? Are you afraid I’ll see something you’re not ready to share?”

      “No,” I lied. “I just…this is all so strange to me. How are you able to do this? Is this your talent?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up into one of his half-smiles. “You could say that,” he said. He held up his hands again. “Come, Miss Kenrook. Let us finish what we started.”

      Taking a deep breath, I pressed my hands against his and closed my eyes. “Good,” he said once I’d cleared my head again. “Now this time, I want you to reach for an object and visualize it in your mind.”

      “Huh?” I furrowed my brow, trying to comprehend what he was saying. “How do I do that? How can I visualize something I haven’t seen?”

      “It’s not a matter of seeing,” Tavarian said, his tone as placid as the surface of a mirror. “It’s a matter of perceiving.”

      A burst of confusion took root in my mind, sending the signals scattering. Taking in another breath, I gently pushed the emotion away, then opened my inner sense again. Perceiving, I thought as I reached for the nearest signal.

      I focused all my attention on the signal, allowing the soft chime to wash over my mind. Seconds passed, but as I sat there, simply perceiving, a shape began to take form in my mind. A horse…no…a dragon. Tiny, the size of a bronze doran, and studded with sapphire stones…

      “A pin.” I opened my eyes and pointed at Tavarian’s pocket. “It’s a dragon pin.”

      He smiled, then pulled the pin out of his pocket. “Captain Marcas told me that a dragon pin was found on your parents, but that it had been sold off,” he said. “All dragon riders are required to have one for formal occasions. This one is yours.”

      He pressed the pin into my hand, and another ball of emotion swelled in my chest. But before I could thank Tavarian, a servant rushed from the house.

      “My Lord.” He bowed. “A courier is here with a missive from Councilor Salbrath. It cannot wait.”

      Tavarian was on his feet in an instant. “My apologies, Miss Kenrook,” he said briskly, all business. “I must attend to this matter. Please enjoy the gardens, and feel free to practice your talent while you wait. I should not be gone long.”

      He strode into the house, the servant on his heels, and I let out a breath, relieved to finally have a moment to myself. Ever since I’d set foot in this garden, I felt like I’d been tossed into the sea—one moment coasting on gentle waves, the next gripping onto a raft as tumultuous waves of emotion battered me.

      “Well?” Lessie nudged my elbow, and I gasped—I hadn’t realized she’d come to sit next to me. “Are you going to put it on?”

      I laughed. “This isn’t a special occasion,” I said, but I pinned the brooch onto my blouse, just over my heart. I wished I had a mirror to see how it looked, but I knew the tiny sapphires, so close in hue to Lessie’s own scales, would be stunning against the white of my shirt.

      “Perfect.” Lessie nestled her head in my lap. “See? I told you everything would be fine.”

      We cuddled in the grass together, content to bask in the rays of the sun as we waited for Tavarian to come back. As my mind wandered, I cast my inner sense out, curious to see how far I could go. To my surprise, my exercises with Tavarian allowed me to stretch my senses much farther than before, past the garden, past the fields, all the way to the outskirts of—

      GONG.

      I jerked as the sound reverberated through my head, louder than anything I had felt before. It was as if I were standing directly beneath one of those temple bells, the kind as tall as me, listening to it ring. The vibrations went straight through my body, and I quaked from the force of them.

      “Zara?” Lessie’s voice was high with alarm. “Zara, are you all right?”

      No. No, I was not all right. Because the waves of sound had coalesced into a giant chunk of black diamond roughly the size of a dinner plate. Two of the sides sported dull but jagged edges, as though they’d been broken off a larger piece, but the third side, the largest, was smooth as polished obsidian and gently curved. I’d never seen anything like it, but I knew exactly what it was.

      A piece of the World Eater’s heart.
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      The next week passed excruciatingly slowly, worries gnawing on my mind and making it difficult to focus. It showed in my classes—I was falling behind again, barely able to concentrate with the thorn of knowledge constantly digging into my side.

      “Miss Kenrook!” Professor Gainsley’s sharp voice cracked through the fog in my mind. “Have you heard a word I’ve said?”

      I blinked, looking up at her. The entire class was staring, and the professor had a pinched look on her narrow, rawboned face. “Sorry,” I said, too fuddled to go with anything but blunt honesty. “I haven’t.”

      Her lips thinned. “Since you can’t be bothered to pay attention in class, I think an hour of detention will do you good. I’ll set you up with an appointment with the stable master once you’re finished.”

      Mucking out stalls. Great, I groaned silently, burying my hands in my hair.

      “It could be worse,” Lessie told me later, craning her neck over the gate to watch as I ran a rake through the stall across from hers, dragging the giant dragon turds into a pile so I could scoop them up and put them in the wheelbarrow. “They could have had you scrubbing toilets instead. At least here you’ve got me for company.”

      “Thanks,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my words. “You could help me, you know.” I turned to meet her gaze over my shoulder.

      Lessie’s nostrils flared. “I refuse to touch Kacarie’s droppings. She told me I was high-strung and obnoxious yesterday.”

      I bit back a laugh as Lessie tossed her head. Judging by the size of the droppings I was raking, Kacarie had to be twice Lessie’s size. Most of the dragons here were far larger than Lessie, but she bossed them around as if she were the alpha. I imagined that Kacarie, who was used to being the only female dragon around, was getting mighty tired of watching Lessie strut her stuff.

      “Kacarie’s just jealous,” I told her. “But I don’t blame you for not wanting to touch her poop.” Hell, I wouldn’t do this job if I had to touch it directly with my hands. There were certain lines you just didn’t cross, and touching poop was one of them.

      “You know,” I said after a minute, “you don’t have to stay in here with me. You can go frolic with your friends.” The few dragons that had not been called off to war had been put out to pasture for the afternoon so the stalls could be cleaned.

      “Don’t be silly. You are the only person I want to spend time with right now,” Lessie said affectionately. “The rest of the dragons—”

      Her words were cut off by a wave of excitement, and I nearly staggered into the wall from the intensity of her emotions. “They’re back!” she crowed. “They’re coming back!”

      “Who?” I asked, but Lessie had already barreled out of her stall. I raced after her, and the two of us burst out of the stables just in time to see twenty-odd dragons coming in for a landing. They flew together in perfect formation, and my heart leapt at the sight of Jallis toward the front, his green dragon glittering in the afternoon light.

      As the other dragons who had been left behind joined us, Lessie rose up on her hind legs and blew a torrent of fire from her mouth in welcome. The dragons in the sky returned her greeting in kind, and I shivered in awe as dozens of streams of fire lit the sky. The heat of their flames didn’t reach me from this distance, but they shimmered in the sky, the waves flirting with wisps of cloud. Lessie’s desire to join them in the sky sang in my blood, and we both watched with envy as they glided lower, coming in for the landing.

      “Why do you think they’re back so early?” Rhia asked, coming to stand next to me. The other students had seen the dragons returning as well, and had raced out to welcome the riders. The dragons were getting closer, and the airship behind them ferried the other cadets. Aria would be among them, I mused. I wondered if she’d managed to get herself back in Jallis’s good graces. “Have they finished their training already?”

      “Could be,” I lied, my heart pounding in my chest. Could it be that Tavarian had listened to my plea? That he managed to convince the council members to call off their attack?

      The dragons landed smoothly in the field, a good fifty yards from where we stood. But even at that distance, the vibrations from so many gigantic beasts landing at once rumbled the earth beneath my feet.

      The other cadets raced forward to greet their fellow students, excited chatter filling the air. Why were they back? What was the training like? Had the war been postponed? Questions swirled in the air around me, but I stood rooted to the ground, mired in confusion.

      It seemed every time I thought I knew what path I walked, the ground fell out from beneath me and I found myself on a different road. When I’d found the piece of heart on Tavarian’s estate, I thought I’d finally resolved things. Salcombe was right—Tavarian had at least one piece, and it was entirely possible that he was collecting more, with the intention of resurrecting the World Eater.

      And yet, Tavarian didn’t strike me as the kind of man who would risk the annihilation of our world simply for the sake of power. He had shown me kindness several times and had taken my advice seriously. Why else would the cadets be back, when just last week we’d been told they’d be training for three weeks and then immediately deployed?

      “Zara!” The sound of Jallis’s voice tore me from my conflicted thoughts. He raced toward me, a grin on his handsome face that penetrated the fog in my brain and lightened my heart.

      “Jallis—” I began, but before I could finish, his hands were around my waist, and he was spinning me through the air. A giddy rush went through me as his lips met mine, and, throwing caution to the winds, I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back. His grip on me tightened, and we clung to each other for a moment, simply savoring that human connection, that warmth that hummed in my blood and awakened desires in my heart.

      Eventually, Jallis pulled back, a dazed look in his eyes. “Does this mean that you missed me?” he asked, running his thumb along the edge of my cheek.

      “Maybe.” I gave him a playful smile as I stepped out of his embrace. “Is that why you’re back early? Because you couldn’t stand to be away from me?”

      Jallis laughed. “Nothing quite so romantic. The attack on Zallabar has been postponed. Something about needing time to gather more intelligence.”

      “That seems smart,” I said, keeping my voice carefully neutral. There was no doubt in my mind—Tavarian had definitely called off the attack.

      “Agreed,” Jallis said. “As a soldier, I know I’m supposed to just follow orders, but something about this whole thing made me uneasy. The Zallabarians aren’t suicidal—if they’re choosing to engage with us now, they must have something up their sleeve.”

      “I knew I liked you for a reason,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. But I couldn’t muster up a smile for him, not when my worries were crowding my thoughts again.

      “Hey.” Jallis took me by the shoulders. “Is everything all right? You seem…down.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. “It’s been a long week. And I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

      “Anything you want to talk about?” Jallis asked carefully.

      I bit my lip. What could I possibly tell him? That I was worried my new benefactor, the man I’d pledged my fealty to, was possibly trying to end the world? Or that I was worried that my mentor, the man who’d raised me up from the slums and given me a better life, was lying to me? Even though Salcombe was right to be concerned about the piece of heart, he wasn’t exactly the best person to hand it over to. What if he decided to use it for nefarious purposes himself? I didn’t think Salcombe, who worshipped at the altar of logic, would risk ending the world, but just what could someone do with a piece of the dragon god’s heart? Was there a way to harness its power? If anyone knew, it was Salcombe.

      And yet, I couldn’t ask him about it. If I did, it would tip him off about my suspicions, and he would shut me out completely.

      “That bad, huh?” Jallis quirked an eyebrow.

      I blushed, realizing that several seconds had passed without giving him an answer. “Sorry, I just—”

      “It’s okay.” Jallis smiled. “You don’t have to explain. Everyone has bad days, or bad weeks, judging by what you said. It sounds like you just need a bit of downtime, to get away from what’s been bothering you. Why don’t you come with me? We can hang out at my place for a bit.”

      “Your place?” I echoed. “Do you mean your family estate?” My heart leapt with both fear and excitement.

      “Yeah, but it’ll just be the two of us,” Jallis said. “My parents are away on a trip and won’t be back until next weekend. We’ll have the entire place to ourselves.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      I laughed. Spending the entire weekend away with Jallis was tempting, and yet… “I don’t think I can get away with taking the entire weekend off. I have to go back down to the city tomorrow and help out with the shop.”

      “Just for tonight, then.” He held out his hand. “Come on, Zara. It’ll be fun.”

      I glanced over at Lessie, who was play-wrestling with Kadryn off to the side. “Are you okay with me riding Kadryn again?” I asked her.

      She didn’t even pause in her play. “If spending the night with Jallis gets you out of your melancholic funk, I am all for it.”

      I snorted. “Lessie says I can go,” I told him.

      “Excellent.” He pulled me in for another kiss, and this one had an edge of hunger to it that made my nipples tighten in response. “Pack your bag,” he said huskily. “I’ll be waiting right here.”

      I hurried off to the dormitories and packed a change of clothes and my toothbrush. Suddenly, I wished that I’d brought something a little nicer than the ratty pair of pajamas I wore to bed every night. They were incredibly comfortable, but not at all sexy.

      Oh well, I thought as I tugged the drawstring on my pack closed. If Jallis really wanted me, he’d care less about what I was wearing and more about getting me out of it.

      I locked up my room and took two steps down the hallway before someone slammed their hand into my chest. My head cracked against the wall, and I stared into Aria’s face, her eyes wild, her teeth bared in a furious snarl.

      “Stay. Away. From. My. Man.”

      She punctuated each word with a shake, her fingers digging into my shoulder blades. For a moment, her tenacity actually frightened me—she was like a rabid dog frothing at the mouth, ready to tear into my arm and give me rabies if I so much as looked at her the wrong way.

      And then I laughed.

      Aria pulled her fist back to hit me, but I slipped out of her guard, and her fist crashed into the wall instead. “Do you think this is funny?” she snapped. “Do you think that it’s amusing to waltz into someone else’s relationship that you know nothing about and break them apart?”

      “Oh honey,” I cooed, putting on a sugary-sweet drawl just because it would drive her bat-shit crazy. “If Jallis was yours, if he truly loved you, he wouldn’t even bother to look twice my way. It’s not my fault you lost him. You did that all by your loathsome self.”

      Aria lunged for me, but I sidestepped her once again, then threw one of my smoke bombs to the ground. She sputtered as the thick, black smoke filled her vision. As I skipped past her, I was tempted to trip or shove her, to get her back for the throbbing headache I’d undoubtedly be feeling later.

      But just because Aria wouldn’t hesitate to push me off the edge of a cliff didn’t mean I had to sink to her level. With my head held high, I walked out the door and into the dying sunlight, leaving her to choke on her rage in the dark.
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      I didn’t tell Jallis about my encounter with Aria. Since I had escaped unscathed, I didn’t see any point, and besides, the last thing I wanted was for him to be thinking about his ex while we were together.

      “This is so amazing,” I sighed, leaning back against his chest as we soared through the clouds. “I can’t wait until Lessie is big enough for us to do this together.”

      “I can’t either,” Jallis said. His left arm was snug around my waist, his right loosely gripping the reins of his mount. I gently traced the green-scaled vambrace on his arm, marveling at the construction. The armor was crafted to be light and flexible, but with enough resistance to provide adequate protection from arrows or blades. When one added dragon scales on top, it was nearly impenetrable. “Kadryn and I are going to have a ton of fun teaching you two all our tricks.” Kadryn gave a rumble, and Jallis added with a hasty laugh, “Well, maybe not all of them. Got to keep one or two around, to impress the ladies.” He winked.

      I smirked. “How long did it take you to collect this many scales?” I asked, turning to trace the ones on his chest. A dragon rider used the scales from his own dragon to reinforce his armor—the older the rider, the more scales he usually had. Jallis had around twenty scales that were roughly the size of my hand, most of which covered his chest and abdomen. But he also had a handful of tiny ones, and these he used on the backs of the fingerless leather gloves he wore.

      “About five years,” Jallis answered. A fond smile lit his face as he looked down at his hand. “These are from when Kadryn was small—smaller than even Lessie. He was suffering from a peculiar affliction that made his scales fall off, and it took us a long while to find a proper ointment to treat it. Usually dragons only lose a few scales a year.”

      “I know.” I’d learned as much from the husbandry classes I’d taken. Ever since I learned how the armor was made, I faithfully searched Lessie’s stall and inspected her hide every day for loose scales, but she’d only shed one, roughly the size of my pinky finger. I’d kept it, and I was glad of it now. If Jallis could make use of his dragon’s baby scales, then so could I.

      “Cadets usually get fitted for their armor once they’ve reached level two,” Jallis continued. “It took me two and a half years to get to that point, but I have a feeling you’ll be going for your fitting in no time.”

      He gave me a lopsided smile, but I could tell there was a tinge of envy in his green eyes. “I could stand to wait awhile,” I said, and I meant it. “The armor is gorgeous, but I’m not in any hurry to make use of it.”

      Something that looked almost like disapproval flickered in Jallis’s eyes. But before he could say anything, we passed through a cloud, and a floating island came into view.

      “There it is,” Jallis said, pointing ahead. “What do you think?”

      “It’s gorgeous,” I breathed, immediately transfixed. I’d expected something more like Tavarian’s island, vast enough to support an entire village, but Jallis’s family island was more like a tiny slice of paradise. Lagoons and waterfalls were tucked into the lush, mountainous landscape, and at the very top was a castle of limestone and silver, its turrets molten in the waning sunlight.

      “How do you ever leave home?” I asked, genuinely awestruck. Jallis laughed, but the sound was snatched away by the roaring wind as Kadryn dove, coming in hot for his landing. We touched down right outside the small stables behind the castle, and Jallis hopped down before helping me to the ground.

      “I suppose I take it for granted,” Jallis said sheepishly, sweeping his tousled hair back from his face. “And though I love my parents, they’re quite demanding, so it’s not always fun and games hanging around here. But like I said, we’ve got the place to ourselves. So there’s no one to stop us from enjoying it to the fullest extent.”

      He gave me a boyish grin, tinged with just a hint of mischief, and I laughed. “All right, Sir Jallis,” I said as I took his hand. “What sort of trouble are you thinking we might get up to?”

      “All kinds,” he said. “But I find it’s better to get the lay of the land first. Let’s start with a tour of the house, shall we?”

      We headed into the “house” and were greeted cordially by an elderly man in coattails, who I assumed was the majordomo. He offered to have the cook bring out tea and cakes for us, but Jallis took me on a grand tour of the castle instead, taking me through dozens of rooms, galleries, and hallways. I could tell that the castle was centuries old, but it was well-maintained and appointed with thick rugs and luxurious furniture imported from all sorts of countries.

      “This is the armory,” Jallis said, leading me into a large room. Mannequins and display cases lined the walls, sporting a variety of weapons and armor. “My ancestor, Taros, wore this armor when he fought alongside Akron the Defender.”

      “Wow.” Awe filled me as I stared up at the armored suit behind the glass case, displayed by the mannequin. The Lyton family sigil—a gold dragon wreathed in flames—was emblazoned on the chest, and the armor was plated with ruby-colored dragon scales that shimmered with blue iridescence. “This is incredible. Do all houses have these? The armor that their founding ancestor wore during the Dragon War?”

      “Not all of us,” Jallis said. “Some of the original riders chose to be buried with their armor. But Taros decided to leave it here as a kind of heirloom. My grandfather thought it acted as a talisman, and that so long as it remained here, our house would stay strong.”

      “Huh.” I wonder if Tavarian had one.

      I walked between the various display cases, admiring the contents within. As I approached the left wall, something tugged on my senses, and I found myself drawn to a glass case full of daggers.

      “What is this?” I asked, pointing at one of the weapons. It looked like a double-bladed spear, with a silver handle in the middle. There was a groove in the handle that looked like it had once held some kind of mark or sigil, and my fingers itched to open the display case and examine the weapon.

      “That? Oh.” Jallis leaned in. “It’s a dragon blade. An old, magical weapon that dragon riders used to wield. Most of them were lost after the Dragon War, but we managed to hold onto this one. Would you like to see it?”

      “Please.”

      Jallis gently lifted the glass, then took the blade from the velvet pillow it sat on and handed it to me. The moment I gripped the handle, a surge of energy ripped through me, and I gasped.

      “Whoa!” Jallis leapt back as the blades on either side shot out. They had been short, only four inches each, but now they were nearly a foot long. “How did you do that?”

      I spun the weapon in my hand, making the blades flash through the air. “I don’t know.” There was something about the weapon that felt natural, almost as an extension of myself. “Can I undo it?”

      “I…I don’t know.” Jallis looked extremely unsettled. “The blade has never done that before. Not even when my father picked it up.”

      “Huh.” I looked down at the blade again. Please change back, I thought, a little anxiously. I didn’t know how I was going to fit it back in the case if it stayed this size.

      To my surprise, the blades immediately shrank down to their original size. “Whoa!” I jerked, almost dropping the weapon. “Is…is it supposed to do this?”

      “I think you should put it back,” Jallis said shortly. His normally expressive eyes had shuttered, and his jaw was clenched. “It’s not a toy to play with, Zara. This has been in my family for centuries.”

      “Right. Sorry.” Chagrined, I carefully replaced the weapon in the case. I didn’t have to use my senses to know that it was probably priceless. Of course Jallis didn’t want me playing with it.

      “It’s okay.” Jallis blew out a breath, then gave me another one of his sunny smiles. “I didn’t mean to yell at you. It’s just that my father would kill me if we broke or damaged anything.”

      “I totally get it.” I gave him an understanding smile. “Let’s just forget about it and continue with the tour.”

      “Excellent idea.”

      Jallis took my hand, and led me down the hall and up a set of stairs. “I think you’ll enjoy this next room,” he said, opening a set of double doors.

      I went stock-still as we stepped into a library with cavernous ceilings and rows upon rows of bookshelves. The familiar scents of parchment and ink and old leather bindings filled my nose, but unlike Salcombe’s library, which was dark and secluded, this one featured a row of sliding glass doors on the far wall that let in plenty of light. The bookshelves were angled in such a way as to protect them from the sunlight streaming in through the glass, and beyond that was a wide veranda with lounge chairs and tables, where one could take a book outside and enjoy it with a cup of coffee or a slice of cake.

      “Ohhhh.” I stepped farther into the library, my boots sinking into plush carpet. “I think this may be my favorite space so far.”

      Jallis chuckled. “I thought so. When I saw you in the library that day, when we went on our first adventure, you looked right at home even though you were probably cramming for a test.”

      “I was cramming,” I said, and the memory of what I’d been researching brought back all my worries again. I approached one of the bookshelves, running my fingertip across the leather spines, but this particular shelf was filled with books on botany—hardly helpful for my predicament.

      “Jallis,” I said, slowly turning to face him. “Have you ever heard any legends about the World Eater’s heart?”

      Jallis frowned. “It sounds familiar,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

      “Someone mentioned the story to me, and I was curious as to why there’s no mention of it in the history books,” I said. “I went to the library and couldn’t find anything more than vague references.” I’d also tried breaking into the restricted archives section after hours, hoping I might find answers there, but I’d nearly been caught when a professor had come in to fetch a book for himself. I hadn’t worked up the courage to try again yet—I needed answers, but I also didn’t want to risk getting kicked out of the academy either.

      “Yeah, I think historians deliberately dance around the legend, possibly because most riders consider it a myth rather than fact.” Jallis tapped his chin thoughtfully. “My family has some older tomes in our collection that might have answers, but they’re in Old Elantian, so I’ve never been able to read them.”

      “Can you find them for me?” I asked, hope surging in my heart. Finally, my years of studying old languages would come in handy around here! “I think I can translate.”

      Jallis led me to a locked cabinet in the back of the library, tucked far from the sun’s prying eyes. “Damn,” he said as he tried several keys on his ring. “I think I gave the key back to my parents.”

      “No worries.” I fished my lock pick out of my jacket pocket, and easily opened the cabinet. “There, we’re in.”

      “No kidding.” Jallis raised his eyebrows. “You’re full of surprises, Zara.”

      He sounded impressed, but there was also a wary look in his eyes, as though he’d opened a treasure box and found more than he’d bargained for. “I’m a treasure hunter, Jallis,” I said lightly as I gently picked up an armful of books. “Sometimes we need tools like this to get into locked places.”

      “Ah.” His face cleared. “That makes sense.”

      An uneasy feeling settled in my stomach, and I wondered if I’d made a mistake getting involved with Jallis. What would he think if I told him the truth about how I’d come by Lessie? If I told him I’d spent most of my life as a thief?

      “Are you okay?” Jallis asked as we set the books down on a table. “You seem stressed out again.”

      “No, I’m fine.” But I wasn’t, and I felt like a total idiot. I’d let my guard down around Rhia when I’d told her the truth, and I was lucky enough that she’d accepted me anyway. But I was a fool to think Jallis would be the same. He was the handsome golden boy from the perfect family, and I was…well, me. The outcast. The misfit. The girl with one foot on the ground and the other in the sky.

      “Zara.” Jallis closed the distance between us, and he touched my cheek with his hand. The tender look in his eyes tugged at my heartstrings, threatening to undo me. “Please, tell me what’s wrong. Maybe I can help you.”

      There was no way I could tell him the truth. “Jallis—”

      Before I could finish my protest, Jallis hooked an arm around my waist and pulled me to him in a slow, easy kiss. The moment his mouth met mine, that easy warmth slid through me, smoothing away the knot of tension in my chest and filling me with desire. Jallis smelled like alpine air and wood smoke, and his lips were soft against mine. He felt safe, comfortable. Like someone I could count on.

      But I’d never been able to count on anyone. Not fully. Even Carina, my closest friend, wasn’t fully reliable, not with that pain-in-the-ass brother of hers who was always throwing a wrench into things. In the end, everyone had their own agenda to take care of. And so did I.

      Eventually, I pulled back to look up at him. “What was that for?” I asked, tracing the line of his jaw with my thumb.

      “I was trying to distract you from your protest.” A slow smile curved his mouth. “Did it work?”

      “A little.” I laughed as I turned to look at the pile of books on the desk. “You must think I’m crazy, wanting to sit down and pour through these books when we’ve got this entire castle to ourselves.”

      “Not crazy,” Jallis said. “Just set in your ways. You’re a treasure hunter, Zara,” he said before I could protest. “Of course you’re interested in history and lore. And if you need to find this piece of history to settle whatever question is on your mind, I’m more than happy to help you find it.”

      I shook my head. “You’re too damn nice,” I told him. “I don’t know what to do with that.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I can be less nice.” He backed me toward the wall, sliding a hand up the back of my neck, fingers tangling in the hair at the base of my skull. The warmth that rushed through me as he tilted my head back and nipped at my jaw was less comforting this time—the hungry edge to it made my clothes feel too tight on my body.

      “You can be less nice later,” I said, pushing him away gently but firmly. “For now, work.”

      Jallis groaned, but it was a playful sound. The two of us set to work, sorting through the books. Jallis’s Old Elantian was very rudimentary, but he had enough of a grasp to help me separate out those texts that had nothing to do with what I was looking for.

      “Here,” I said after nearly an hour. The sun had disappeared from the horizon, and we’d lit the gas lamps tucked into sconces on the walls. The glowing lamps cast flickering shadows on the wall, like ghostly fingers reaching out from the great beyond. I shivered a little as I pointed to a passage. “I think this is it right here.”

      “What does it say?” Jallis leaned forward eagerly to peer at the page. He squinted to make out the words in the lamplight. “Something about…mages?”

      I nodded, then began to translate. “The passage says that once the dragon god was stripped of his lieutenants and in possession of only a fraction of his army, he began to weaken. Akron the Defender set a magical trap for the dragon, and once they had him, they worked together to sever his limbs and head from his body, and to burn the individual parts to ash so that he could not heal himself again.

      “However,” I went on, dread coiling in my stomach, “even rending Zakyiar limb from limb was not enough. Though most of him was able to be destroyed, his heart, a great, black diamond the size of a small boulder, remained. No fire or forge or hammer could destroy it, as it was an object of magic, and only magic could unmake it.”

      “Huh.” Jallis was frowning now. “I’m guessing the mages weren’t able to destroy it either, though, even with magic.”

      I shook my head. “Those who would have been powerful enough to do so had already been slain by the dragon god.” I kept reading. “It says that the five strongest families left were able to separate the heart into five separate pieces—and that each piece has enough raw power in it to level an entire city.”

      Jallis shuddered. “That’s far too much power for any one man to hold. How did the mages manage to resist using it?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “It says here that the pieces were all sealed away, but it doesn’t say how or where.” I read the next line, and an icy shiver skittered down my spine. “It does say that if three or more pieces of the heart are reunited, the dragon god’s spirit can be called forth from the land of the dead, and that if all five are fused together, his body can be resurrected.”

      “Oh.” Jallis laughed. “Well, we know that part is definitely legend. There is no afterlife, and therefore no ‘land of the dead’ for the dragon god to come back from.”

      I bit my lip. Most Elantians didn’t believe in gods or hells or heaven—even though Zakyiar was referred to as the dragon god, that was more because of his legendary prowess and the iron-clad control he had over the dragons he had brought with him. The arrival of the dragon god in our world had shattered the faiths of many who felt that the gods they had prayed to so fervently had abandoned them, or perhaps never existed at all.

      But I wasn’t so sure about that. And the piece of heart I’d located on Tavarian’s estate only confirmed that the legends were, at least in part, true.

      “Jallis?” a cultured, feminine voice called faintly. “Jallis, are you home?”

      “Damn!” Jallis’s head snapped up. He rushed to the window, pressing his hands against the glass. Following, I saw a small airship parked in the landing field not far from the castle. An airship that bore Jallis’s family crest.

      “It’s your family.” Butterflies erupted in my stomach, and I was gripped by a sudden urge to climb out the window and disappear.

      “I was so certain they wouldn’t be home,” Jallis said in a pained voice. He scratched the back of his neck, giving me an apologetic smile. “Sorry about this. I know you weren’t exactly prepared to meet my parents.”

      “Jallis?” The doors to the library flew open, and a woman in a flowing silk gown sailed in. She had Jallis’s green eyes, and her platinum hair was braided into a crown atop her head. Her bearing was regal, her figure trim, and though she had to be at least fifty, the fine bones of her face and her smooth skin gave her an ageless quality.

      “Oh, I’m so glad you’re home!” She embraced Jallis warmly, and I was instantly overcome with envy. The way Jallis hugged her back, easily and without reservation, told me that there was real love between them, and I wondered what it would have been like if I’d had a mother who loved me.

      But when Jallis’s mother turned to look at me, the warmth in her eyes faded, replaced by a cool curiosity.

      “And who is your friend, darling?” she asked, looking me up and down. Taking in my wild halo of hair, my corset and utility belt, my leather pants. For a moment, I wished I’d thought to fasten the sapphire dragon pin Tavarian had given me to the front of my blouse, but I’d left it in my dormitory room because I’d thought it was for special occasions.

      Now I recognized that it was armor. Armor to protect me from the scathing, judgmental looks of the upper class.

      “This is Zara Kenrook,” Jallis said. “She’s a new student at the academy.”

      “New?” She looked me over again, and recognition dawned in her eyes. “Ah, you are the upstart ground-dweller who stole from Tavarian.”

      “Mother!” Jallis sounded scandalized. “Of course she didn’t steal it from Tavarian. She’s a member of his house. I apologize, Zara,” he said to me with a chagrined look. “I don’t know what has gotten into my mother.”

      The woman—Lady Lyton, I supposed—laughed, a crystalline sound with sharp edges that were meant to wound. “How do you think a ground-dweller came to be a member of such a grand house? Tavarian didn’t take her in out of the goodness of his heart. He took her in because she tried to steal his egg, to pawn it off like some trinket, but before she could get away with it, it hatched.” Her glare was like a javelin, and I stumbled back as if I’d been physically struck. “You didn’t earn your place among us, ground-dweller. You stole it.”

      Jallis finally turned to look at me, disbelief written all over his handsome face. “Is this true, Zara? Did you really steal the egg?”

      My heart shriveled up into a tiny, crumpled ball at the tiny gleam in his eyes—he was hoping that I would deny it, that I would say something to refute his mother’s words.

      I had been right. Jallis was a white hat, a golden heart, a straight arrow.

      He wasn’t for the likes of me.

      “I think it’s best I take my leave now,” I said stiffly. My voice was quiet, and yet it seemed to echo in the space. Leave, leave, leave. “I clearly made a mistake coming here.”

      “You certainly did,” his mother said. “I will send word to the airship captain to take you back to the academy.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Zara?” Jallis asked as I stepped past her, reaching for me. But his mother placed a hand on his chest, stopping him, separating us with her body as effectively as she had with her words.

      “Miss Kenrook?” Her voice cracked like a whip, and I turned to meet her gaze one more time. “Do me one favor, will you?”

      “What is it?” I asked, my voice wooden. I needed to get out of there, out of Jallis’s sight, before I cracked.

      “Stay away from my son.”
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      “And he didn’t even try to stop you?”

      “Nope,” I said flatly. I stood behind the counter, resolutely polishing an ancient set of flatware a grandmother had brought in. Apparently, it was an heirloom and had been in her family for several centuries. My inner sense had told me it was worth three gold dorans, so I’d taken it off her hands this morning.

      “Unbelievable.” Carina was aghast. “From everything you’ve said about him, I thought the two of you might have had something, but if a single look from his mother is enough to stop him, then good riddance.”

      “I can’t exactly blame him for not chasing after me,” I told her. “I practically ran out of the room to get away from him.” It wasn’t as if I’d been in any position to tell him my side of the story anyway, not when his mother was standing right there. She’d have shot down any explanation I’d tried to give him. Leaving had been the right decision.

      Stay away from my son. Her words echoed in my head. I wondered if Jallis had been given similar orders to keep away from me. Would he listen to his mother? Or would he reach out to me and demand an explanation? I had no doubt his mother had spent the entire evening berating him for letting a ground-dweller like me into their home. I bet if Aria had been a fly on the wall, she’d be gloating right now.

      What does it matter? I asked myself, scrubbing angrily at a particularly persistent stain on the handle of a butter knife. It wasn’t as if Jallis and I actually had anything substantial. This had only been the second time we’d hung out together, and even though sparks had flown, I knew from past experience that was no indication that we were compatible.

      “Zara? Hello?”

      I blinked, realizing that Carina was waving a hand in front of my face. “What?”

      “Have you been listening to anything I said?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      Carina huffed. “I can see that.” She took the knife out of my hand and set it on the table. “I was asking you to tell me what you found out in those texts. About the dragon heart. Is there really one on Tavarian’s island?”

      I glanced around furtively. There was no one in the store—it was after hours—but a nervous shiver skittered through me. “Tavarian definitely has one,” I told her. “And according to the passage I read, if he gets three or more pieces he can summon the dragon’s spirit from the dead. I can’t imagine what kind of magic it would take to harness the soul of such a powerful creature.”

      “How would Tavarian even pull something like that off?” Carina asked. “He’s a dragon rider, not a mage.”

      “I’m sure a man like him has the right connections,” I said. “Although he’d have to find a mage as crazy as he is to agree to try such a thing.”

      And therein lay the issue. You would have to be either crazy or desperate to want to summon the dragon god, even in spirit form. Tavarian didn’t strike me as crazy, which made me think he had to be desperate. But for what? Was there some kind of ticking time bomb I wasn’t aware of?

      “I need more information, and I can’t ask either Tavarian or Salcombe to give it to me,” I said. “The problem is, who do I ask?”

      “I think what you really need to do is find out if Tavarian is actually collecting the hearts,” Carina said. “Why don’t you put out some bait and see if he, or someone else, bites?”

      “Bait?” I frowned. “Do you mean like, pretend that I have a piece of heart, and see if someone tries to come and steal it from me?”

      “Well, I think you should be a bit more ambiguous, but yeah,” Carina said. “If you want, I can discreetly drop some rumors into the ears of our especially rich customers as they come by the shop throughout the week.”

      I brightened up. “That’s a great idea. And maybe we can funnel the inquiries to a third party, someone who can relay the messages to me.”

      After some discussion, Carina and I closed up shop for the night, and I headed out. Not for the academy—I wasn’t quite ready to go back to Dragon’s Table after my fiasco with Jallis—but to the Blue Daffodil, a tavern closer to the heart of the city. It was a casual place, where one could get a decent brew and pick up the latest gossip. It was run by Portina, another girl who I’d grown up with at the orphanage.

      “Zara.” Portina beamed when she saw me sitting at the counter, waiting for the bartender. In an instant, she’d snatched me up in a hug, pressing me against her buxom figure, which was displayed to great advantage thanks to the stays she wore over her dress. “How have you been? It’s been so long since you last popped by for a brew. Sam!” she called to the freckle-faced man behind the bar. “Bring my friend here a drink!”

      “Thanks, Port,” I said as the bartender slid a frothy mug my way. I took a sip of the amber brew and smiled. “Just as good as I remembered.”

      “Of course it is,” she said. “Is there anything else I can get you? You know your money’s no good here, Zara.”

      I did know—I’d saved Portina’s life once, when a thug had dragged her into an alley and tried to rape her—but I always snuck money to the bartender anyway when she wasn’t looking. Portina had inherited the tavern from her late husband—the owner had been old when she’d married him—but I knew the tavern had come with debts she was still trying to square away.

      “Actually,” I said, “I’m hoping you can help me with some reconnaissance.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Who do you need dirt on?”

      We adjourned to her office in the back, a cramped space filled with piles of paperwork, and I explained the situation as best as I could while avoiding giving her any more detail than was strictly necessary.

      “Huh.” She leaned back in her chair when I was finished. “So you want me to take any messages for a person called The Traveler and hold them for you every week?”

      “Yes. I’ll come to collect them on the weekends, so you won’t have to hold onto them too long.” I thought about telling Portina not to read them, but there was little point. Telling someone not to do something usually made them more likely to do it, and besides, it wasn’t as if I was going to be getting love letters in the mail. The messages would be cryptic, especially if the inquirer truly understood the value of the item I was bandying about.

      Portina agreed, refusing my offer to pay her for her time. I left the tavern in much better spirits than I’d started my day with, and spent the rest of the weekend with Carina, tending to the shop and simply enjoying the time away from my responsibilities.

      Unfortunately, the weekend ended all too soon, and on Monday morning I was dragging myself through my classes, dreading the day.

      “You look like someone pissed in your porridge,” Rhia commented at lunch. “Except that’s impossible, because you weren’t at breakfast this morning. What happened, Zara? Trouble back home?”

      “Nah. The shop is doing great.” My gaze flicked across the room to where Jallis was sitting with his buddies. He made absolutely no effort to meet my stare, and this morning, when we’d passed each other in the halls, he’d completely ignored me.

      Rhia followed my gaze, and her expression softened with understanding. “Ah. Jallis dumped you.”

      I stiffened. “‘Dumped’ implies we were in an official relationship,” I said. “We barely knew each other.”

      “Still, it had to hurt.” Rhia’s lips twisted in a grimace. “What happened? Did he sleep with you and then toss you aside after deciding he didn’t want used goods?”

      More like damaged goods, I thought. But I didn’t say that to Rhia.

      To distract myself from my rift with Jallis, I spent as much extra time training with Lessie as possible. We were out in the field and by the cliffs every day together, practicing formations on the ground, doing mental agility drills to strengthen our bond, and other exercises Major Falkieth had taught us.

      I also spent a lot of time as Lessie’s personal cheerleader, giving her encouragement as she practiced flying.

      “Look at you go!” I cried as she glided through the air a good fifty feet above me. She’d taken to climbing up higher cliffs now, jumping off, and catching the updraft with her wings. Her wings and tail were strong enough that she could control the direction she was flying independent of where the current was taking her, but she still hadn’t quite managed a takeoff from the ground yet.

      Lessie landed in front of me with a heavy whump, nearly knocking me off my feet. “Do you want to try flying with me?”

      I bit my lip. “You don’t have a saddle yet.”  Lessie was supposed to get fitted in a week or two—she was growing so fast that she was nearly big enough for me to ride. Major Falkieth strongly suspected this was because she’d spent so much time in her egg—apparently late-born dragons grew very quickly in their eagerness to make up for lost time.

      Lessie nudged me in the side with her nose. “I’ve heard tales from the other dragons about bare-back riders. Why not give it a try?”

      Because I don’t want to break my bones, I thought, glancing up at the rocky cliffs. But Lessie’s enthusiasm was infectious, overriding my need for common sense. I didn’t have the dragon rider armor that helped absorb the shock from landing, but I wasn’t exactly a stranger to falling. I’d tumbled off a roof a time or two, and I knew how to land with minimal damage. The worst injury I’d suffered was a broken collarbone, and that was because I’d unwittingly stepped onto the sunken roof of a buried ruin. Besides, Lessie and I had managed to do the mounted drills without a saddle and bridle.

      “All right,” I told her. “Let’s do it.”

      I’d barely finished the words before Lessie bounded away, scrabbling up the rocks far faster than I could manage. Before I managed two steps, she rushed back down, urging me onto her back. I settled myself in the space between the two spikes just behind her neck, and held on tight to the one in front of me as she raced back up the cliff. Every single balance drill I’d practiced came into play as I gripped her sides with my thighs, and I’d be sore in the morning.

      But all of it was totally worth it, especially when Lessie launched herself off the cliff. My heart leapt into my throat as we plummeted to the ground, but then she snapped her wings out and we were off, soaring over the fields, over the stable, over the academy itself. Much farther than Lessie had ever gone before.

      “You’ve been holding back!” I accused, but I wasn’t angry. In fact, I was utterly delighted.

      “I wanted to surprise you.” I could feel Lessie’s pride, mingled with an eagerness to receive my approval.

      “Well, you succeeded.” I patted the side of her neck. “You’re amazing, Lessie. I’m so proud you chose me to be your rider.”

      Lessie gave a rumbling purr that reverberated through my entire body. She circled around the field a couple of times, then came in for a landing. A small group of students had gathered near the stables to watch us, and they began to cheer as we approached.

      Thwack.

      A blinding pain struck me in the side, shocking me into letting go of Lessie’s spike just as Lessie dove. I felt Lessie’s panic as she tried to pull up, but it was too late, and I immediately started to slide sideways.

      “Zara!” Lessie shrieked as I toppled off her back, speeding to the ground. The pain in my ribs was ferocious, but as the ground came rushing toward me, adrenaline took over. Gritting my teeth, I spread my arms out, preparing to angle my body feet first. But suddenly Lessie was beneath me, her body turned so that her back was facing the ground.

      “No!” I cried as Lessie snatched me out of the air with her clawed hands. “Lessie, stop!”

      Whump.

      We landed hard on the ground, and even though Lessie’s body cushioned the impact, the vibrations jarred my already pained ribs. That, combined with the pain I could feel emanating from Lessie, was enough to make my stomach pitch with nausea.

      “Let me through, let me through!” Major Falkieth barked. I tried to sit up to see what was going on, but Lessie had a death grip on me, her giant hand crushing me against her chest.

      “Lessie.” I tried to penetrate the fog of pain clouding both of our minds. “Lessie, you have to let me go.”

      “She hurt you.” Lessie’s voice was thick with rage, and she held me tighter to her chest. “You could have died. I won’t let her near you so she can try again.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, adopting a soothing tone. I didn’t know what Lessie was talking about, but it didn’t matter—I needed her to release me so I could help her. “No one is going to hurt me. You saved me, Lessie. We’re fine.”

      Pushing aside my own pain, I sent soothing waves of calmness through the bond, like a mental stroke of my hand over her. Lessie resisted at first, but eventually I managed to calm her enough that she finally let me go.

      “Shit,” I groaned as I slid off her. My feet hit the ground hard enough to jar my ribs, and I gripped my side.

      “What the hell happened here?” Major Falkieth shouted, shoving her way through the crowd. She was absolutely beside herself, her reddened face clashing sharply with her azure eyes. “You disobeyed a direct order, Cadet!”

      I flinched—she’d never called me ‘cadet’ before. “We were practicing, and—”

      “I know exactly what you were doing.” Falkieth made a disgusted noise as she pushed past me. The stable master was already at Lessie’s side, inspecting her. “Now let’s hope your dragon hasn’t been permanently damaged by your foolishness.”

      My stomach plummeted. Could that really happen? Horror chilled my blood as I turned to look at Lessie. She’d landed on her wings. How far had we fallen, exactly? Far enough to break bones, to tear membranes? Dragon’s breath, what if I’d damaged her wings? Would she be able to recover?

      “Tsk, tsk,” Aria said from behind me. I turned to see her staring at Lessie, her face a perfect marriage of false sympathy and smugness. “I do hope your poor dragon pulls through. It’s not her fault you decided to ignore protocol and fly her without permission.”

      “No, it’s not,” I said through gritted teeth. Dragon’s balls, the pain in my side was unbearable. It felt as if I’d busted a rib. What the hell had happened to me? Had a bird flown into my side? “If you’ve come to offer your condolences, spare me.”

      “Suit yourself.” Aria shrugged. “Perhaps your dragon will get used to being grounded. After all, she did choose a ground-dweller to be her rider, didn’t she? Maybe the two of you can lead the cavalry together.” She smirked.

      If I hadn’t been in such agony, I would have hauled off and punched Aria right between the eyes. But it was all I could do to stand. “She’ll get better,” I said. “We both will, and we’ll fly again. You’re the one who’s been grounded, Aria, not me.”

      Aria sneered at me. “We’ll see about that.” As she turned away and walked off, she tucked something into her pocket that made my blood go cold.

      No. It can’t be.

      But the pain in my ribs flared bright again, and I knew deep in my bones that I hadn’t imagined it. It wasn’t a bird that had struck my ribs, it was a stone.

      And Aria had fired it from that slingshot.
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      “I can’t believe you’ve been suspended,” Rhia seethed. “What happened back there wasn’t your fault!”

      “It absolutely was my fault,” I said tiredly, leaning my head against the cab’s upholstery. “I was the one who got on Lessie’s back and flew her without permission. Everything that happened after that was completely on me.”

      The carriage rumbled over the cobblestone streets, speeding toward the elevators that would take me back down to Zuar City. “That’s not true,” Rhia protested. “You’re not responsible for what Aria did. She almost killed you, Zara! If Lessie hadn’t caught you, hadn’t taken the brunt of the fall, you could have died.”

      “Yes, and I’m the one who put us in that position!” Anger made my words sharp, and Rhia flinched at the vehemence in my voice. “I made myself an easy target, going up there without armor or a saddle. Of course Aria took advantage of that and tried to shoot me out of the sky. I didn’t think the bitch had it in her, but I’ve got to applaud her for having the stones to go through with it. I just wish her hatred wasn’t directed at me.”

      Rhia sighed, and a heavy silence settled over the cab. Anger and sadness mingled in her eyes, and I immediately felt guilty for having yelled at her. After all, she was here by my side, trying to be supportive. I couldn’t say the same about anyone else. Jallis hadn’t even tried to come and see me in the infirmary.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally said, meeting Rhia’s eyes. “I didn’t mean to take my anger out on you.”

      “It’s all right.” Rhia patted my hand. “I understand. I’m surprised you’re not angrier, to be honest. If I’d been suspended for two weeks because my nemesis hit me with a slingshot, I’d be furious.”

      I lifted my right shoulder in a shrug. “It could have been a lot worse, honestly.” I’d only cracked one rib, and though Lessie had injured her wings, she mostly suffered from bruised tendons and a sprain. A mage had been summoned to Dragon’s Table, and he’d managed to heal the both of us for a hefty fee that had been billed to Lord Tavarian.

      I’m sure he’s going to be thrilled about that.

      “You know, my offer is still open,” Rhia said. “You’re more than welcome to come and stay at my family’s estate. My mother has been dying to meet you, and I don’t mind taking the time off. We can both be in exile together.”

      Her eyes twinkled, and I smiled despite myself. “No, it’s fine. Really. I could use the time to catch up on work at the shop. Maybe I can even get a short expedition in.”

      Rhia’s eyes lit up. “If you do, bring me back something.” She leaned her head back against the seat with an envious groan. “I wish I could go with you. You make being suspended sound so cool.”

      I laughed at that. In all honesty, I was lucky the headmaster had allowed me to go back to the city. He would have sent me to Tavarian’s estate, but as it turned out, Tavarian wasn’t in residence. A message had been dispatched to him informing him of the situation, but while I waited, they wanted me off the campus. And the only other place I could go was home.

      “I know it’s horrible, but I’m kind of relieved to go back,” I told Rhia as we pulled up to the elevator station. “As much as I love flying and being with Lessie, I don’t belong up on Dragon’s Table. I’m a ground-dweller, Rhia. I don’t think I can change that.”

      Rhia wrapped her arms around me in a hug. “You don’t need to change, Zara,” she said into my hair. “You just need to keep showing up. That’s the only way you can convince everyone else that you belong at Dragon’s Table.”

      Maybe I’m tired of trying to force other people to accept me as I am, I thought. “I’ll see you soon,” I said, hugging her back. “Do me a favor and steer clear of Aria while I’m gone. I don’t need you getting suspended too.”

      As I rode the series of elevators down to the ground, an ache grew in my chest. It was the pain of separation—I felt it every time I took a trip down to the city—but it was more intense than usual, as I felt Lessie’s grief as well as my own. She’d been beside herself when she’d learned I’d been suspended, and it had taken every ounce of my will to keep her from storming the academy. As it was, I suspected she might have burned the entire stable to the ground if the place hadn’t been spelled to be fire-resistant.

      Maybe I’ll write to Tavarian when I get back to the shop, I mused, and tell him my side of the story. If I’m lucky, he might be able to convince the headmaster to reduce my suspension.

      But Tavarian didn’t answer my letter, and even though Carina was happy to have me back in the shop, I couldn’t bring myself to match her enthusiasm. Business was booming, Brolian was staying out of trouble, and we’d taken on several more orphans as employees, including Tiana and Nate. And yet all I could feel was a distinct sense of failure.

      “Zara,” Carina said, her voice rife with exasperation. “Will you please stop trying to hang that shield on that sword mount?”

      “Huh?” I blinked, then blushed when I realized my mistake. “Sorry,” I muttered, lowering the shield. “I guess I’m really out of it.”

      “You’ve been out of it all week.” Carina whisked the shield away from me before I did something stupid with it. “Zara, I know that this entire situation sucks, but it’s only for two weeks. You’ll be back up there with Lessie in no time.”

      “I know, but I can’t help it.” I scraped a hand through my hair, trying to find the words to describe my mental state. “I didn’t realize how important it was for me to stay close to Lessie, because I’ve never been away from her more than a day or two. But it’s been a week, and the separation is driving me crazy. It feels like I’ve got this gaping hole in my chest, and nothing I do gets rid of the ache.”

      Carina’s expression softened. “I can’t say I understand what that’s like,” she admitted as she put the shield in its proper place. “But I know if Brolian and I were forcibly separated, I’d be heartsick. Still”—she placed her hand on my shoulder—“at least you know Lessie is safe.”

      “True,” I admitted. Even from this distance, the bond was strong enough that I could keep track of her well-being, and I knew she was fine. “I guess I just need a distraction.”

      Carina laughed. “And here I thought looking after the shop would keep you occupied.” But a thoughtful look entered her eyes. “Why don’t you head over to the Blue Daffodil and see if Portina has any news for you?”

      My eyes flew wide open. “Shit!” In my fog, I’d completely forgotten about the trap I’d set up. “Yeah, I should go by there and see if any messages have been left for me.” Wasn’t I supposed to drop by last weekend? The tips of my ears grew hot with embarrassment. I couldn’t believe I’d left Portina hanging!

      “There’s the Zara I know and love.” Carina slapped me on the back. “You’ve got that spark in your eye again. Now get out there and bring back something good.”

      I gathered my things and rushed out the door, opting to take the rooftops. As I ran across gables and hips, jumped over chimneys and danced around turrets, my heart began to lighten. Neither on the ground nor in the sky, this was where I was most comfortable, most familiar. Racing across the city with the gas lamps twinkling below, the winding streets gleaming like dark rivers.

      The Blue Daffodil was quite busy when I walked in, nearly every table full. The air rang with boisterous laughter and clinking glasses, and I smiled, happy to see the place bustling.

      “Zara!” As usual, Portina spotted me nearly as soon as I walked in. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about our little arrangement!” she exclaimed as she ushered me over to an empty table. “Your mail has been piling up!”

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly as she sat me down. “Things have been busy at the shop. Have there been a lot of inquiries, then?”

      “A few,” Portina said. “Let me fetch them while I get your ale.”

      Portina disappeared into the crowd and came back a few minutes later with a tankard of ale and three envelopes. I was slightly disappointed to see so few inquiries, but then again, that was by design. Since the piece of heart was such a specialized item, I’d been vague about the description in the hopes that only those who were truly on the lookout for it would bite. Doing it this way made it much easier to sort the wheat from the chaff.

      Leaning back in my chair, I drank my ale and let myself relax and enjoy the atmosphere of the tavern. The alcohol slid down my throat into my stomach, loosening me up, and after a little while, I decided to open the letters. I was too comfortable to get up and drag myself back to the shop, but I was also itching to see if I’d gotten any leads.

      The first was from some upper city bigwig who fancied himself a collector. I dismissed him out of hand, knowing that he was merely looking to add another trophy to show off to his dinner party guests and didn’t have any real idea of the item’s value.

      The second was from Barrington, and I hid a smirk. I wonder what he would say if he knew he was trying to buy the heart from me? Barrington probably did know a bit about the heart and its properties, but as an antiquities shop owner, his interest was purely financial. I rolled my eyes at his ridiculous lowball offer, and moved on.

      The third letter was far more cryptic than the first. It was written in a jagged hand, the pen nib pressed sharply to the paper as if in anger. The author left no name and gave no offer, only demanded a meeting. They told me that in no uncertain terms was I to sell the item to anyone else, lest something unfortunate befall me or one of my friends.

      A chill crawled up my spine, and I gripped the letter tightly. Suddenly, I had the distinct feeling that someone was watching me. Could this letter be from Tavarian? His handwriting was more elegant than this, but it was possible he’d deliberately disguised it. I glanced up, sweeping the room for any sign of a familiar face, and gasped as one stepped right in front of me.

      “Jallis?”

      “Zara.” He sat down in the empty chair across from me, looking guilty and relieved. “I was beginning to worry I wouldn’t find you.”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I snapped, stuffing the letters into my jacket pocket. The last thing I needed was for him to read them. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the academy?” I glanced at my watch—curfew was in thirty minutes, and students normally weren’t allowed to leave the grounds during school days without written permission.

      Jallis waved an impatient hand. “I don’t care about any of that, Zara. I need to talk to you.”

      “Really?” I mocked, pushing to my feet. “Aren’t you worried about upsetting mommy?” I didn’t know why Jallis had made the trip down, and frankly, I didn’t care. “You should run back home before someone sees you. Wouldn’t want you to get a slap on the wrist.”

      “Zara.” Jallis grabbed my arm as I stalked past him, and spun me around. I pulled back my fist, ready to deck him, but something about the look in his eye gave me pause. “Rhiannon told me everything.”

      His words were like a bucket of ice water dumped straight over my head. “Everything?” I echoed, clenching my hands into fists. What did that even mean?

      “About your childhood, and why you stole the egg.” Jallis’s face softened, and the viselike grip on my arm loosened, becoming more of a caress. “Please, Zara. Sit down for a minute, and let me talk. I want to explain myself.”

      Part of me wanted to yank my arm from his grip and storm out the door. I was angry with Jallis for judging me, angry with Rhia for divulging my secrets to him, angry with myself for getting so worked up. But I was also curious. And curiosity was the one vice I’d never been able to deny.

      “How did you find me?” I asked as I resumed my seat.

      “Your friend, Carina,” Jallis explained. “Rhiannon told me that you’d be at your shop, and I managed to catch her as she was leaving. She wasn’t very happy to see me, but I managed to convince her to tell me where you were.”

      I shook my head. Another traitor. Was there no loyalty among friends? “Fine,” I said. “You’ve got five minutes, and then I’m out of here.”

      Jallis took a deep breath. “First of all, I’m sorry that I didn’t come visit you in the infirmary. I wanted to, but I honestly thought you’d kick me out. And judging by your reaction when I walked in here, I think I was right.”

      “I might have,” I admitted. “But before the mage got there to heal me, I was in pretty bad shape. Aria got me good with that shot.”

      Jallis grimaced. “I still can’t believe she actually went that far. When Rhiannon told me what happened, I was furious.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I never did tell you why I ended our relationship, did I?”

      “No.” I leaned in, suddenly much more interested in the conversation. “Why did you break it off with her?”

      “There were a number of things going wrong,” Jallis said tiredly. “She’s one of the most beautiful girls at the academy, and I was completely infatuated with her. During our first year, I’d do anything and everything to make her happy. But after that honeymoon phase wore off, I started to see the flaws. She’s possessive and demanding, and while I don’t necessarily think that’s a bad thing in a woman, it was getting to the point where I couldn’t even hang out with my buddies without getting her permission.”

      “Ugh.” I made a face at the thought. If a guy had told me I wasn’t allowed to hang out with my friends or spend my time as I wished, I would have kicked him to the curb. “And you put up with that?”

      Jallis gave a helpless shrug. “Like I said, I was infatuated. And when Aria isn’t being a bitch, she’s really charming. She had me wrapped around her finger. But some of that was wearing off, and I started saying no to her more often, and putting distance between us.

      “Things came to a head at Tavarian’s party—the night we ‘met,’” Jallis said with a small smile. “Aria wanted me to spend all my time with her, of course, but a friend of mine from Caravar was at the party. He was the son of a diplomat my father did business with, and he rarely comes to Elantia, so when I found out he was at the party, I went off to play a few rounds of cards with him. When I came back to find Aria, she’d disappeared.”

      “Uh oh.” A bad feeling was forming in the pit of my stomach. “Did she leave the party?”

      “I thought she had, but her parents were still there. They’d thought she was with me. So I went out to the gardens and found her in the hedges, necking with some foreigner from Kindar.” His face went blank. “She looked up at me, her tits hanging out of her dress, and asked if I was enjoying the view.”

      “Oh, Jallis.” The armor on my heart finally cracked, and sympathy came spilling out. “I’m so sorry.”

      He shook his head. “Later on, she told me that she was just trying to make me jealous, to show me what I was missing.” He clenched his jaw. “I thought I had given her everything, but apparently that wasn’t good enough.”

      “No,” I said vehemently, covering his hand with mine. “She wasn’t good enough. Not for you.”

      Jallis gave me a crooked smile. “Look at you. Already trying to make me feel better, when I’m the one who hurt you.”

      I huffed. “I can’t help it. You’re a good guy, Jallis, and Aria dug a knife into your ribs and twisted it for no good reason. Of course I’m angry on your behalf.”

      “I don’t know that I’m that good of a guy,” Jallis said ruefully. “If I was, I wouldn’t have let you walk away that day.” He took my hand in his. “I was wrong to allow my mother to cast doubt on you, but when I found out you’d stolen the egg, all I could think about—”

      He broke off, looking chagrined.

      “I get it,” I said softly. “If I’m so lacking in morals that I have no qualms about stealing a dragon egg, then what’s to say that I might not stab you in the back, just like Aria did?”

      “You have the right of it.” Jallis’s shoulders sagged. “It was wrong of me to assume that, of course, but—"

      “No, it wasn’t.” I laid a hand on top of Jallis’s. “Storybooks like to romanticize thieves, but most of us aren’t good people. We’re selfish and cutthroat, and we cause grief and strife to those we steal from, even when we do it with the best of intentions. That’s why I gave up thieving to become a treasure hunter instead. I was tired of taking, of skulking in the shadows. I wanted to make my mark on the community, to show them that I was capable of being more than just an unwanted street rat.”

      Jallis laughed. “Even if you didn’t have dragon rider blood in your veins, even if you’d never come to Dragon’s Table, you could never be just a street rat, Zara.” He turned his palm over and threaded his fingers with mine. “You’re so much more than that.”

      “I—” My skin warmed, and suddenly I found myself flustered. One minute, I’d been ready to knock him out cold, the next minute I was blushing like a schoolgirl. Would it always be like this with him?

      “Shh.” Jallis reached inside his coat pocket. “Don’t say anything. I have something for you.”

      He pulled out a long, cylindrical object wrapped in cloth, and handed it to me. I didn’t have to unwrap it to know it was the dragon blade I’d seen in the display room—the moment I took it, I felt a familiar hum in my veins, my blood responding to the power embedded into the weapon.

      “No way.” I tried to shove the weapon back into his hands. “I can’t accept this.”

      “You have to.” Jallis held his hands up, refusing to take it. “It belongs to you.”

      “I—what?”

      “I should have told you when you first held it,” Jallis said apologetically. “But I was in denial about it. Dragon lances are keyed to the owner, and can only be properly wielded by someone of the proper bloodline. The fact that it responded to you, that you were able to wield it, means that the original owner is from your family tree.”

      I was stunned. “That’s impossible,” I blurted. “That—that would make you—”

      “A relative?” Jallis laughed. “No. I did some digging, and I found out that my father acquired that piece. It’s not a family heirloom. I know, I was horrified too, at first.”

      “I’m glad to know I haven’t been kissing my cousin,” I said dryly. A wave of relief slid off my shoulders—I hadn’t actually slept with Jallis, but it would have been awful if I had only to find out we were related. “But…won’t your parents be angry?”

      Jallis shrugged. “I’ll deal with them, if they even find out it’s missing.” He closed my hand over the hilt in the center of the weapon. “Zara, I know how much this has to mean to you. It’s the only surviving link you have to your parents. I want you to have it, please.”

      “Thank you.” I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat. “This…it really does mean a lot.”

      Jallis smiled. “I know it does.”

      We locked gazes, and that warm feeling spread through me, like I’d unexpectedly swallowed a mouthful of mead. Jallis’s eyes softened, and I felt the same stirring of desire I had back in his family library, when he’d kissed me. It would be so easy to let him walk me back to the Treasure Trove, and take him up to my room…

      “Jallis.” I took a breath. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I love it when conversations start like this.”

      I laughed, despite myself. “It’s just…I like you, a lot. More than I should,” I said to him with a rueful smile. “But even though we’ve had some good times together, the truth is, we haven’t known each other that long. I just don’t want to lead you on, or give you false expectations, especially after what you went through with Aria.”

      “I get it.” I expected Jallis to be hurt, even angry, but he only smiled. “You don’t want to commit, and that’s okay. I’m not going to demand anything you’re not ready to give. I’ve already been on the receiving end of that flow, and it didn’t go well.”

      I gave a sigh of relief.

      With that out of the way, we left the tavern together, heading back to the shop. My spirits were high as I stepped out into the night. I was eager to get to my workbench so I could unwrap the dragon blade and examine it further. Maybe it would offer some clues as to my parentage.

      “You don’t have to walk me home, you know,” I said as we turned a corner. “I can get back on my own.” Jallis couldn’t stay—he had to get back to Dragon’s Table, and it would be faster if he went directly from the tavern.

      “I know.” Jallis slipped his hand into mine. “But I want to.”

      My grin was cut short by the sound of a blade whizzing through the air. “Watch out!” Jallis cried, shoving me aside. The throwing knife stuck fast into the wall a few feet away from me, exactly where I would have been if Jallis hadn’t pushed me away.

      “Looks like she’s got a knight in shining armor to protect her, boys,” a gravelly voice said. Four men stepped from the shadows, all carrying clubs and blades. “It’s a good thing I brought a few extra for this job.”

      “Who are you?” Jallis demanded, drawing the sword at his hip. “What do you want?”

      “Why does it matter?” the leader said, brandishing his own blade. “You won’t be needing my name six feet beneath the ground.”

      He lunged at me, and I brought the dragon blade up to parry his blow. I grunted as his blade came down on mine, but managed to push him to the side. A second man came, bringing his club down, but Jallis was suddenly there, his back against mine as he caught the blow with his own weapon.

      In wordless agreement, we solidified our stances, back to back as we faced off our attackers. My dragon blade whirled, the blades elongating and retracting as I needed them to, and I parried and sliced, thrust and blocked. The first attacker went down as my blade sliced his abdomen open, his guts spilling beneath him in the street. The second stumbled back, his throat slashed, then slumped against the wall, his lifeblood sloshing down the front of his shirt.

      It was a bloodbath.

      “We need to get out of here!” I yelled as Jallis felled the last man. Grabbing his arm, I yanked him into an alley, and we ran for our lives. The sound of shouts and rushing footsteps echoed behind me, and I knew the Muncies would happen upon the scene any second.

      Jallis and I didn’t speak for a long time as we raced through the streets, taking a zigzag route back to the Treasure Trove. I wished I could take to the rooftops, but I didn’t know if Jallis was any good at rooftop running, and now wasn’t the time to teach him. Several times we flattened ourselves against dirty walls in dark alleyways or crouched behind trash cans to avoid the Muncies, our hearts pounding and our palms sweaty. It was a good hour before we finally made it back to the Treasure Trove.

      “Okay,” Jallis said, leaning against the sofa in my apartment. His eyes were wide, his skin flushed, his forehead glistening with perspiration. “Now that we’ve successfully cheated death, do you want to tell me what the fuck that was all about?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said warily.

      Jallis barked a laugh. “I’ve got plenty of time to hear it,” he said, gesturing to his bloody clothes. “It’s not like I can go anywhere dressed like this, can I?” He pushed a hand through his sweaty hair. “Dammit, Zara. I thought the first time I killed someone was going to be in battle. Not on a dark street in the middle of the city.”

      “I’m sorry you had to stain your hands with peasant blood,” I snapped, then immediately regretted my words. His face went white, his hands fisting at his sides. “That may have been uncalled for.”

      Jallis shook his head. “Just tell me what’s going on, Zara. The truth.”

      “Okay.” I let out a long breath. “Rhia told you about why I went up to steal the dragon egg, right?”

      Jallis nodded. “To save your friend’s brother. But what does that have to do with this?”

      “There’s more to the story,” I told him. “I didn’t tell Rhia this. I haven’t told anyone about this except for Carina. But I didn’t go up to Tavarian’s estate to steal the dragon egg. I went to steal a piece of the World Eater’s heart.”

      Jallis snorted. “Come on, Zara. I told you to tell me the truth.”

      “I am telling you the truth!”

      He stared at me, and I knew the moment realization dawned on him. “Dragon’s balls,” he whispered. “We were researching this in my family library. Is that why you asked? Because you’re still trying to steal it?”

      “No!” I shouted, then winced at the sound of my too-loud voice. “No. I mean, I don’t know. I’ve been trying to find out more information about it. The man who wanted me to steal it, he scooped me off the streets and raised me. He taught me almost everything I know. He’s convinced that Tavarian is collecting the pieces of heart so he can summon the dragon god back from the dead. But I’m not so sure.”

      Jallis’s jaw dropped. “Tavarian, summon the dragon god? I always thought there was something uncanny about him, but I didn’t think he was crazy.”

      “I didn’t either,” I said. “But I used my senses the last time I was there, and I found the piece of heart. It’s buried on his island, which means Salcombe, my mentor, was right. He has at least one.”

      “That’s impossible.” Jallis gripped his temples, as if he were trying to stave off a headache. “None of the dragon riders are supposed to have them. They were all hidden away by mage families.”

      “That’s exactly why Salcombe thinks he’s collecting them for nefarious purposes,” I said. “But I wanted to be sure, so I put out a call saying that I had another piece of the heart, and that interested buyers should send their inquiries to the Blue Daffodil.”

      “The bar we were at?” Jallis asked. “Ah. So that’s what those letters were about.”

      Nodding, I pulled the crumpled letters from inside my jacket and tossed them onto the table. “There’s one in there that’s pretty threatening. The writer said that if I tried to sell the heart to anyone else, he’d come after me and/or my friends. He also said he’d set up a meeting, but I think it was a lie. I think he sent those thugs after me to kill me and then steal the heart from wherever I’d supposedly hidden it.”

      “Except that they didn’t kill you,” Jallis said. “Do you have any idea who sent the letter?”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t look like Tavarian’s handwriting, either.”

      “And yet he’s the only one we know who has a piece of heart,” Jallis said flatly. “The only one we know of who had motive to send those guys after you tonight.”

      I sighed. “That’s what it looks like.”

      “Okay.” Jallis folded his arms. “What are we going to do about it, then?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “We?”

      He laughed. “I just killed two men, Zara. As far as I’m concerned, I’m in the thick of it now. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “There is,” I said slowly, a plan forming in my mind. “But you’re not going to like it.”
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      “This is crazy!” Rhia shouted over the wind. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this!”

      I glanced sideways at Rhia, smirking. She was astride Ykos, her hair streaming behind her as she gripped the pommel of her mount’s saddle. “I didn’t talk you into it,” I shouted back. “You invited yourself along.”

      “Yeah, well, if I was going to roll out of my warm bed to help you get off Dragon’s Table without being seen, then I sure as hell wasn’t going to be left behind while you two have all the fun.”

      “Is it too late to take your place?” Jallis asked, half-joking. “I bet the sheets are still warm. You and Zara should be able to manage fine without me.”

      I smacked his arm, and he chuckled. The sound alleviated some of the nerves knotting in my stomach, but I was still ridiculously nervous. This plan was half-cocked at best, a nightmare at worst, and we’d managed to get off Dragon’s Table without being seen—a feat unto itself.

      “How did you manage to haul the saddles out of the stable without being stopped?” Jallis asked Rhia.

      “I bribed one of the stable hands into helping me,” she called back. “He’s under the impression that my secret lover and I are going out for a midnight ride.” She waggled her eyebrows at us.

      I snorted. Because the bond between dragon and rider was so strong, I was able to send a message to Rhia via Lessie, who had transmitted it to her via Ykos. Without getting into details, I told her to grab Kadryn’s tack and get him saddled near the cliffs where Lessie had practiced, where we could take off without being seen. The dragons were allowed to go to and from the stables as they pleased—there was no containing them, after all—so the guards would think nothing of seeing a couple of dragons roaming the fields or even flying a few lazy circles in the sky. It was us, the riders, that were the tricky part.

      In addition to saddles, Rhia had also brought a pair of black trousers and a sweater for Jallis to reduce our chances of being spotted on Kadryn’s back. I’d already changed my clothes prior to leaving my apartment, and we’d burned Jallis’s bloodstained coat so we wouldn’t leave any evidence behind.

      Lessie, of course, had been annoyed at being left behind, but I couldn’t risk flying her again without a saddle. There was no Aria around to shoot me out of the sky this time, but my near-death experience had told me how foolish I was. At least this way, with Jallis to hold onto me, my chances of falling off and cracking my skull open on the rocks were greatly reduced.

      “Okay,” Jallis said in a low voice, his breath warm against my chilled ear. “We’re coming in.”

      A wordless exchange passed between Kadryn and Ykos, and the two dragons dove into the clouds, heading beneath the island. Our plan was to approach from below, rather than above, to avoid the watchful eyes of any guards or servants. Thankfully we didn’t need to land anywhere near the mansion itself, but we didn’t want to risk being spotted from the air.

      We landed smoothly, touching down in a clearing in the middle of a thickly wooded area. The forest was deathly quiet as we dismounted, the night creatures gone silent in the presence of the dragons, the ultimate predators.

      “All right,” Rhia said. “Where to now?”

      “Hang on.” I closed my eyes and opened my senses. Immediately, that GONG reverberated in my skull, giving me an instant headache. I had to deliberately turn down the signal to avoid a migraine, but even so, the headache didn’t go away. Tension knotted at the base of my skull, in my shoulders, twisting my stomach.

      “It’s this way.”

      Rhia and Jallis followed me, their boots crunching as they stepped on sticks and rocks strewn across the dirt path. I doubted there were any guards patrolling the woods here, but even so, their loud footsteps made me cringe. I was used to being able to move stealthily, without making a sound, but Jallis and Rhia were my friends.  They didn’t deserve to be left behind.

      We hiked for a good hour, up and down steep hills, until we found ourselves in a small vale. The gong was so loud in my head that, even with my inner sense turned as low as I could manage it, my brain felt like it was rattling around in my skull.

      “Zara, are you all right?” Jallis asked, reaching out to touch my shoulder. “You look like you’re in pain.”

      “I’m fine,” I ground out. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “Get what over with?”

      I froze at the familiar voice, soft as the night wind whispering around us. Cold as the ice that froze my blood with fear. My heart plummeted as Captain Marcas stepped out from behind a boulder, and with him, Lord Tavarian.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” I blurted.

      “Is it not?” Tavarian stepped forward. The moonlight bathed his black hair in silver, transforming his eyes into mercurial flames. He was angry, I realized—the emotion poured from him in waves, even though his expression was as implacable as ever. “Did you and your friends simply sneak onto my estate for a late-night stroll? Or did you come out here, far away from the creature comforts of my mansion, looking for something?”

      I swallowed against the ball of fear in my throat. What should I say? Did I dare reveal to Tavarian that I knew where the piece of heart was? That it was buried just ten paces away, deep in the dirt? But then, he had to know, didn’t he?

      “Well?” Captain Marcas barked, startling me. “Speak up, Miss Kenrook. What are the three of you doing out here?”

      “I think Lord Tavarian already knows what we’re doing here,” Jallis said, stepping forward. He bravely met Tavarian’s gaze as he shielded me with his body. “We know you’ve been collecting pieces of the dragon god’s heart. And we know you’ve got one buried here. You can try to silence us, try to kill us all, but people will ask questions. You can’t sweep all of our deaths under the rug.”

      “You think that I’m going to kill you?” Tavarian asked, sounding thunderstruck.

      “You already tried tonight, didn’t you?” Jallis accused. “Four men jumped us in an alley tonight because they thought we had a piece of the heart! Who else would have sent them but you?”

      Tavarian pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know what you are talking about,” he said tightly. “But it would appear you have a lot of explaining to do, Miss Kenrook.”

      “He’s telling the truth,” Rhia said before I could respond. “Although his wording is vague, so I don’t know what exactly he’s claiming ignorance about.”

      Captain Marcas frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “Rhia’s talent is discerning truth from lies,” I said shortly. I pinned Tavarian with a frank stare. “Let me be more specific, then. Did you send men to kill me tonight?”

      Tavarian raised his eyebrows. “You presume to interrogate me?”

      “Is that a yes?” I challenged.

      He gave me an exasperated look. “No, I did not send anyone to kill you.”

      “Great. Have you been collecting pieces of the dragon god’s heart?”

      “No.”

      “Do you intend to resurrect the dragon god?”

      “No.”

      “What is the meaning of these questions?” Captain Marcas cried, throwing up his hands. “And why are you entertaining them, Lord Tavarian?”

      “Because,” he said slowly, “there is a piece of Zakyiar’s heart buried near here, and I want to know why Miss Kenrook is looking for it.”

      “All truth,” Rhia confirmed in a shaky voice. Her face had gone pale, and I realized that up to this moment, she hadn’t quite believed there really was a piece of the dragon god’s heart hidden on the estate. She had hoped I was wrong.

      Not that I could blame her. I had hoped I was wrong, too.

      “You…what?” Captain Marcas was stunned. “But I thought that was an old legend!”

      “It is an old legend,” Tavarian said dryly. “It also happens to be true. Now,” he said, pinning me with that soul-searing gaze of his, “you three are going to come along, and you’re going to explain to me what this foolishness is all about.”

      I thought about resisting, but several other guards stepped out of the shadows, nipping that thought in the bud. I’d done enough killing for tonight, and there was no point in fighting any further. It was clear that Tavarian wasn’t trying to resurrect the dragon god, and he wasn’t the one who had tried to kill me.

      But if that was the case, then why did he have that piece of heart?

      Captain Marcas had our hands bound, and we were bundled into a cart waiting at the top of the hill. The long ride back to the estate was dead silent, the tension in the air thick enough to slice with my dragon blade. The weapon pressed uncomfortably against my thigh, where I’d hastily secured it with a leather strap. The blades were bound up with some cloth, but I knew that wouldn’t work long term. I needed to get it a proper sheath.

      Finally, we made it back to the estate. I thought we would be ushered into a parlor room, but the three of us were separated. Captain Marcas took Jallis, one of his subordinates took Rhia, and I was left with Tavarian in his study, the two of us staring at each other over his desk.

      “Sit,” he commanded.

      I did so, grudgingly.

      “Speak.”

      “Is this how it’s going to be?” I demanded. “I have to tell you everything, and meanwhile you’re not going to explain why you have a piece of the deadliest dragon this world has ever seen lying around on your property?”

      “How I came into possession of the heart is less important than why you are looking for it,” Tavarian said. His voice was hard, his eyes glittering with impatience. “How did you know I had it?”

      “I sensed it the last time I was here, when I was doing those exercises you taught me.” I felt a flash of guilt as I remembered how patient he’d been with me, how kind. And how had I repaid him? “I was able to envision it, so I knew exactly what it was.”

      “Yes, yes, I surmised as much,” Tavarian said. “But very few know of the legend, never mind the heart itself. I have been thinking about this the entire ride back, and I can only surmise that you recognized it because you were already looking for it the first time you came to my estate. The first time you tried to steal from me.”

      I swallowed, looking away.

      “So, I was right,” he said softly. Silence stretched between us, my heart pounding painfully in my chest. What was he going to do to me? Was he going to have me expelled? Would Captain Marcas throw me in jail after all?

      “Tell me why.”

      Defeated, I told him everything. About Brolian, about Salcombe’s offer, about the supposed auction, and the passage I’d read in Jallis’s library. About how I’d sent out a false advertisement for the piece of heart and had nearly gotten killed for it tonight.

      “Unbelievable.” The anger was back, carved into the lines of Tavarian’s face, blazing in his eyes. “And you didn’t think to come to me? About any of this?”

      “How could I have?” Tears burned at the corners of my eyes, and I pushed them back. “I had no idea who I could trust. Salcombe was so sure it was you, and—”

      “Salcombe has been lying to you this entire time.”

      The statement wasn’t exactly a revelation, and yet my mind still rebelled. “How do you know that?”

      Tavarian was silent for a very long time. “If I tell you this,” he finally said, “you will have to swear a blood oath that the truth never leaves this room without my permission.”

      “A blood oath?” Goosebumps raced up and down my skin. “What does that mean?”

      “It means what it sounds like.” Tavarian pulled a dagger and hovered it over his palm. “Will you consent?”

      I stared at the blade shining dully in the moonlight. The idea of cutting my skin open and swearing an oath wasn’t exactly appealing, but I knew this was non-negotiable, and I needed answers. Besides, how binding was a blood oath, really? I wasn’t planning on breaking it, but it wasn’t as if I would die if I did.

      Would I?

      “You won’t die if you break the oath,” Tavarian said grimly, and I jumped. “But you will wish that you had.”

      “Great,” I said, sarcasm thick in my voice. But I didn’t really have a choice, so I held out my hand. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      Tavarian didn’t hesitate. He sliced his palm open, then grabbed my hand and did the same. I hissed as the blade bit into my flesh, and gritted my teeth when we gripped hands, as if we were doing some kind of bloody secret handshake.

      “Do you swear that whatever secrets I divulge to you, both today and on any other day in the future, will never spill from your lips without my permission?”

      “I do.” I glared at him, then said, “Do you swear that whatever secrets you tell me that are bound by this oath will be truthful, with no attempt to deceive or mislead me.”

      Tavarian smirked. “I do.”

      The moment he spoke the words, a flash of light enveloped our hands. I yelped as a searing pain rippled across my palm, and yanked my hand back to see the cut had completely healed, leaving a faint white scar in its place.

      “There.” Tavarian wiped his blade and hand with a handkerchief. “Now we are bound by the oath, which can only be broken upon pain of death.”

      “How…how did you do that?” I sputtered, still staring down at my hand. There was no way that simply pressing my wound to someone else’s wound and saying some words out loud was enough to do this. “This is—is—”

      “Magic,” Tavarian finished.

      “But how?” Puzzle pieces began to fall into my head, but I was having a hell of a time putting them together. “You’re a dragon rider.”

      “Yes. My father was a dragon rider, and therefore I am as well. But my mother comes from a long line of mages. Her power was a very well-kept secret—as the last mage of her line, she could not risk anyone knowing what she truly was. But I have inherited that birthright, and when my mother finally left home, she begged me to carry the burden that came with it.”

      “The piece of heart,” I said numbly. “It’s yours by right.”

      “Yes. This auction that your friend Salcombe speaks of never happened. The idea that someone would put such a powerful object up for auction is absurd anyway,” he added with a frown.

      In my heart, I had known that. And yet, to accept that… “It’s Salcombe,” I said heavily. “Salcombe is the one who tried to kill me. He’s the one after the pieces of heart.”

      “The evidence does seem to suggest that,” Tavarian said gravely. I expected him to berate me for believing Salcombe’s lies, for falling in with him, but there was no judgment in his gaze. “Have you noticed anything different about him recently? Any change in mannerisms or attitude?”

      I thought back to my last meeting with Salcombe. “He was in a really good mood, which is unusual for him. And he looked healthy. He’s been sick for years,” I explained at Tavarian’s quizzical look. “He told me he found some kind of potion that could help him.”

      Tavarian’s eyes flashed. “Maybe so, but it is entirely possible that he might have a piece of the heart already.” Abruptly, he pushed back his chair and stalked to the door. “I must speak to Captain Marcas about this immediately.”

      “Why?” I rushed after him. “What are you going to do?”

      But Tavarian didn’t answer, and I didn’t need him to. There was only one way this was going to end—with Salcombe in chains, and the piece of heart, if he did have one, confiscated. And there wasn’t a damned thing I could do to stop it.
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      Tavarian refused to let me accompany him and Captain Marcas to Salcombe’s residence, but it didn’t matter. Somehow, Salcombe had gotten wind that they were coming, and he’d already fled by the time they arrived. They’d combed the city for days looking for him, questioned me extensively about possible locations that he might have fled to. I gave them the locations of the apartments and villas Salcombe owned both in Elantia and various countries around the world, but I knew Salcombe had many more. I’d only stayed in a handful of them during various trips and expeditions, and I knew Salcombe wouldn’t go to any of those now.

      He had well and truly disappeared.

      “Is it wrong that I’m glad they haven’t caught him?” I asked Rhia as we walked the gardens. I’d gotten into the habit of taking my lunches out here—in the mess hall I was constantly swarmed by cadets who were either trying to become my friend or trying to get me to do something for them. I’d become something of a celebrity over the last couple of weeks, and the unceasing attention was growing insufferable. “Even though he tried to kill me?”

      “No,” Rhia said. She stopped by a flowering rhododendron bush to watch a hummingbird flit between the bright pink blossoms, stealing bits of nectar here and there. “He might have betrayed you in the end, but he was the closest thing you had to a father. It’s tough to let those feelings go, no matter what he did to you.”

      I nodded, my gaze turning skyward. I hadn’t heard from Tavarian aside from a terse letter I’d received yesterday updating me on the manhunt for Salcombe. I had half-expected him to send for me when he’d returned to his estate, but I suppose I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to see me.

      And yet, even in his anger, Tavarian still made my life better. Rather than locking me up at his estate, he’d gotten my suspension lifted at the academy so I could continue my training. He’d even dealt with Aria, who had been suspended, pending a full investigation into the matter. Overall, I should be happy that things were finally going my way, that I finally had the answers I’d been seeking.

      But as I lay in bed that night, staring at the ceiling, I couldn’t help but feel that I was still missing a piece of the puzzle.

      A tap at my window broke through my muddled thoughts, and I looked up to see a carrier pigeon perched on my sill. My heart sped up, and I rushed to the window to take the scroll tied to his leg. Was this another update from Tavarian? Had Salcombe been found?

      No, I thought as I unrolled the scrap of parchment. This wasn’t Tavarian’s handwriting. It was a message from Captain Marcas.

      Miss Kenrook, the message said in a hasty scrawl. Urgently need your assistance locating an object. Might help us find Salcombe. Meet me outside the armory. Time is of the essence. – Marcas

      I jumped from the bed, my mind racing as I pulled my clothes on. What sort of object was Marcas talking about? How would it help us find Salcombe? The message didn’t make much sense, and I worried that it was some kind of trick. But I couldn’t very well ignore it, so I took my new dragon blade with me as an extra precaution.

      “Lessie?” I called as I approached the armory, my senses on high alert. Considering the last attempt on my life, I thought having a dragon as backup wouldn’t be a bad idea. But Lessie didn’t answer, and when I pushed, all I got was a wall of black. She was dead asleep. A shiver crawled up my spine—usually Lessie answered me no matter what the time of day. But she’d been tired when I’d come to tuck her in tonight, barely able to keep her eyes open. Maybe she was hitting another growth spurt.

      “Captain?” I whispered as I circled the building, looking for him. But he wasn’t there, and my stomach began to twist itself into a knot of fear. Was this some kind of set-up? I gripped my dragon blade tight as I searched the shadows for an enemy.

      “Lessie,” I called again, nervous now. “Lessie, wake up!”

      I finally felt Lessie’s consciousness stir, faintly, as if she was dragging herself from a deep slumber. But before I had a chance to be relieved, something whizzed through the air, and I twisted to the side just in time to avoid a feathered dart. It made a humming sound as it hit the wall, and I hissed as a second one struck the side of my neck, hot pain stabbing me.

      “No!” I whirled in the direction the darts had come from, raising my weapon. But my vision was already starting to blur as my attacker stepped out from behind a tree. Or was it two men? Three? They wore dark robes, with hoods pulled up over their faces, weapons hanging from the sashes at their waists.

      “Bag her,” a deep voice ordered.

      I slashed as one of the hooded figures approached, but my depth perception was off, and my strike went wide. Laughing, he kicked me to the ground, then yanked the blade from my hand.

      “Zara?” Lessie’s voice was sluggish but tinged with panic. “Zara, what’s happening?”

      I tried to answer her, but my mind was already fading. I was barely conscious of someone tying my hands behind my back, and when the bag finally came over my head, I was gone.
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      “Is she awake yet?”

      The familiar voice pierced the black fog that cloaked my mind, reminding me that something existed beyond this endless expanse of nothingness. I struggled to push past the blackness, to open my eyes, but my eyelids were heavy, and a headache gripped my temples like a vise.

      “I think I saw her twitch,” another voice said. “The poison should be wearing off soon.”

      “Good.” There was a rustle of fabric, a scrape of wood against stone. “Leave us.”

      The owner of the voice took shape in my mind, and I shivered. Salcombe. My mentor. Groaning, I forced my eyes open, then immediately regretted it as light stabbed daggers straight into my skull.

      “Ah,” Salcombe said pleasantly. “You’re awake.”

      I cracked an eye open to look at him. He was seated in a comfortable armchair next to the fire in a well-appointed room. The view out the mullioned window to his right told me that we were on the second floor of what I assumed was a house.

      “Where am I?” I demanded, tugging at my bindings. I was seated in a chair that was decidedly less comfortable than his, my arms and legs bound to it. “Why have you kidnapped me? Did you decide murder wasn’t good enough or something?” I was furious.

      Salcombe laughed, his eyes glittering in the firelight. There was madness in the sound, and it sent a chill through me. “You have the gall to ask me that, after you betrayed me? After you told Tavarian about me despite swearing an oath that you would not?”

      “You sent four thugs to try and kill me,” I spat. “And you lied to me about Tavarian. What did you expect?”

      “A little trust,” Salcombe sneered. “A little loyalty, after all I’ve done for you. I did not realize it was you who had put out that advertisement, so the attack on you was not personal. I would have called it off had I known. Not that it mattered, because you killed them all, didn’t you? With your shiny new toy.” He spun my dragon blade in his left hand.

      “Thanks,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my words. “I feel a lot better, knowing that the hit you put on me was an accident.”

      Salcombe shook his head. “It saddens me that it’s come to this, Zara. I raised you up from the filth you were born into, gave you every advantage, every opportunity. And the moment someone else comes along, you turn around and betray me.”

      He rose from his chair, and fear skittered through me as he towered over me. There was no mistaking it—power rolled off Salcombe in waves, an energy and vitality that was far from natural. I opened my senses, and was immediately assailed by that familiar bell gong, that powerful signal that I’d only ever felt from one object.

      “That’s right,” Salcombe said, reading the look on my face. “I already have a piece of the heart. But one is not enough to cure my disease, nor is it enough for me to exact my revenge against the dragon riders who so gleefully cast me out of their society. I will collect all of the pieces, and once I have resurrected the dragon god, he and I will be able to wrest back control of the dragons once and for all.”

      “Cast out?” My mind scrambled for these new puzzle pieces, and I tried to fit them together with the picture forming in my mind. “You…you were a dragon rider?”

      “I could have been,” Salcombe spat, “had the egg I had set my sights on not been stolen by another. But that does not matter now—the World Eater has promised himself to me in exchange for my service. The two of us will soar through the skies together, and the entire world will kneel.”

      Yep. That was definite madness gleaming in his eyes, infusing his voice with zeal. “Salcombe,” I said desperately. “Think about what you’re saying. Zakyiar isn’t going to let you ride him. The moment you resurrect him, he’s going to kill you. He won’t have any use for you anymore.”

      “Ah, but that is where you are wrong.” Salcombe gave me a smug smile. “Zakyiar needs me in order to subjugate the dragons. He needs someone with dragon rider blood to sever the bonds that prevent him from controlling them.”

      “You’re an idiot if you believe that,” I snapped at him. “A selfish, conceited, power-hungry idiot. You’re no better than the dragon riders themselves.”

      Salcombe’s face mottled with rage, and he punched me. Stars exploded behind my eyes as my nose crunched beneath his fist, and I cried out as my chair rocked back, smacking into the wall behind me. Blood gushed down my face, my chin, coating my tongue with copper. I blinked tears of pain from my eyes.

      “You bastard,” I choked out.

      “I have heard enough,” Salcombe said in an icy voice. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to wipe the blood from his hand. “I did not bring you here for conversation, or to bandy about insults with you. I brought you here to trade your life for the piece of heart that Tavarian has on his island.”

      I glared at him. “Tavarian isn’t going to give up the heart for the sake of my life.”

      “No, but he might do it for the life of your dragon,” Salcombe said with a wag of his finger. “If you die, it dies, remember?”

      “No.” Terror gripped my throat at the thought of Lessie dying, her life choked off before it had ever really had a chance to begin. “Please, Salcombe, don’t do this. I’ll find a way to get the heart to you. I know where it is on the island.”

      “And yet you didn’t seek to share that information with me before now.” Salcombe’s lips thinned. “No, Zara, you had your chance, and you squandered it.”

      Salcombe left the room before I could protest further, posting a guard both inside the room and in the hall. The guard who took Salcombe’s vacated chair wore the same black robes I’d seen before, and now that I could properly see again, I noticed the silver dragon sigil embroidered on his chest.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      The guard slapped the cudgel he was holding against his palm, a menacing sound. He didn’t answer me, and I decided not to press. I was completely at his mercy, and while Salcombe couldn’t kill me now, he’d said nothing to the guards about keeping me unharmed.

      If only I could reach my weapon, I thought morosely. Salcombe had left it on the table next to the armchair. I knew he’d done it as a deliberate taunt—bound to the chair as tightly as I was, there was no chance I was getting free. He’d even removed the daggers from my boots.

      The next several hours dragged with excruciating slowness, and eventually my anxiety gave way to pure exhaustion. I knew Salcombe was either going to kill me or force me to become his personal dragon heart detector, but since there was nothing I could do about any of it right now, I tried to doze in the chair and save my strength. The poison they’d used to knock me out hadn’t completely worn off, and I was so weak and muddled I couldn’t even reach out to Lessie. Had Salcombe managed to drug her too? Was that why she’d been so tired, why she hadn’t been able to respond to my call?

      The sound of something crashing into the wall roused me from my stupor. “What the hell?” the guard sitting across from me asked, jumping out of his chair. Shouts and screams echoed from the floor below, and the cobwebs cleared from my mind with a rush of adrenaline. What was going on? Were we under attack?

      I heard footsteps pounding down the hall, followed by the clash of swords. The guard raised his cudgel over my head. I braced myself, preparing to have my brains dashed out.

      “ZARA!”

      The window behind the guard exploded, showering us in a wave of glass and debris as Lessie crashed through the wall. I threw myself to the side, chair and all, as she blasted the guard with fire, instantly reducing him to a charred husk. His burning body fell to the ground, and Lessie kicked it impatiently to the side, scrambling to reach me.

      “Lessie,” I choked out, tears streaming down my face as she used her claws to rip through my bindings. I wanted to throw my arms around her neck, but the door burst open, and more black-robed guards streamed in.

      “Get on!” Lessie commanded, turning to face the guards. I snatched my dragon blade from where it had fallen to the ground, then jumped onto her back as she spewed the guards with a torrent of flame. Their screams mingled with the scent of charred flesh, but I barely had time to register any of it before Lessie leapt through the broken wall, launching us into the sky.

      “Yes!” I punched the air as we soared, my heart bursting with relief and triumph. Lessie swooped down, circling to the front of the lawn where several of Captain Marcas’s men were fighting with the black-robed guards. I took a flying leap off Lessie and jumped on the back of one of them, using my blade to slit his throat, and Lessie snapped up a second one in her jaws, tearing him to pieces.

      Within a matter of minutes, the rest of the black-robed men were dead.

      “Where is Salcombe?” I shouted, opening up my senses again. My stomach plummeted—I couldn’t sense the piece of heart anymore. Had he really managed to escape so quickly? My range was significant thanks to the training I did with Tavarian—how was that possible?

      “Gone,” Tavarian said, stepping outside. I blinked at the sight of him—he was in full armor, his black hair wild around his face, a bloody sword in his hand, like a legend straight from a story book. The scales covering his armor were silver, just like his eyes, and I was reminded again that Tavarian had once ridden a dragon of his own. How many battles had he fought? How many times had he stained that sword with blood?

      There’s so much I don’t know about you.

      “We found a tunnel entrance in the basement,” Captain Marcas said, stepping out just behind Tavarian. He was disheveled and bloody as well, exhaustion tugging at the lines of his face. “We tried following it, but he collapsed it about ten feet in, blocking the path. My men are searching the house for blueprints, to see if we can find where that tunnel goes.”

      I shook my head. “Salcombe wouldn’t have left blueprints lying around the place, especially not with secret tunnel entrances.” I looked at Tavarian. “He had a piece of heart on the property, but it’s gone now. I can’t sense it at all.”

      Tavarian nodded, but he hardly seemed to register what I’d said. His silver gaze was fixed on my face as he strode toward me, anger blazing in its depths. For a minute I thought he was going to berate me for being foolish, for falling for Salcombe’s trap, but instead he merely slid his hand beneath my chin, tilting my head up.

      “Broken nose,” he mused, studying my face. “Did he do this?”

      I nodded. “I told him he was selfish and insane. He didn’t seem to like that very much.”

      Tavarian shook his head, but I thought I saw his mouth twitch. “Foolish. Brave, but foolish.” He dropped his hand. “Any other injuries?”

      “No.”

      “Zara!” Rhia cried, and I spun around, shocked. She and Jallis raced around the corner of the house, dressed in their dragon armor. Their swords were strapped to their sides, and they looked as if they’d been fighting as well. “You’re safe!”

      Tavarian stepped back as Jallis caught me around the waist, spinning me in the air. “We tried to get to you,” he said as he crushed me to his chest in a hug, “but we were outnumbered five to one. Honestly, I don’t know how we managed to defeat them all.”

      I glanced at Tavarian over Jallis’s shoulder, wondering if he’d had a hand in it. I’d read a few stories about the battle mages of old, and while Tavarian couldn’t use his magic openly, he could very well use it for subtle things, like making a man’s arms too heavy to carry a sword, or constricting his air supply. But if Tavarian noticed my scrutiny, he didn’t pay it any mind. He was deep in conversation with Captain Marcas, likely discussing their next plan of action.

      “I’m so glad you came,” I said, hugging Jallis back. I hugged Rhia too. “How did you guys convince Tavarian to let you come along?”

      “He didn’t seem to need much convincing,” Rhia said with a smile. “He needed the help, and there wasn’t really any time to argue about it. We are soldiers, after all, and trained. A couple of guys in black robes weren’t going to be a big deal.”

      “He did try to leave me behind,” Lessie said, nudging me with her giant snout.  “He felt that bringing dragons would ruin the element of surprise. But I couldn’t stay back, not after I’d already failed to protect you.”

      I felt a wave of guilt and shame wash over her, and I wrapped my arms around her neck in a hug. “It’s not your fault,” I said soothingly. “They must have found a way to slip something into your food.”

      “I should have detected it,” Lessie argued. “But I was so hungry that I ate without thinking. All this growing is wreaking havoc on my appetite.”

      I laughed at the plaintive note in her voice. “Well I’m glad you’re growing so fast,” I said out loud. “If you weren’t so big, you wouldn’t have been able to save me.”

      “That’s right,” Jallis said, grinning at Lessie. “You saved the day.”

      Lessie preened. “I suppose I did.”

      But as the four of us celebrated, I couldn’t help but feel that our victory was bittersweet. Salcombe was at large, and as long as he was still looking for those pieces of heart, as long as he still needed to find me, Lessie and I would never be safe.
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      “Are you ready to go?”

      I turned to see Tavarian standing in the doorway of my room. He bore very little resemblance to the dragon rider I’d seen last night, dressed in his waistcoat and trousers once more, his long, black hair neatly secured at the nape of his neck. So different…and yet the same. The more time I spent with him, the more I realized he was not the cold mask he wore, but multi-faceted. Complex. Dragon rider, businessman, and mage all at once.

      An anomaly.

      “Nearly.” I tucked one last item into my suitcase, then shut it. Tavarian had the guards bring all of my things last night, both from my dormitory and my apartment, so that I could pack what I needed for the journey. After everything that had happened, Tavarian was taking me and Lessie to an undisclosed location to train us. He wasn’t taking any chances on either of our lives, and had insisted that I spend my last night in Elantia at his estate, in the same guestroom where I’d once been locked in as a prisoner.

      How things have changed.

      “Good.” He stepped into the room, looking around. Clothes, supplies, knickknacks, and trinkets were strewn all about—I’d spent the morning going through everything I owned and deciding what I could and couldn’t live without. Living at the Dragon Academy, where I could still go down to the shop and my apartment on the weekends, had been one thing. But now I was leaving Elantia entirely, and I had no idea when I would come back.

      “You’re really not going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked as I hefted the suitcase off the bed. A servant immediately took it from my hands and whisked it out of the room before I could even set it on the floor. “Not even a hint.”

      Tavarian smiled faintly, but he didn’t take the bait. “Come,” he said. “There is one more thing we have to do before we leave.”

      I followed him down the hall, a little annoyed. I was leaving on short notice, without time to say proper goodbyes to my friends, to get my affairs in order, and he couldn’t even—

      “Zara!”

      Carina flung her arms around me, and I stopped, stunned. I’d barely noticed when Tavarian had led me into the sitting room, but as I looked over Carina’s shoulder, I saw Rhia and Jallis were there, along with Portina, Tiana, and all my friends from the orphanage. Even Brolian was there, grinning at me.

      “Wha…what are you guys doing here?” I sputtered.

      “Lord Tavarian brought us up to say goodbye to you,” Carina said. She pulled back to look at me with a watery smile. “We knew that you wouldn’t be able to come to us, so we decided to come to you instead.”

      A lump swelled in my throat, so fierce that I could barely speak. I turned to Lord Tavarian to thank him, but he had already disappeared, likely to give me time alone with my friends while he took care of some last-minute affair. A wave of gratitude filled me for this man who had done so much for me, despite my recalcitrance. I would have to find a way to repay him someday.

      “Quit hogging her already, would you?” Jallis complained, yanking me from Carina’s arms. “I didn’t get to do this properly last night, with your broken nose and all,” he said huskily, and then crushed his mouth against me in a breath-stealing kiss.

      Wolf-whistles and cheers filled the air as I wrapped my arms around Jallis’s neck and kissed him back. I would miss his crooked smiles, the steady warmth he filled me with, his looks and touches, the feel of his mouth on mine. Would we ever get a chance to explore what we had? To find out if I was wrong, and that a relationship with him really could work?

      “There,” Jallis said softly, releasing me. “That should hold me over until the next time.”

      I spent a blissful hour talking and laughing with my friends, sharing stories and eating cake and hors d’oeuvres. The stolen slice of time was like a balm to my soul, a reassurance that though I had to leave my friends behind, I would be in their hearts just as much as they would be in mine.

      “I wish that I’d had more time to sort things out with you all,” I said to Carina and our new employees. “I was hardly at the shop as it was, and I feel like I’m abandoning you all now.”

      “Nonsense.” Tiana smiled. She looked better than I’d ever seen her, her skin glowing with health, the bags beneath her eyes vanished. “You know we’re grateful just to have the opportunity to work. We’ll take excellent care of the shop while you’re gone.”

      “Honestly, Zara, we’re just glad you’re going away somewhere safe,” Carina added. “Don’t worry about the Treasure Trove. We’ve been getting in plenty of inventory from other hunters, and while they’re not as good as your finds, we’ve been attracting higher quality treasure hunters lately. By the time you’re back, you may not even need to hunt at all.”

      “As if.” I rolled my eyes at the teasing note in her voice. I didn’t know what my future held, but I knew that I was never going to stop being a treasure hunter. “I’m sure I’ll bring back some new finds to add to our inventory.”

      But eventually that hour came to an end, and with it, the guards. I made my last goodbyes, exchanged more hugs, kisses, and tears. Jallis promised that he would find a way to send me letters—his father was taking over Tavarian’s duties, after all, and he was certain they had some way to communicate. The idea gave me hope, but I tried not to take it too seriously. After all, the idea was that we were trying to drop off the grid. I doubted Tavarian would allow me any correspondence at all for risk that Salcombe might intercept it.

      Lessie was waiting for me on the airfield, her sapphire scales gleaming in the morning light. Despite the bittersweetness of my farewells, the homesickness I was already starting to feel, my heart lightened at the sight of her.

      “I’m so glad you’re in my life,” I said, wrapping my arms around her.

      “As am I,” she agreed. Her foreleg came around me in a gentle embrace, and then she pulled back and turned toward the ship. “Are you ready for our next adventure?”

      I looked up at the ship and saw that Tavarian was waiting at the top of the gangplank. His gaze was steady, patient, but as I took in the airship, the balloon that was already half inflated, tugging on the ropes that bound it to the ground, my blood began to thrum with the need for speed. To soar in the skies, to explore new territory, see new things. To find out just what Lessie and I were capable of together.

      “Always,” I said.

      
        
        To be continued…

      

        

      
        Zara and Lessie’s adventures will continue in FLIGHT OF THE DRAGON, Book 2 in the Dragon Riders of Elantia series! Click HERE to be notified when it’s released!
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