
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Brindle Dragon Boxed Set

      Complete Series: Books 1 - 9

    

    




      
        Jada Fisher

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Fairfield Publishing]
          [image: Fairfield Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020 Fairfield Publishing

      

      

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  Except for review quotes, this book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, without the written consent of the author.

      

      This story is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        
          Chosen

        

        
          
            1. A Captive Audience

          

          
            2. Trial Commencement

          

          
            3. Race to the Finish

          

          
            4. Riddle Her This

          

          
            5. Rankings

          

          
            6. The Hardest Part of a Dream is Letting Go of the Present

          

          
            7. Ahead of the Curve

          

          
            8. An Even Playing Field

          

          
            9. Of Friends and Foes

          

          
            10. Taken for Granted, Taken Away

          

          
            11. Shortage

          

          
            12. A Hand Revealed Too Early

          

          
            13. The Final Test

          

          
            14. Hello, New Friend

          

        

      

      
        
          Awakened

        

        
          
            1. First Impressions

          

          
            2. It Was Meant to Be

          

          
            3. First Meal

          

          
            4. Dark History

          

          
            5. Five Claw Discount

          

          
            6. Quiet in the Library

          

          
            7. Repercussions

          

          
            8. Breaking the Pattern

          

          
            9. Beyond the Veil

          

          
            10. A Healer’s Touch

          

          
            11. The Forge of Desperation

          

          
            12. The Nightmare After

          

        

      

      
        
          Taken

        

        
          
            1. To Begin Again

          

          
            2. Uncomfortable Recollections

          

          
            3. The Worst of Enemies, the Slightest of Friends

          

          
            4. Sharp as a Sword

          

          
            5. Missing Links

          

          
            6. Crash Landing

          

          
            7. Two Heads are Better than One

          

          
            8. Shadow of a Doubt

          

          
            9. This Little Dragon Went to Market

          

          
            10. Piggybacking on a Nightmare

          

          
            11. One’s Company, Fifteen’s a Small Army

          

          
            12. Out of the Cauldron and into the Fire

          

          
            13. Dark Horizons

          

        

      

      
        
          Ambushed

        

        
          
            1. Back on Track

          

          
            2. Playing Catch-Up

          

          
            3. Make Up for Lost Time

          

          
            4. What’s in a Name?

          

          
            5. Three’s Company, a Cadre’s Assault

          

          
            6. Old Warnings, New Threats

          

          
            7. The Opposite of a Vacation

          

          
            8. The First Night

          

          
            9. Wild Times

          

          
            10. So Much Worse

          

          
            11. Many Joyous Returns and a Dreaded One

          

        

      

      
        
          Magic

        

        
          
            1. Same People, New Faces

          

          
            2. Valuable Lessons

          

          
            3. A Family that Eats Together…

          

          
            4. Worse than a Nightmare

          

          
            5. Just an Average Interrogation Between Friends

          

          
            6. Double-Cross

          

          
            7. Loss

          

          
            8. Confrontation

          

          
            9. During, After, Before, Always

          

        

      

      
        
          Unleashed

        

        
          
            1. A Crooked Sort of Journey

          

          
            2. Reconnecting

          

          
            3. Guardians of Many Shapes

          

          
            4. The Monotony of Violence

          

          
            5. Boot on the Other Foot

          

          
            6. Last Ditch Effort

          

          
            7. Déjà Vu

          

          
            8. Loss

          

          
            9. Rock Bottom

          

        

      

      
        
          Time Warp

        

        
          
            1. And the Fight Goes On

          

          
            2. It’s Just the Beginning

          

          
            3. Not a Substitute

          

          
            4. Too Unfortunate for a Coincidence

          

          
            5. The Bones of a Plan

          

          
            6. Thinking Backwards

          

          
            7. Shifting the Balance

          

          
            8. The Stuff of Legends

          

          
            9. Unto the Children

          

          
            10. Round Trip

          

          
            11. Home Again

          

        

      

      
        
          Captured

        

        
          
            1. In the Mouth of the Beast

          

          
            2. Unwelcome Company

          

          
            3. The Worst is Yet to Come

          

          
            4. Rock Bottom

          

          
            5. Long Road to Recovery

          

          
            6. Calm Before the Storm

          

          
            7. Outrageous Demands

          

        

      

      
        
          Power of Three

        

        
          
            1. No Surrender

          

          
            2. It All Comes Back Around

          

          
            3. How the Mighty Have Fallen

          

          
            4. False Religion

          

          
            5. Just Like Everybody Else

          

          
            6. Lost with Nowhere to Turn

          

          
            7. No One Likes a Surprise

          

          
            8. From Beginning to End

          

          
            9. Leave None, Take None

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Thank You

        

        
          
            Fantasy Reads Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    

  







            Chosen

          

          



      

    

    






The Brindle Dragon, Book 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            A Captive Audience

          

        

      

    

    
      A dragon’s roar ripped through the air, billowing past the thousands of people clustered together to see its might. The force of the sound spiraled up each floor of the amphitheater, making skirts rise, tunics flutter, and hundreds gasp in awe. Even the dust and dirt that came from crowded city life seemed to flee in terror, kicked up into the air, sweeping over the heads of the citizens as they cheered or cowered.

      It was terrible and wonderful, frightening and awe-inspiring all at once. That roar contained so much power and, more importantly, so many possibilities. A lifetime of challenge and saving those in need, falling in battle, or roaming the country side as a military aide.

      One eleven-year-old girl watched it all, her mouth agape at the sheer wonder. As if the dragons knew they were shaping the direction of her entire life, they suddenly surged upward, their jaws snapping at each other’s wing.

      Eist winced, but she couldn’t look away. After all, it wasn’t every day, or even every year, that one got to see the graduates of the Dragon Academy vie for a position on the council. In fact, the last one had been when she was but a wee baby, too young to remember even something as spectacular as this tournament.

      Back when her parents had been alive.

      Eist shook her head. This wasn’t the time to think about that. This was a time to admire and be enraptured. Goodness knew she had already spent so many years mourning. Now only eleven winters, she had lost her parents when she was somewhere between seven and eight. The time after that was a bit foggy, but she had her grandfather to help her through it.

      The two dragons twirled up into the air, their claws locked in each other’s flesh. They fought viciously, each vying for the upper hand, but the great beasts were closely matched.

      Eist gripped the stone barrier in front of her, watching with white knuckles as they dueled. It seemed that the two were so evenly matched that they were doomed to a stalemate, but there was one other important factor to consider.

      Sitting atop each of their backs, held in place with straps and mechanisms, sat two dragon riders. They were too far up and armored for Eist to make out their gender or body type, but she knew that these were young graduates hoping to make the council.

      Being a dragon rider was indeed an illustrious position, one only a select few were able to learn. It involved five years of school at the academy. While that wasn’t preposterous within itself, the first year of school was dedicated to learning about dragons, and at the end, one could end up with no dragon.

      It was the dragons who chose their humans, not vice versa, and to Eist that seemed how it should be. Riders and dragons had a sort of symbiotic relationship, with the human gaining incredibly long life—at least the few that weren’t killed in battle—and the dragon getting a lifelong companion and soulmate. While Eist didn’t understand why the dragons held human company in such high regard, she certainly wasn’t going to complain. The great, magical lizards seemed to linger somewhere between full human-like sentience and incredibly intelligent animals, with even her grandfather not being able to say which one was so.

      The green dragon, the one that had roared so mightily just moments ago, was beginning to waver. It made sense, from what little Eist knew of the beasts. The red dragon it was battling was larger and stronger. And yet the green one kept on, fighting for superiority.

      Just when it seemed like it was about to lose its hold on its larger opponent, its rider freed themselves from their specially-made saddle. Eist gasped, sure that the rider would fall to their death, but instead, the green dragon’s flat tail whipped under them, launching the rider into the air and over the red dragon’s head.

      The rider landed somewhere around the dragon’s neck, grabbing onto one of its spines to keep from falling. The crowd went wild, whooping and hollering with absolute delight as the rider climbed higher.

      The red dragon’s rider seemed so shocked that they didn’t know what to do, and that uncertainty was mirrored in the large red dragon. Those few seconds of indecision were all the green dragon rider needed. They took their mock-dagger from their side and bopped the top of the red dragon’s head with the dyed tip.

      It was over. The green dragon and its rider had won!

      Cheers and curses sounded all around Eist, no doubt fueled by who had won and who had lost their bets of coppers. But Eist couldn’t care less about monetary wagers. She just wanted to see more!

      She never knew that a rider could be so involved like that. It made her stomach twist with a kind of excitement that she’d never felt before, and her hands felt like they needed to do something before they popped off.

      But before her thirst for more could be sated, a strong hand gripped her shoulder and pulled her around.

      Eist tensed, dropping into a crouch like her grandfather had taught her, only to see the old man himself.

      “What are you doing out here?” he asked, voice gravelly but still full of love. He had lost so much in his many centuries of life, and yet he still had a warmth in him that could never be dulled. “I thought I told you to wait for me at the keep.”

      “You were late,” Eist answered honestly, her head trying to swivel back around to see the winner take their champion’s walk. “I was going to miss the first fight!”

      Her grandfather sighed but his chagrin quickly faded into a smile. “You may have a point, but here, come with me and you will see why it would have been worth your while to be patient.”

      Now that sounded interesting. Eist gave a little nod then followed him, his long legs making it hard to keep up.

      Even after all his years working as a caretaker for the hatchery, her grandfather still had almost all of his get up and go. Although he always tried to keep Eist away from his work, she’d managed to visit enough times for the other caretakers to tell her some incredible stories. Like the time there had been a particularly hard to catch thief who tried to break in and make off with some of the eggs. Apparently, Grandfather had defeated him with his rake and a single torch. Eist wished she could have seen that.

      But Eist’s reminiscing over her guardian’s centuries of tales came to a halt as he pulled her away from the seating area of the amphitheater and toward what looked like a servant’s door. Why was he taking her away from the fight? Sure, she knew he didn’t want her to be involved with dragons, but surely he would make an exception for a once in a decade event?!

      The Kingdom of Rothaiche M’or’s culture centered almost exclusively around dragons. That was where the dragon council resided, along with their special academy. Eist was happy to live in the wealthiest of kingdoms, where even servants had full bellies and most beggars had a shelter they could go to for respite. So naturally, when the once-a-decade tournament for a council seat took place, the whole city turned out. It was a week-long celebration with dancing and offerings to the Three. There were performances, costumes, and most importantly, dragons.

      Thankfully, dragon hatchings never interfered with the tournament. Somehow perfectly timed by nature, the hatchings happened every ten years and the tourney was scheduled halfway between hatchings. Eist fully intended to be in the academy by the next hatching. She could feel in her very bones that it was her destiny.

      Her grandfather led her through an older, wooden door, then up a narrow flight of stairs. Eist remembered vaguely that he had once told her that Dragonrock Castle was riddled with secret passage ways for both workers and more…secretive endeavors, but she had always thought that he was putting her on a bit. As they ascended higher and higher, taking the occasional winding passage to another branch, she began to realize just how serious he had been.

      Finally, they emerged from another decrepit-looking door to reveal a short length of floor, then nothing but thick rafters crisscrossing the open space. A quick look up told her that they were just under the crystalline ballroom that was the pride and joy of many Rothaichian social events. Which meant that…

      Eist’s green eyes flicked downward and she saw that they were directly above the amphitheater, just above the Lord of the House’s royal box and the council’s own seats. It was an amazing view, and one she never thought was possible.

      “Is this where you always watch from?” she asked, looking up at the grizzled man who was still holding her hand.

      “When I deign to watch.”

      “Grandfather,” Eist said in a lecturing tone. “Are you telling me that the most amazing tournament in all of Aithris is too boring for you to watch?”

      He chuckled as he led her across the rafter to where she recognized several other caretakers. There was Morwenna, an incredibly fat woman who always looked like she had just discovered the secret to happiness and comfort, and Vrik, a muscled yet small man with golden skin who was from one of the southern kingdoms that Eist wasn’t very familiar with.

      “I have lived hundreds of years, my dear. I’ve seen enough tournaments for even this spectacle to be a matter of course.”

      Eist didn’t know what to say to that. She knew that close contact with dragons extended the lives of humans, but after existing for a lowly eleven winters, she couldn’t imagine a hundred years, let alone several of them.

      “I suppose I’ll understand when I’m a dragon rider,” she said idly, sitting next to Morwenna. Almost instantly, the woman offered her some of her sweet-bread and patted her side for Eist to lean upon. Morwenna didn’t talk much, but she really didn’t need to.

      “Must we really discuss that again?” her grandfather groused, lowering himself behind her. “There is a life beyond dragons out there, and I want you to go find it. Don’t waste your life away in the service of Rothaiche M’or without knowing all that you’re giving up.”

      “It’s not a waste, Grandfather. Serving in the council is the highest honor anyone could ever hope to achieve! They live rich lives full of adventure helping the hopeless and protecting the weak. You out of anyone should know that!”

      “I, out of anyone, know how much you stand to lose.” His hand found hers again and his tanned, gnarled fingers wrapped between hers. “I lost my daughter and her husband, and they lost you. The life of a dragon rider is littered with pain, loss, and betrayal more than anyone will ever admit. Please, promise me that you will forget this dream and go find something truly your own.”

      “I...” It always hurt to hear her grandfather talk this way. He was such a strong, learned man who spoke in measured tones. Hearing his pain was like someone slicing her own wounds open all over again. “I will try.”

      “Thank you, that is all I ask.”

      A pang of guilt went through her, because she hated to lie to him, but she knew without a shadow of a doubt that the spectacle below her was so much more than that. She could feel it right down to her bones that she was meant to ride atop a dragon, to feel her mind touch with theirs until it was difficult to say where one stopped and another started.

      Like her mother and her father, she was born to be a dragon rider. And if death was the penalty for that destiny, then so be it. It wouldn’t be an easy journey, and there would no doubt be challenge after challenge after challenge, but that didn’t matter. The small, blonde girl was determined to move past them like she did everything else in life that tried to halt her.

      Eist knew her path. The rest of Aithris just needed to get out of her way.
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      Eist looked up at the massive stone doors in front of her, her heart pounding in her chest. Thousands of other people surrounded her, no doubt full of their own hopes and dreams. But only a hundred or so would get through. After all, there were only so many eggs to go around.

      “It’s not too late to change your mind,” her grandfather said after gently turning her to face him, his expression pained. “We could take a trip to Margaid, see all the incredible fabrics and works they have there.”

      Eist smiled. She knew that his concern was born out of love, but it no longer bothered her. She offered him her hand, which he took gratefully. “You’ve been helping me train for four years, Grandfather. It would be quite the waste if I suddenly gave up now.”

      “You’re still so young,” he argued, and she felt a bit guilty. “I know they accept as young as fifteen, but that doesn’t mean you have to start at fifteen. I know some riders who didn’t start until they were nearly thirty.”

      “They may have done that, but that’s not my destiny. I’m sorry, Grandfather, but we’ve been over this a thousand times if we’ve been over it once.”

      “I know…” He heaved a sigh and leaned in to give her a soft kiss on the cheek. “But don’t begrudge an old man for trying. A dragon rider’s life is a dangerous one.”

      “I’m well aware. After four years, you’ve managed to tell me all the risks plenty of times.”

      “Oh, you think that was all of them? No, my child, that was but a taste. I would be happy to regale you with all of the—”

      Thankfully, a horn sounded, cutting him off. High on the parapets above, Eist looked up to see three figures of the dragon council that she recognized as Elspeth, Radoth, and Marquis.

      “Greetings, citizens of Aithris,” Elspeth said, raising her hands. She was a tall, stately woman with long, gray hair and piercing blue eyes. She was quite far away, but Eist made sure to watch her ruby-red lips, never missing a single syllable. The young woman knew from all her research that Elspeth was the lone rider of the white dragon, and it was an incredible honor to even be spoken to by the likes of her.

      The legacy of the white dragon was an incredible one. She was queen of all dragons and could influence other dragons, even call on their abilities when in dire need. There was only ever one white dragon in the world at a time. When she came to meet her end, another one would be born immediately, breaking the ten-year cycle of hatching. Few people other than her grandfather were old enough to know when the current white had hatched.

      “Today you begin the first step among many to become a dragon rider. Not all of you will make it. In fact, most of you won’t, but do not be discouraged. There are many honors, and many great works that are available to those who were not meant to ride upon the back of our winged friends.”

      Eist felt her heartbeat pick up. She couldn’t believe this was happening! After fifteen years of being alive, she was finally starting on the path to her true destiny.

      “First you will face a series of trials to determine whether you are fit to enter for our school. Some will be physical. Some will be mental. None will be easy. Should you pass these tests, you will then be accepted into our first year of the academy. Of those that are accepted, a quarter of you will quit before summer arrives. Others will be too grievously injured to continue. Even if you pass all trials, you might never be chosen by a dragon, for reasons that we have yet to understand. Only a dragon knows who they are meant to be paired with.

      “But for those of you who make it through, those of you who are indeed chosen by a dragon, you are on a path that many can only dream of treading. Be strong. Be brave. And remember, we are only as mighty as our weakest brother or sister. We must watch out for each other as much as we watch out for ourselves.”

      A cheer erupted all around Eist, the rumble of it vibrating the ground beneath her feet and rolling up her spine. Hopefuls and their family, all celebrating that this much-anticipated moment had finally arrived. Even Grandfather was letting out some happy whoops, the timbre of it rumbling by Eist’s shoulder.

      “So, on behalf of all of us in the council, we welcome you! Open the doors to this new generation!”

      Eist clapped her own hands, excitement bubbling up as the door opened to the crowd. However, much of the cheering seemed to stop as those around her winced in pain at what she guessed was the large doors’ hinges squeaking violently, but that soon passed, and the droves started to head in.

      “I wish I didn’t have to say good-bye,” Grandfather said, catching her again and gently gripping her face in his hands. “You are more important to me than you could ever know.”

      “I love you, Grandfather,” Eist answered, feeling so many emotions well up in her. She knew she would miss him. He had been with her through thick and thin, through incredible trials and painful experiences. He had taught her so much about dragons and the academy and life on Rothaiche M’or as well as the other kingdoms. “But I’ll still visit you down in the hatchery and caretakers’ halls whenever I can.”

      “I know, I know, but you can’t blame me for being worried. You have to overcome so much that the others don’t.”

      “We all have our struggles. Don’t worry, Grandfather, you have taught me to be strong.” Eist reached up to hug the taller, muscled man before finally letting go. “Good-bye, but only for now.”

      Finally, she let him go and turned to go with the crowd. Mothers, fathers, guardians, and friends all fell off, leaving only the hopefuls streaming into the academy.

      It took several minutes for all of them to get in, and several more for them to shut the doors. But when they did eventually slam closed, the deep pulse of it was strong enough to nearly throw off Eist’s heartbeat.

      Her surprise at that quickly faded as the same three council members appeared at the top of another platform at the edge of the grand courtyard.

      “Congratulations on starting this journey,” Rodoth said, the others standing quietly beside him. “First things first, this is possibly the least exciting part of your journey here. We will split you into three separate groups for our registration, where each of you will be given a number and a tie of cloth.

      “You must keep all of these items in your possession, as this is how we will identify you during these trials. Should you lose them, you will not be able to continue.”

      “Be prepared for questions,” Elspeth added, raising her fair face. “We must know what we can about all of those who hope to join our ranks.”

      And that was it. The three of them retreated through the curtained back of the platform and Eist could hear murmurs of concern and curiosity all around her. But it was easy enough to dismiss those, and she craned her neck to look at the many entrances that surrounded them.

      The whole of the Dragon Academy seemed to be set up like a half-moon, with the outer curve being the large, grassy area upon which all the initiates stood. The inner curve was lined with pillar after pillar, which supported a large canopy that provided plenty of shade. Eist could certainly go for some of that cover now, the sun was beating down on her blonde head and she knew if she was out too long that the part in her hair would burn her scalp into a nice red color. If she was to ever one day be worthy of a dragon’s back, she was definitely going to have to make use of a helmet.

      As she looked around, three doors opened and several people in different colored robes came forward. Bit by bit, they organized the groups and Eist found herself being shuffled inside the leftmost entrance.

      It was by no means a quick process, but it did go faster than she had anticipated, and she soon found herself in a long hallway with many entrances and exits to it.

      Like most of the official buildings in the city, the corridor was quite tall to allow for the presence of all sorts of dragons. Granted, there were no dragons currently present, which was a bit of a disappointment to Eist, but she kept her thoughts to herself.

      In fact, that was her intention for all of her time at the academy, should she get in. Just lay low and put all of her energy into succeeding in whatever she had to do.

      The adults in robes lined everyone up on one side of the hall. As time passed while they stood in line, Eist began to think that the Dragon Academy trials was were going to consist of a whole lot of organization but not much action. After maybe an hour, they were finally admitted one by one through a door at the very end of the hall.

      Eist estimated there were at least seventy people in the hall with her, and she was right smack in the middle. Judging by how often they were letting a new person in through the door, she certainly had a wait in store for her.

      She could feel the buzz of conversations all around her, but Eist crossed her arms and stared solidly ahead. The less people she had to interact with, the better. She was fully prepared to focus solely on her training for the next five years, and her entry seemed like a good place to start.

      Eventually, it was her turn and she found herself walking through the door into a small room. There was a table in the center where a man stood with a scroll, several small swaths of fabric, and many pots of ink around his feathered quill. He gestured for her to have a seat, his face mostly hidden in shadow.

      He asked something, but Eist was so distracted with taking in the room in its entirety that she realized she missed a good chunk of it.

      “I apologize, what was that?”

      “Your name?” he repeated, a bit louder.

      “Eist of W’allenhaus,” she answered simply, making sure to study his face and take in all of his features. It was a skill that she had been building up over the past few years. There was so much information that someone could get from just tiny movements of another person’s visage. The crinkle of an eyebrow there, a cheek tensing, an eye shifting. It was almost like a language entirely its own, and Eist had found that it definitely helped her decipher what people really meant.

      “W’allenhaus?” the man asked in surprise, his eyebrows shooting upwards. “As in Ivanya and Felden W’allenhaus?”

      Eist nodded slowly. She had no intention of resting on her parent’s laurels, but she couldn’t exactly avoid that either. “They were my mother and father, yes.”

      “That’s some pedigree there.”

      “Thank you,” Eist said flatly. “Before I was born, I made sure that I had an extra illustrious lineage waiting for me.”

      “Smart move.” The curl of his lips told Eist that he could tell she was being at least somewhat humorous, and he moved on. “With parents like that, of course you’d want to be a dragon rider.”

      She had anticipated something like this. “I would want to be a dragon rider even if my parents were farmers, or fishermen, or anything else for that matter.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because it’s what I’m meant to be.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “I just do.” She was aware that her frank answers could leave a bad impression, but her grandfather had drilled into her to be as honest as possible. Yes, most girls were expected to be gracious and polite at all times, but Eist didn’t have time for that.

      “Why? Because you deserve it?”

      Eist shook her head. “No one deserves a dragon. If someone believes they have some sort of automatic right to greatness, I would keep an eye on them.

      “Being chosen by a dragon is an honor above all others, not a default. So no, I don’t think I deserve it. I just know that I was meant to walk this path, wherever it might lead.”

      “I see.”

      The man wrote something down that Eist couldn’t see, and then he asked as he looked down at the table, only raising his head for the last part.

      “…end up not being chosen by a dragon?”

      Eist shrugged. “That’s not a possibility.”

      “But what if it was?”

      “I don’t think it’s healthy to dwell on things that could go wrong, but if I were to fail, then there are many other things I could be led to. Maybe I was meant to be a caretaker like my grandfather. Maybe I was meant to be an orator, or maybe even something I could never guess. But I can feel it all the way through my core that this is exactly where I’m meant to be right now.”

      “I see.” There was a pause as he regarded Eist, then he leaned forward slightly. “You have the mark of the All-Mother upon you.”

      “Pardon?” Eist asked, surprised by the comment that had seemingly come without prompting.

      “Your eye,” he said, gesturing to her face. “The All-Mother sees far more than any of us mortals can. She’s blessed you with her sight. You are meant for great things, Eist of W’allenhaus. Just like your parents.” He leaned back, as if satisfied with his pseudo prophecy.

      “You have passed the first trial.” He quickly wrote a number on one of the fabric squares and handed it to her with a sharp pin. “Take this and wear it well. May the destiny that you seek come to bear fruit.”

      “Thank you,” Eist said uncertainly, taking the offering and heading out of the other side of the room.

      This time, she was introduced into another long corridor where a dozen or so other people were waiting. She guessed that these were the other folks that had passed the first trial, but her mind was far from that.

      Catching her reflection in a looking glass on the wall, she regarded the eye that the man had mentioned. While both of her irises were a dazzling green, one of her onyx pupils was much wider than the other, blown out to show only a sliver of emerald around its rim. It didn’t affect her vision as far as she could tell, but goodness did people love to comment on it.

      Some thought her a witch, some just pointed and stared, while some—like the man in the room—were certain that it was a mark from one of the Three. Eist thought all of them stupid. Her eye had been normal for most of her life, until a fever four years back had nearly struck her down. Her grandfather and her had barely survived, and the sickness had marked her for the rest of her life.

      Frustrated, she turned to the side and meant to stalk off to a far corner, only to run into a solid mass. Stumbling back, she caught herself before she could hit the ground and looked up to see a trio of strange faces.

      One was a taller figure with a thick shock of brown hair and kind blue eyes. The other stood in stark contrast to him, his cat-like hazel eyes glaring at her from his tanned face. The third was by far the most striking, easily standing at a head above the rest and layered with so much muscle that he almost resembled an inflated pig bladder. If that bladder was capable of beating down about six men at once. How was that physically possible?

      The cat-eyed one sneered, and Eist recognized that he was saying something most likely vile, so she just turned on her heel to go in the opposite direction. She didn’t have time to waste on those who felt the need to spit hatred and would much rather—

      A hand on her shoulder interrupted her getaway and suddenly she found herself yanked face to face with the cat-eyed one, his white hair falling over his glare ever-so-slightly. “What are you, some kind of idiot?”

      Eist blinked at him, trying to figure out a way to get out of the situation without drawing attention to herself. But her thoughts kept being interrupted by the back of her mind telling her just how punch-able the boy’s face was.

      “What’re you, slow? I asked you a question.”

      “This is unnecessary, Ain,” the brown-haired young man said, placing one of his hands over the boy’s that was gripping Eist’s tunic. “I know you’re mad that your father would rather go to the gambling halls then spend time with you, but there’s no need to take it out on a stranger.”

      Suddenly Eist found herself let go and the white-haired boy, who was apparently named Ain, whipped to the intervening stranger. “I know you think you’re so superior just because your father is the Lord of the House, but I’d watch what you say, Yacrist.”

      Lord of the House? Eist’s eyes widened as she took the young man in.

      Unlike most of the other kingdoms, Rothaiche M’or didn’t have a king. However, neither did the council rule exclusively. No, they had far too much justice and protection to handle to deal with the day in and day out issues of running a city. So, to make sure that the kingdom didn’t fall into some sort of despotic decline, a Lord of the House was selected by the council every generation. And for the last four, they had chosen the eldest son of the House of Auber.

      Which meant the dark-haired boy in front of her was very, very rich, and very powerful. It would be best to sneak away before she could be embroiled in the issue any further.

      She turned to leave once more only to find Ain standing in front of her again. He was fast. She would have to watch out for that in the future.

      “Where do you think you’re going? You’re the one who started this. Weren’t you taught manners? When you run into someone, you’re supposed to apologize.”

      Normally, Eist would apologize for stumbling into someone, but there was something about this boy that made a fire burn in her belly, licking at her heart and making it smolder with not-so-nice intentions. “That was you?” she murmured carefully. “I thought I’d just tripped over a dog.”

      He smirked, his lips curling like a cat’s too. Funny, Eist had always liked the whiskered miscreants that ran around her home, but there was nothing inviting or pet-able about this boy who couldn’t be more than a couple years older than her. “I’d be careful who you call a dog, considering you look like some sort of fat gnome that was hit in the head one too many times.” He let go of her and laughed, the mountain of muscle giving a low chuckle as well. “I suppose I shouldn’t pick on somebody who obviously was malformed at birth, but they really are letting anyone in, aren’t they?”

      The fire within her ice-like facade licked up farther, threatening to reach her head, but as much as she wanted to tell this jerk exactly where he could shove his words, she knew she didn’t want to get kicked out for starting a fight on the first day. So instead she stood there, fuming.

      “Awww, look, I confused the poor thing. There, there.” He condescendingly reached out and ruffled her thick hair. Eist slapped his hand away viciously, but he just seemed amused by it. “Don’t worry. Even the dragon council needs a charity case every once in a while. I’m sure they’ll keep you around for laughs for a good long while before finally sending you back to whatever hole you crawled out of.”

      “Why don’t you just get lost, Ain?” the dark-haired boy spat. Yacrist, if Eist remembered correctly.

      Before he could respond, a large chime sounded and then someone was standing at the end of the hall and speaking. Their words were impossible to make out beyond the hubbub going on around her, but Eist didn’t need to hear them to guess what they were saying.

      It was time for the second trial.
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      Once more, Eist found herself filing forward, thankfully with a good distance between her and Ain. She didn’t know what possessed some people to go out of their way to be so downright unpleasant, but she would show him. She would show all of them.

      He wasn’t the first person in her life to tease her, to call her slow, but if people wanted to think her stupid, that was their prerogative. The only thing that mattered was proving to the council that she was not. She had made it through the first interview, so she knew that at least one of them was on her side.

      Soon she was through another door and she recognized an indoor training area. Her grandfather had helped build a much more hodge-podge and amateur one, but the idea was the same.

      There were ropes that hung from the ceiling, tied in different places for different exercises. There were spinning posts with short, thick dowels sticking out of them to practice blocks and reflexes. There was a short wall that looked like it was for climbing, and on the other half, there were all sorts of weapons.

      Eist’s fingers curled and uncurled. She would love to get her hands on any of those tools. The one area her grandfather could never train her on was classical weaponry, considering the only defense he ever had was a paring knife and a rake. However, he had taught her how to improvise and defend herself no matter what the surroundings, so she was sure that she would be able to put that to use when a sword was finally in her hand.

      Another figure stepped to the front of them, but this one wasn’t wearing the formal robes that the other had. No, he was a strapping man with no shirt, his entire torso featuring scars overlaid upon each other like the most confusing map that Eist had ever seen. He took one look over the crowd before beginning to shout.

      “Congratulations on getting this far, Initiates. You are now facing your second trial. Some of you will consider this difficult, but I assure you this will be one of the easiest tests you’ll ever take compared to what lays in wait for you if you get into the academy.

      “Your job is simply to get from one side of the room to the other as quickly as possible. However, you must take one of two paths.”

      He pointed upwards to the ropes and Eist realizes that they had stripes of red painted across them. “You can take the scarlet pass, which requires upper body strength and strategy. Or—” He pointed to the sandpit on the floor, the spinning posts, and several other objects. “—you can take the blue path. Either way, you must defeat each obstacle of the path before continuing. If you skip a single one, you are disqualified. So be thorough.

      “Now, that sounds simple enough, but you will notice that on the floor there are several lengths that are painted black. The red path has more than the blue path, but the blue path’s areas are in more strategic places. If even one foot touches the black, you are disqualified and your journey ends unless a test proctor decides to give you a second chance. Some of you may object to second chances, saying that they are unfair, but life is often unfair. Sometimes when you fall, you’ll be given a chance to get back up, and sometimes you won’t. The important thing is to do your best, so you don’t have to rely on chance at all.

      “Align yourself now!”

      Eist gave the scene one last look over before going straight for the red path. While it was more challenging, she could already see a trail that would get her to the other side safely, no black zones at all.

      Unsurprisingly, most of the group queued up at the start of the blue path, some of them stretching and some of them staring at the expanse in sheer terror. Eist didn’t have much hope for those initiates, although she wished them the best.

      Suddenly a hand was on her shoulder again, trying to turn her around. “Did you get turned around on your way to the easy line?”

      She recognized Ain’s vocal rhythm as he continued to try to steer her toward the blue line. She shook him off, giving him a baleful glare, but he just laughed.

      “Fine! It’s your funeral. I just thought that someone should help the slow one instead of just laughing at you when you fail.”

      “We’ll see who fails,” she countered sharply.

      But that just seemed to amuse him more as the remaining initiates gathered around the red path. There were only ten of them, unlike the much more crowded blue path, which just meant less competition.

      Good.

      In addition to Ain and the Yacrist fellow, there was someone else a bit unusual. A small, dark-skinned girl who looked to be little more than a skeleton. She was even shorter than Eist, and her black, curly hair looked like it had been cut haphazardly with a rusty dagger.

      However, Eist didn’t have long to study her, or any of the other participants, because there was the sound of a horn that reverberated through the air and everyone was off.

      Well, Eist was almost off, but then she felt two hands on the small of her back give her an incredibly sharp shove, and the next thing she knew, she was toppling forward.

      “See what I mean? Should have taken the blue path.”

      The words barely registered as her arms pinwheeled, her body rushing toward the black patch in front of her, but try as she might to grab onto the air, she crashed into the dark floor with a smack.

      All of her dreams shattered around her as she laid there. She had just started and already she was out. Her destiny was fracturing in front of her and there was nothing she could do. Her heart squeezed in her chest, binding, painful, and all of the dark thoughts that she had been warding off for so long set in.

      She was never good enough. She should have known. She was broken, and no dragon would choose her anyway. She was a failure, and—

      No.

      This couldn’t be it.

      Taking a deep breath, Eist turned and looked to see that both of her feet were caught in a rope, twisting her ankle at an unnatural angle.

      …her feet hadn’t touched the black.

      She glanced over to the shirtless man, almost not daring to believe that what she thought was happening was actually happing, but he just took in her shocked expression and gave her a nod.

      She was still in.

      Laughing almost manically to herself, she pushed herself backward until her shins were off the black. Then, reaching behind her, she untangled her feet and let them fall to the regularly painted floor. From there, it was just a matter of wiggling far enough that she could stand without any threat of her feet touching the darkness.

      But once she was finally upright, she realized how much time she had lost. The entire group was far ahead of her, and her ankle was throbbing viciously.

      Oh well. She’d been through worse.

      Taking a running leap, she launched herself at the ropes, wrapping her arm around one and swinging herself to another that ran diagonally across the space. Wrapping her legs around that, she used her hands to propel herself down the length until she reached another tightly-knit tangle.

      She recognized this. Her grandfather had called it the bramble trap, if only because he specifically made it out of thorny brambles. The challenge was to find the least congested path to escape with as little damage as possible. She could see that several others were caught up in the red, woven mess.

      Including Ain.

      She gave a whistle, which she was sure was quite shrill, and it caught the boy’s attention. Eist took specific pleasure in his eyes widening in shock, before jumping up into the closest gap.

      Perhaps she should have been nervous that she was clambering through a mass of ropes at least twenty heads above the ground with no safety below her, but there was no time for fear. She had things to do and a point to prove.

      Her hands flew, gripping and pulling her from here to there, while her feet supported her, hooking in to make sure that she didn’t topple to her death—or worse, disqualification.

      It didn’t take long before her head poked out of the top of the mass and she was looking at her next move. There was a bridge in front of her with wide gaps between its slats, but that couldn’t be it. There was no way the grand finale to the harder path could possibly be a dinky little expanse of wood. And that was right about when she realized that there wasn’t a drop of red across its polished surface.

      A trick?

      How cunning. If she had been a bit more careless, Eist knew she could have fallen for it. No, she needed to be calm, cool, and observant. Just like grandfather taught her. What was around her? How was it placed? This room was built with a very specific intention, and she needed to keep that in the front of her mind.

      The finishing platform was just a short bit away, but it was too much of a jump and there were no more red ropes to take her there. Surely, they didn’t intend for her to leap…

      In looking around, the movements of the initiates below her caught her eye. Despite her delay, most of them were only just reaching the spinning posts, and it looked like they were getting properly trounced. What they needed to do w—

      Her thoughts cut off as she spotted the top of the whirling posts. There, in the center of the flat wooden tops, was a hand-sized circle of red. That was her path. She wondered how many people had missed that.

      But other people didn’t matter. Only her finishing did. Clambering the rest of the way up the mess of ropes, she took inventory of the distance then leapt to the first spinning post far below.

      The impact was hard, the shock of it going through her knees and making her tumble forward. But she was able to keep her wits about her enough to grab onto the next post and hug it for dear life as it spun.

      The only problem with that was if she lingered too long, she would grow dizzy, and that would help no one. Steadying herself, she used the pegs to climb upwards, trying not to be thrown each time the pole abruptly shifted directions.

      After what seemed like an eternity but was most likely only a few breaths, Eist managed to shimmy her way up the pole and crouch on top. Making sure to relax her eyes and let them drift over the room as she spun, she mentally marked where the next pole was and leapt.

      Only to land promptly on her stomach.

      It drove all the air from her in a huff, and she felt herself wheeze gratingly, but the important thing was that she did indeed land, and she hurried to get herself back into a crouch.

      Once she was perched again, she saw it. The ending platform was just in sight. All she had to do was make a jump and land away from all the black.

      Taking a deep, deep breath, she put all of the energy she had into her legs and launched herself forward. Her feet landed solidly and threw her hands up to make sure she didn’t topple forward again.

      There was a moment where she thought she might lose it and pitch to the side, but then her balance evened out and she slowly stood.

      “Congratulations,” the shirtless man yelled, suddenly much closer to her. When had he crossed the room? She certainly hadn’t been paying attention. “You passed the second trial. Line up with the others.”

      Eist’s gaze followed his finger to see a wall of just fifteen individuals standing and sitting against the wall, most of them covered in sweat and breathing hard. She joined them and noticed with interest that neither Ain nor his musclebound friend were there.

      Interesting.

      But she only allowed herself a breath of wasted thought on them before returning her thoughts to herself. She had made it. She was one step closer to being exactly where she needed to be.

      She remembered her grandfather told her that they preferred to keep the trials between three and four stages, which meant that she only had one or two more tests to beat before she was finally accepted as an initiate.

      Just a few more steps. She could do it.

      She had to.
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      When Eist walked into the next area, twenty-five or so initiates around her, she wasn’t sure what to expect. But nowhere in her mind had the possibility of a small room with about a dozen different tables set up with quills, parchment, and seats been present.

      And yet that was exactly what she was looking at.

      Following the lead of the rest of the confused hopefuls, she found a seat and settled down, the room seemingly silent. Much to her chagrin, Ain was only a few seats away from her, and she could feel his heated glare upon her.

      Unfortunately, it seemed both him and his mountain of a friend had gotten through. Eist supposed that it would have been too good to be true to have them fall to their own failure, but reminded herself that their path didn’t matter. Only hers did. Focusing on others would only distract from her own path, and frankly, they weren’t worth it.

      The doors slammed open behind her, their collision with the walls traveling across the room like a shockwave. Eist looked behind her to see a tall, slender woman standing in the now very open doorway.

      “Greetings and congratulations on getting this far,” she said, taking slow and purposeful steps forward. Her eyes were almond-shaped and set above a hawkish nose, making her look even more severe than her tone implied as she walked down the center aisle. “You can rest easy knowing that there are no sudden eliminations here. No brutish measures that you have to complete.” She reached the front and turned to look at all of the initiates gathered in front of her. “This is simply a test to see how you would solve problems as they are presented to you. Not very thrilling, I know, especially after you’ve spent much of your morning flinging from ropes or climbing up walls, but nevertheless, I request you take it seriously. How you answer could influence who is worthy of a dragon, and who isn’t.

      “You may begin.”

      And with that, everyone was picking up their quills and dipping them into their ink. Eist followed suit, narrowing her focus to the paper in front of her. It was blank, and for a moment, she was worried about her missing some sort of obvious question, but then the woman pushed a cloth map out of the way, revealing a smooth section of wall that had been painted black. With a flourish of her hand, she gestured to the ten scenarios that were already written along the dark expanse and Eist got to work.

      

      There is a runaway carriage going down a road. If it stays on the path it’s on, it will crash into an elderly couple, most likely killing them. You see a way to divert it but doing so will cause it to collide with a group of beggar orphans and most likely kill them.

      What would you do?

      

      Eist thought for a moment. She knew that technically the question was asking her to state which life she thought was worth more, but she didn’t believe in equating a human’s value by age, or health, or social status. In fact, she didn’t believe that the scenario only had two possible outcomes. There was always another way, if someone tried hard enough.

      Licking the tip of her quill, she dipped it in her ink and began.

      

      Sitting atop my dragon, I would take inventory of the situation. Judging from your situation, there are actually two other options. One being I dive with my dragon and it grabs the carriage’s roof with its feet, lifting it from the ground and helping end its momentum.

      However, should the carriage not look sturdy enough, and there was absolutely no time to whisk the elders or the children away, I and my dragon would place ourselves in the path of the oncoming vehicle. Most likely, we would come away relatively unscathed, and if we somehow succumbed to our injuries, it would be a worthy death for protecting our citizens.

      

      A bit wordy, that was for certain, but Eist nodded with approval. It got across what she meant and solved the problem. So, onto the next one.

      

      You encounter a peasant who tells you that a dragon rider is pillaging her village, hoarding their goods, and terrorizing anyone who stands against them. You have known this dragon rider since childhood, and they have always been a close friend to you.

      What do you do?

      

      This was easy! It was like they weren’t even trying.

      

      If I have known them since childhood, then I know all their weaknesses. I shall first appeal to their reason and demand they face the consequences of their actions. Should that fail, I will use all of my knowledge to make sure that they come to face justice.

      

      There. Surely, they would understand that one. Feeling her confidence grow, Eist moved on to the next question, then the next, then the next.

      Surprisingly, it didn’t take her long to fill out all of them, even though she felt like she was certainly giving lengthy answers whenever she could. When she came forward to place her parchment on the stack in front of the hawk-nosed woman, there were only four in front of her.

      “You know that no additional points will be awarded for finishing quickly, correct?”

      Eist nodded. “I said everything I needed to say.”

      “Oh, really now?” The woman raised her eyebrow and held out her hand. Eist handed it to her, and she looked over it quickly. “I look forward to reading this at length.”

      Eist didn’t know what to say to that, so she just nodded and returned to her seat.

      The moments ticked by arduously, initiates finishing their questions one by one. Some of them seemed quite stressed by the queries written on the board and Eist wanted to remind them that there wasn’t a particular right or wrong way to answer them, but she knew it wasn’t her place. Besides, her grandfather had told her that not everyone had the same kind of access to the tools needed to learn how to write and read Common. It was possible that some of the folks in the room were struggling more with the literacy part than the actual situations posed.

      Now that Eist thought of that, it wasn’t particularly fair. There were three main kingdoms in Aithris, why was everyone expected to learn the language and script of Rothaiche M’or and not Margaid or Baeldred? What made Rothanchian words common, and all others foreign?

      Eist didn’t know, and the answer didn’t come to her as the rest of the hopefuls finished. As the hawk-nosed woman was finally handed the last test, the quandary flew from Eist’s mind as she exited with the same flourish she had entered with, the doors banging shut behind her.

      And then the initiates were alone.

      “Well… What now?” the boy named Yacrist asked, looking around to the rest of the participants.

      Eist just shrugged and sat herself quietly in her seat. If she was going to be forced to interact with these people, she supposed she should observe them now.

      After all, dragon riders often had to cooperate to get certain tasks done. There was a very good chance that she was looking at her future partners in protecting the hopeless and defending the weak.

      Her eyes went to the Yacrist fellow, who was currently talking to a gaggle of folks. He was tall, which she had already noted earlier, and had an easy sort of smile that made Eist nervous in a way she didn’t understand. His hair was on the longer side, but it curled atop his head in a style that didn’t quite seem possible, but suited him quite thoroughly. Thick lashes surrounded his bright, blue eyes, making him look even more dashing than he would have otherwise.

      Then there was the mountain of muscles who seemed to shadow Ain. It was impossible to tell his hair color because his head was freshly shaven, and his eyebrows were so light that they almost looked as if they weren’t there. He might have had a chance at being handsome—not that that mattered—but his face was screwed into an almost constant scowl that actually made him quite intimidating.

      And then of course there was Ain. Eist’s dislike for him was already solidly formed within her and she tried not to spare him a moment’s thought. However, that was easier said than done with how he was sitting atop a table, flirting with two girls who seemed utterly enamored with whatever story he was telling them.

      Eist would never understand that. Flirting was stupid. As were most of the other silly romantic entanglements that people liked to get caught up in. Sure, while her mother and father had found love and died protecting each other, true love was so rare, it was a waste of time to try to intentionally find it. If it happened, it happened, but Eist doubted it would ever be a possibility for someone like her.

      Of course, it was just as she was thinking about the futility of romance that Yacrist looked away from his audience and his eyes caught her own. Eist felt her face flush instantly, but she was saved as the doors banged open again and the hawk-nosed woman was there again.

      “Come, all of you. We have finished reviewing everything and have graded you accordingly, and you have been ranked. Congratulations, you made it through the very first admittance trials, but I must remind you that there can only be as many accepted as we have dragon eggs slated for hatching. So those of you who scored the lowest may be asked to leave, despite your successes in the tests so far.”

      That jolted everyone, and Eist could feel the whispers crawling through the air around her. But it wasn’t as if they could object to that idea. There were only so many dragons and there was a chance that too many people had passed the admittance tests. There wasn’t much that could be done about that. So with that, everyone stood and began to file out. Eist couldn’t believe it.

      She had really done it. She was sure that she wasn’t in the bottom percentage, which meant her position in the academy was pretty much guaranteed! She was going to become a dragon rider!

      She just hoped that she scored higher than Ain.

      Wouldn’t that be nice?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Rankings

          

        

      

    

    
      Eist shifted uncomfortably in her seat, her heart going so fast she feared that it would leap out of her chest. Her stomach was bubbling and churning like a witch’s potion, excitement rushing through her limbs.

      By her guess, there were close to two hundred folks in this large hall, with small stools available for everyone to perch on.

      The energy of the room was palpable, with each person no doubt praying that they wouldn’t be the lowest of the low. For what it was worth, the test proctors and the council let them ruminate in it. Eist wondered if they were even aware of the nerves filling the room or if the whole process was mundane to them. After all, with their proximity to the dragons, it was easy to conclude that most of them were at least a hundred years old, which meant that they had seen plenty of newcomers full of hopes and dreams.

      Finally, Elspeth and a different council member stepped up to the main platform. She was Keyln, if Eist remembered correctly. A young woman who was less than a hundred and had joined the council only thirty years earlier, she was known for her incredible bond and tenacity with her bronze dragon, Varlfarvis. Eist wondered if the other two had left, or if they were attending to other tasks.

      “May the blessings of the Three be upon you,” Elspeth said, raising her hands.

      “And also with you,” the crowd intoned out of habit. Eist didn’t repeat the words however, as they had always felt clunky on her tongue. While the large majority of Aithris worshiped the Truth of the Three, Eist wasn’t quite sure what she believed. If the trio of spirits were real, why would they have let her parents be killed so violently when she was young? Certainly, they couldn’t have deserved that.

      “Be proud, all of you. You have succeeded where many others have failed. No matter where you rank, you can wear that badge with pride.

      “Now, we have graded each of you on a combination of your initial interview, the speed with which you completed the physical trial, as well as your ease with the challenge, and lastly, while there were no right or wrong answers to our mental evaluation, we awarded points based on the attitudes we think are most aligned with our own mission and charter.

      “It is with that I bid you good-bye, and Sister Keyln will announce your rankings one by one. Those of you who are called, please stay in your seats. Those of you who are not called at the end will all have a chance to file out, and you will be led to your loved ones who are waiting for you.”

      The excitement in the air turned a bit grim as she walked away and Keyln stepped up with a long scroll. Eist tensed, waiting to hear her name, but the woman seemed to take her time unrolling it.

      “Ranking the highest among you is number seventy-two!”

      Eist felt a bit of confusion before remembering that she too had been given a number. For the first time, she looked down at her front and actually noticed what had been written on the cloth that she had pinned to the front of her tunic.

      One hundred and seventeen.

      So, she wasn’t first in her class. Looking around, she tried to spot a happy face or someone silently cheering, but everyone was still. It wasn’t until the person beside her leaned forward that she caught sight of the skeletal, dark-skinned girl from before sitting kitty-corner to her. And sure enough, the number seventy-two was pinned right to the back of her worn tunic.

      Interesting.

      “Second in the class is three hundred and eight!”

      Eist felt movement behind her and turned to see a strapping young lad let out a whoop. She had never seen him before, so he must have been in one of the other groups. Well, at least he wasn’t Ain.

      “Third is number one hundred and seventeen!”

      It was like a lightning bolt came down and struck Eist right where she sat. It took all of her energy not to get up and shout, or dance, but even she couldn’t stop an excited squeak from escaping her mouth.

      She had done it!

      She had really, finally done it!

      Of course, she had always believed she would, but she would be lying if she denied the presence of the soft voice of doubt within her. It did so love to whisper at her when she was at her weakest, and now she could shove her victory right into its metaphorical face.

      Naturally, it was quite difficult to contain her excitement as Keyln prattled through the rest of the long, long list. In the end, only a hundred and five people were chosen, leaving the rest to file out mournfully.

      Eist allowed herself a moment to feel bad for them. No one wanted to lose their dream, but they could always try again in ten years or move on to another venture. As for her, she was going to return home triumphant.

      “Congratulations to all of you!” Keyln said once all of those who had not qualified had left. “You are the latest generation of dragon hopefuls. You too will be led out to your loved ones, but must return here after the harvest to continue your lessons. There is still a long road ahead of you, and many will not make it. May the Blessing of the Three be with you.”

      “And also with you.”

      She stepped away and more robed adults came in, ushering people down a hall and back out into a courtyard where their families and loved ones were waiting. Of course, Grandfather was nowhere in sight, but Eist knew he wouldn’t be. With the hatching less than a year away, he was needed for the midday to night shift to make sure that each of them was cared for properly. She didn’t begrudge him that at all. After all, it was his expertise with caring for the unborn beasts that was helping make her dream come true.

      She wondered what her grandfather would have to say about all this. Third in her class? That was certainly nothing to sneeze at. There were a hundred and two people who ranked below her, and that was pretty satisfying—especially since one of them was Ain.

      But really…she just hoped her grandfather was proud of her.
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      “And you’re sure you remembered your sleeping roll?”

      “Yes, Grandfather,” Eist answered for what just might have been the tenth time, but the elderly man ran his hand over her pack anyway, and she could see the worry written across his face plain as day.

      “My little girl,” he murmured softly, his mouth barely moving with the words. Gently, he stroked the side of her face before pulling her into another hug. “How did we get to this day? It seems just yesterday that you were losing teeth and climbing the trees around the bakery.”

      Eist’s heart stung for a moment. As much as she knew she had the call of a dragon rider in her blood, she still loved her grandfather dearly. It hurt to see him so pained, even if this was a pain that all parents and guardians were doomed to face eventually.

      “You know that you’ll always be able to visit me, and we will have holidays together.”

      “Ah, the advantages of being a caretaker,” he said with a soft laugh. “If not for that, I worry I’d end up a senile old man with worry.”

      “I’m not quite so sure you’re not there already,” Eist countered, feeling accomplished when she elicited a stronger smile from him.

      “Careful there, you’re not so old that I can’t tan your hide.”

      “You’ve never tanned my hide in my life and I doubt you’ll start now.”

      “Aye, because I knew hitting you wouldn’t work and is just the tactic of a person who doesn’t actually understand a child. You’re a W’allenhaus. Beating you would just make you sneakier and more determined to do what you were going to do anyway.”

      Eist chuckled at that. She’d never entirely thought about it, but he had a point. She was throwing herself into a life of pain and a most likely tragic death, and she couldn’t be more excited. “I suppose pain has never been much of a deterrent to me.”

      “Nor your mother, nor me, nor my father before that. We’re a stubborn lot, and that will do you well.” He offered his hand and Eist took it, feeling that bittersweet mix of love and loss rising in her chest. “Shall we go to your next big adventure?”

      “Let’s,” she said with a smile, letting him lead her out.

      Their small, cozy shack was set slightly apart from the workers, atop a very small hill that was just big enough for a vegetable garden. As they passed it, Eist belatedly wondered if her grandfather would be able to care for it without her, but he just squeezed her hand gently.

      “Don’t worry about me. I took care of this lot before you, and I’ll be able to do it after as well.”

      That gave her some comfort, and they continued to the short path that lead to the Dragon Academy.

      Normally, they would turn left at the fork in the path and continue down to the adjacent hatcheries, infirmaries, and caves that the dragons occupied when they were unborn or unoccupied by their riders. That was where Grandfather worked and would continue to do so until the day he finally rested his head for the last time.

      But this time, they turned right—just like they had during the admittance trials—and headed toward the massive doors of the academy entrance.

      Unlike last time, the doors were already open, and Eist could see several people trickling in, while several more were giving hug-filled and tearful good-byes to their family. She recognized that she was incredibly lucky in the fact that her grandfather would be so close by. She would always have him for support while many of these people would be completely alone for the first time in their lives.

      It was unfair, but it wasn’t like Eist didn’t have other things stacked against her, so she turned to her grandfather with determination.

      “Please let me settle in before coming to visit,” she said, pulling him into a hug this time.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t want anyone to think you’re getting special treatment.”

      “Even though I am, somewhat.”

      He shrugged. “Life isn’t always fair, and it’s not like it hasn’t given you a difficult deck.”

      Eist smiled at that, amused at how similarly they thought. She would certainly miss him, and no doubt be seeking him out earlier than she would like to admit.

      “Good-bye, Grandfather.”

      “Good-bye, my little spitfire.”

      The moment hung heavy between them, neither of them wanting to break contact, but eventually Eist let go. With one last nod, she stepped away and walked toward her future. With each step she took, excitement grew over the melancholy and by the time she was inside the gates, she was beaming.

      After so much work, she was finally at her first day of the illustrious Dragon Academy.

      Almost immediately after the entrance was a long table with several men sitting behind it, leather tomes in their hand. Eist approached the closest one, who didn’t even look up.

      He muttered something right into the table, his words just a mishmash of sounds, and Eist withheld the urge to sigh.

      “What was that?” she asked as politely as she could.

      “Name,” he repeated, looking up with an annoyed expression. That was definitely not all that he had said at first.

      “Eist of W’allenhaus.”

      “Last scribe on the right.”

      Eist looked to the end of the table to see a young woman dutifully handing a package to another first-year before they walked off nervously. Heading over there, she made sure to address her right away to avoid any of this table-talking nonsense that they seemed so fond of.

      “Eist of W’allenhaus,” she said with determination.

      The woman looked up, seemingly surprised at her sudden appearance, before dutifully leafing through the book she had. Eist tried to see what was on the pages as they flew by, but she only caught the occasional name and some scrawled details before the woman landed where she was apparently looking for.

      “Ah, I see now. You are in the Belvin Dorms. Your room number will be in your welcome tome. Here is a package that has all of the introductory things you’ll need to get settled in.”

      She reached behind her and grabbed at something from a chest beside her, and Eist found herself being handed the same packet as the previous person.

      “If you go to your right and continue through the open green door, you’ll find a group waiting for your introductory tour. Wait there, and soon you’ll be shown around all the most important places.”

      “Thanks,” Eist said, feeling her guard relax a little. “I’m so excited.”

      “Everyone always is.”

      That certainly wasn’t the comment that Eist was expecting, but she shrugged it off and headed in the direction she’d been told. She was sure that sitting at a table and helping wide-eyed newbies find their way around like lost little ducklings was less than thrilling, so maybe the woman had every right to be less than genial.

      She quickly pushed those thoughts away and returned her mind to the positives, which was quite easy to do when she reached her touring group and saw neither Ain nor his mountainous friend with him.

      Granted, they could always join later as there was no one but first-years standing around and no guide, but she was certainly grateful for the reprieve.

      Time passed, but not quite enough to be tedious, when another figure finally walked through the door. She recognized the shirtless man from her second trial and wondered if he was one of the teachers here. He had to be, right? Why else would he still be present even after the trials were over?

      “Alright, you lot, I’ve been told that it’s time to get this group going before the next sorry bunch of you arrives. So, let’s go show you where everything you need to know is just so you can forget about it tomorrow and pester the staff for directions.”

      Ah. It seemed everyone here was in a prickly mood. Hopefully, the whole academy year wouldn’t be like that.

      They all tottered off, following through another door and several more halls until finally, they passed through another large doorway.

      “This is the entrance into the main building of the academy. Everywhere you have been before this has been our outer facilities, which you will become very familiar with after your first few months of training.

      “In this building, you have your dorm, the cafeteria where you will all eat, and most of the classrooms. Prepare to spend the majority of your first few months indoors, filling your head with so much information that your eyes cross.

      “Oh…and running. Lots and lots of running.”

      There was a shuffle of discontent through the crowd but Eist just smiled. Her grandfather had warned her that part of the plight of the first year was perpetually working on endurance, and he had made sure to make her run drill after drill after drill.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t very fast with her short legs and stocky body, but she was relentless, and she could endure most of the burn and torture that came from muscles begging for relief.

      “Most of you in this group are in the Belvin Dorms, which means we’re turning right here. This way.”

      They did indeed turn right and headed through a stone archway into a long, long hall. There was door after door down the corridor, probably totaling around twenty on each side. “This is where almost all of you first-years will be staying, with a few going over to the Malcrest Hall. Yes, your rooms are small. Yes, your cots are lumpy. Yes, you are the farthest from both the baths and the cafeteria. Deal with it. Comfort has to be earned here, and while we don’t go out of our way to make your lives harder, we also do not go out of our way to make it easier.

      “The life of a dragon rider is one of trial, one of discomfort and pain. If this is too much for you, then this isn’t the life meant for you.”

      He nodded and Eist felt a strange sort of admiration for this guy. He was rough, that was for certain. Abrasive even, but she felt as if he was someone that she could always trust to be honest, no matter what, and that was a rarity.

      One of the main reasons that she had so few friends was because so many people were duplicitous and self-serving. Or if they weren’t one of those things, then they were turned off by her incessant drive to always be working toward her end goal, which of course was becoming a dragon rider.

      “Your room numbers will be in the welcome bags that each of you was given. Please, do not unwrap them now so that you have to carry around the contents like the bumbling newbies you are. Wait until you are at least in the cafeteria, enjoying your first meal as potential dragon riders.

      “This way now, we’re going to your classes and to meet the people who will help you to become so much more than you are now, if you let them.”

      They marched off again, going back out toward the main hall and crossing through what looked like some sort of storage room. Already, Eist could feel her innate sense of direction starting to get confused, and she wondered how many hours they all would lose just wandering around in confusion. She would need to adapt fast.

      When they reached the classrooms, she was greeted by a hall not that much different than the dorm corridor, but this one only had five rooms on each side, which she guessed meant that their interiors were larger. Standing just outside the first one was the hawk-nosed woman from the trials.

      “This is Kraven of Dalor,” their tour guide said, tipping his head to the woman. She returned the gesture and they shared a smile that seemed to have quite a bit of history behind it. “She will be teaching you strategy and the basic rules of battle. I’m sure that sounds boring to most of you, but that is because most of you know nothing. If you want to survive in the big, bad world out there, you will need to know how to anticipate and interpret your enemy’s moves. Pay attention, and you might just stay alive long enough to have a shot at a second tourney.”

      Despite the clear message that no one should speak at the moment, someone close to Eist raised her hand. The shirtless man looked at them once with a withering gaze, but when their hand didn’t descend, he gave a long, pained sigh.

      “What?”

      “Why a second tourney? Wouldn’t we want to win our first?”

      The man paused for a long moment and Eist got the feeling that he enjoyed his theatrics. “One of the hardest lessons you may have to learn here is what you want and what actually will be are on two completely separate paths.

      “For those of you who actually are chosen by a dragon and then complete this program, you will be released into the world as a dragon rider. You may take up a specific post on the borders. You may work as an emissary, or a roving aide. You will have only a month of that, maybe two if you’re lucky, before the tourney festival will take place and you all will be fighting over one or two positions. Three if you’re terribly lucky, but remember, for every extra spot open, that means one of our council has succumbed to injury or old age.

      “Joining you in that tournament will be all our previous students who just barely lost the previous decade, the decade before that, and even the decade before that. Hundreds upon hundreds of them with all of them having more experience than you fresh little grasslings.

      “So no, you won’t win your first tourney. Most likely, you won’t even win a single battle. Prepare yourself for that eventuality if councilship is what you seek.”

      He gave them all a hard stare, letting that revelation linger before moving onward to the next teacher as if nothing had happened.

      “And this is Malfangrot of Vren, your dragons teacher.”

      The tall, slender man introduced himself much as Kraven had and soon they were shuttling off again to the next person.

      The tour seemed to go on forever, and soon Eist’s feet began to hurt just as much as her head. It felt like she had crammed far too much information into her mind far too fast. Normally, she talked to a grand total of three people a day, and although she wasn’t exactly conversing, just listening, it was still quite exhausting.

      Finally, it all wound down and they were deposited in a large room with dozens upon dozens of tables and chairs. At one end was a table with piles of food on it, and Eist spotted multiple people in robed uniforms heading for it with even more heaping platters.

      But before they could even approach, a group of older people sauntered up and stacked their plates high. However, that wasn’t what made Eist’s breath catch.

      No, what made her heart jump were the dragons at their sides.

      Their guide must have sensed or heard their collective shock, because he sighed. “Leave them alone. Those are all fifth years who are about to graduate, and they have too much to do to fend off hundreds of questions from you newbies.”

      “They’re graduating?” Eist murmured.

      She supposed that made sense. Most of them looked about five years older than her, but their dragons were not the massive creatures she was used to seeing. The largest of them was maybe two humans tall and about twice as wide, while the rest of them were a couple of heads shorter. That was when she realized that they were all metallic dragons, the smallest of the species. About the size of two horses, they made up for their diminutive state by spitting highly corrosive acid.

      A wave of happiness followed her curiosity. In just a year, that would be her. She was so excited that she could feel her body heating up from her head down to her toes.

      “Alright, now get lost. You all know the way back to your dorms and you have instructions about your first day within your packets. If you cannot read, go to the blue dorm in your hall, where a counselor will be living to help you with the day to day mundane things that no doubt will challenge those developing little minds of yours.”

      And with that, he turned on his heel and headed out.

      Some of the group stood around, clearly a little intimidated by the wide, open space, but Eist just marched straight for the food. After all, if she wanted to compete with all the bigger, stronger students, she was going to make sure she kept her belly full.

      She grabbed one of the trenchers stacked at the end of the table and filled it as high as she could. Once she was satisfied, she went to one of the few empty tables and sat herself down.

      She didn’t get much time alone, however, as two figures sat down on the opposite side of the table. She looked up, surprised to see the same handsome boy from the trials. Yacrist, was it?

      “Hey, you, long time no see,” he said with a smile. “This is my cousin, Yelvin of Auber. Yelvin, this is…” He paused, and a curious expression crossed his face. “Actually, I don’t think I ever learned your name.”

      “It’s Eist,” she answered carefully, still unsure of this dark-haired young man. It didn’t seem possible, but he looked to have grown over the summer, his jaw developing more and his torso even broader.

      “Eist of?”

      “…W’allenhaus.”

      “W’allenhaus?” Yelvin asked with a tilt to his head. “Why does that sound familiar?”

      “Because her parents were famous dragon riders,” another voice chimed in, so lilting and quiet that Eist barely caught it. Her head whipped in the other direction, and she saw the girl who had placed first in the trials. “They died in the great battle to stop the renega—”

      “Who are you?” Eist interrupted, not wishing to go through the millions of questions that always came after her pedigree was revealed. “You placed first in the trials, right?”

      “I am Dille, and yes, I did.”

      “You placed first?” Yelvin asked in shock.

      The dark-skinned girl looked up at him calmly, her blink slow and deliberate. “Why is that a surprise to you?”

      “I, just, uh, you look very young.”

      “I am of age,” she said simply.

      “So, Dille of what?” Yacrist asked, clearly wishing to save his cousin from the stilted conversation.

      “Just Dille,” she answered just as matter-of-factly.

      “You don’t have a family name?”

      “I do not have one of your family names, if that is what you mean.” Her eyes slid to meet Eist’s and she flashed a sort of knowing look. “But I do well enough defining myself without one.”

      Eist felt herself crack the tiniest of smiles. It was too soon to be certain, but she was pretty sure that she just might like this strange, lean girl. She dug into her food, filling her mouth so that no one would expect any conversation from her, and let herself enjoy the peace for a moment.

      So far, she was off to a good start. She couldn’t wait to see how her first day of actual lessons went.
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      “So that concludes most of the exceptional facts about the white dragon,” Malfangrot said, pointing to the painted wall behind him. “Does anyone have any questions?”

      No one said anything or raised their hand, quite an exceptional feat considering that there were nearly forty of them crammed into the room. As far as Eist understood it, the hundred plus first-years were divided into three groups that all took their essential lessons in a rotating schedule. And yet, despite that large division, she somehow ended up in a class with Ain and his mountain of a cohort.

      She didn’t know what her luck was to deserve that, but at least Dille and Yacrist were there as well. While they were seated quite far from each other, it was nice to know that she wasn’t alone with the irritating blond boy and his minions.

      “Next largest is the red dragon. Unlike the white dragon, there is more than one of them at a time, but since they are so large and demand so many resources to grow appropriately, only a small handful of them are born each generation.”

      Eist was already familiar with all of this, courtesy of her grandfather, but she still dutifully paid attention. The last thing she wanted to do was appear disrespectful.

      “They have the largest spread with the flame they can exhale, but it loses much of its impact due to that, meaning it doesn’t burn nearly as hot as other dragons. Also, because of their size, they are not speedy flyers, but once they do get momentum built up, they have a solid muscular structure that allows them to fly for long distances.”

      He continued to talk about the average speeds and strengths of the great beast, but Eist wondered why he wasn’t getting to one of the best parts—which was that red dragons could generate shields that could protect both them and their rider at a distance.

      A gentle poke in her side nearly surprised Eist out of her seat and her head snapped up to find the teacher staring at her. Clearly, he had asked a question, but she had definitely missed it in its entirety.

      Her blood surged to her face and it rushed past her ears, reducing the world to a steady thumping. His mouth was moving again, but the words couldn’t make it through the thrum.

      Eist could feel all of the eyes in the room on her and panic set in. She knew she looked a fool, but she didn’t want… They couldn’t know—

      Her arm flung forward, knocking her ink pot to the ground and splattering black everywhere. There was a general chorus of dismayed shouts from the people it splashed on, and a chorus of laughs from Ain and his lot behind her.

      Her cheeks burned further but rushing to clear it gave her the excuse to dodge the question. Surprisingly, Dille bent down to help her clean up, but the girl had a suspicious look on her face that Eist wasn’t keen on addressing.

      After a few moments, everything was back to normal and she slid into her seat at her table once more. The teacher had already begun his lesson again and had moved onto the blue dragon.

      Eist tried to let her embarrassment simmer down, but it was hard with the snickering she could still feel bouncing off her back. So far, on the first day of class, she certainly had made an impression.

      Too bad it wasn’t the kind she wanted to make.
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      Eist pored over her notes, even though she was familiar with all of the differences between dragons. The blues were slightly smaller than the reds. They were actually rarer then red dragons for an incredibly fascinating reason, which was that they were always born in pairs.

      As far as Eist knew, they were the only dragons to ever share eggs, and they had a natural affinity for siblings and twins. In fact, if she recalled correctly, only twice had a blue dragon set not chosen relatives, and one of those times was with her parents.

      The thought made her smile a bit, nostalgia filling her.

      Artox and Aftyx had been quite the pair, with one generating lightning from between his horns and the other breathing a spray of ice—as pairs of blue dragons were wont to do. Artox had been overly friendly, often nuzzling Eist until her hair was standing on end, and Aftyx had been straight up mischievous, getting into trouble whenever he could.

      Meanwhile, green dragons were agile, and the poisonous gas breath—

      A muffled knock on her door startled her out of her review and she got up cautiously. It was only the first full day of Dragon Academy, so she couldn’t imagine that anyone needed to visit her yet for anything.

      Nevertheless, she opened the door to see Dille standing there and looking just as perplexed as she did in class.

      “Can I help you?” Eist asked, standing in her doorway with crossed arms. Although the girl had indeed been kind to her in class, that didn’t mean her motives were pure now.

      “May I come in?”

      “I’m studying, actually.”

      Dille’s mouth tilted downward ever-so-slightly. “I would rather not have this conversation in the hall where anyone might hear.”

      “Fair enough.” Fearing the worst, Eist stepped to the side and let her in. The girl walked around the small dorm, seeming to take everything in.

      “Where’s your bedmate?” she asked, pointing to the empty cot.

      “Apparently, they still haven’t shown up. They’ve been sent a raven, but it hasn’t returned yet.”

      “Lucky.”

      “I suppose.”

      There was a crackle of tension in the air and Eist could feel that Dille was examining her just as hard as she was the strange girl.

      “So, do you want to explain what happened in class today?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The part where you spilled ink all over an entire row.”

      “Arm cramp. Happens to the best of us.”

      “You know, if something is bothering you, you don’t have to—”

      “Is there something else you needed?” Eist asked quickly. This was the issue with getting to know people. It was nice at times, but far too often, their concern leaked over, making mountains out of molehills that they didn’t need to be involved in.

      “No, I just…” She sighed and went to the door, which filled Eist with no uncertain amount of relief. But before she left, she turned slightly. “It’s obvious that I am very different here,” she said, her dark eyes boring into Eist’s. “And that can be…difficult.”

      “I can’t say why, but from the moment I saw you pull yourself up after that idiot of a boy almost disqualified you, I could tell that you knew exactly what that was like too. I don’t know how, but I just could.

      “People are saying you’re slow, but I don’t believe that for a moment. I think it would be better if you and I stuck together, rather than letting them isolate us as they would like.”

      She waited there a moment, as if she wanted Eist to say something, but Eist didn’t have any words. With just a slight tip of her head, the dark-skinned student slipped out, shutting the door behind her.

      Eist sighed and flopped down onto her cot. Isolating herself had always been her goal. After all, most dragon riders spent a majority of their lives alone, but the girl’s word rang true to a part of her that she had always fought to keep out.

      Shoving that down, Eist pulled over her parchment to study some more. Emotions were for after she became a dragon rider. All there was time for now was her work.
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      Eist laced up her boots and headed toward ‘the yard.’ It was an area marked on her map that she recognized as the first grassy and dirt expanse she had come through.

      She smiled to herself in excitement. According to the schedule in her welcome satchel, she was due for physical training for the first half of the morning, and she couldn’t wait to get started. Granted, she thought that way about everything that had to do with dragon riding.

      She had made sure to break her fast as early as she could in the grand dining area so that she wouldn’t accidentally make herself sick with what she was sure would be a very intense workout. Grandfather had told her stories of how all the workers at the academy with free time would show up to the first physical day for new initiates to watch and bet on who vomited or passed out first. She fully intended on making some of them lose their money.

      “Remember, people will always underestimate you because of your stature and womanhood, but that is not a weakness, it is a strength. Use that to your advantage.”

      Her grandfather’s words repeated in her head as she followed the path on her map. No matter what Ain or the others would say, she had to remember that she had an edge on all of them. It was up to her to take advantage of that, or let their irritating presence undermine all the work she had done to get this far.

      She set her teeth on edge and shook her head emphatically.

      No way. The blond boy and others would just be footnotes in her story. She would never let them divert her from her destiny.

      She trotted through the last set of large doors to the outside, the bright light blinding her for a moment, but as her vision cleared, she saw a few people were already there, including Dille.

      Eist hesitated a moment, their conversation from the previous night running through her head again. After a brief internal debate, she came up alongside the girl and joined her in her stretches.

      Dille turned her head once, taking inventory of the girl next to her, and offered only the slightest smile before returning to her task.

      And that was how they continued as more and more people joined them. Eist was in the middle of a deep lunge to stretch out the back of her legs when she felt footsteps pounding up the ground behind her with a purpose.

      Quickly she rolled forward, twisting and popping up to see Ain bent over as if he had been about to push her. Her cheeks puffed outward and she was ready to give him a piece of her mind when suddenly a dark, slim hand sliced through the air, chopping right into the young man’s neck.

      He let out a strange sound and gasped, nearly falling to his knees. Suddenly, his muscly friend came between Dille and Ain, staring down at her like a dragon eyeing a particularly spiteful kitten.

      Oh no, that wouldn’t do.

      Without thinking, Eist rushed between the two so that her chest was almost touching the massive boy’s middle. What he got out of being the shadow of a weaker man, she didn’t know, but if he wanted to make a scene, she would be more than happy to make sure he learned a painful lesson. Or at least try to.

      “Oy, what’s going on here?”

      The tension broke as they looked to the source of the voice. Walking toward them was an incredibly tall young woman, equal in height to Ain’s muscle-bound friend. Even from the distance she was at, Eist could make out her blazing red braid and her thick bands of muscle.

      “Who is that?” Dille breathed behind her, sounding quite awed.

      No one had the answer, of course, but Ain rushed to stand upright and look smooth again. “Nothing,” he said quickly, puzzling Eist. Surely it would have been easy for him to tattle on Dille. Then again, maybe his pride was stopping him. Who wanted to admit that the tiny foreigner had gotten the best of them with a single strike?

      “There was, uh, a bug, and it flew into my mouth.”

      “I see.” The woman shrugged, her massive shoulders rippling as she moved. Eist found her own jaw falling open a little. She didn’t realize that a woman could be so…large. It was inspiring. Eist bet that she could crush a head between her muscled thighs and not think twice about it. “Enjoy the extra fuel then. You’ll need it.”

      Then she strode to the center of the group, posting herself there like a structure built of stone. Giving everyone a hard eye, she began to speak.

      “I am Ale’a of Dannin, and I am here to take you through your beginning calisthenics until Master Bartross arrives. So, since all of you were gracious enough to turn up early, you’ll be rewarded.”

      Rewarded? That sounded nice.

      “You only have to run ten laps around the court. So, get on it!”

      That did not seem to be a reward. The students around Eist exchanged glances, as if they were unsure, but Ale’a made the situation quite certain with her next bark.

      “Well, get going!”

      That got everyone going, and they rushed off like a spooked herd of animals. Eist, however, hung back, setting her own steady pace that she knew she could maintain without eating up too much of her energy for the rest of the day.

      The hardest part about running was that it was boring. It was just step after step and a focus on breathing. And while she was good at it, Eist often found herself wishing that there was something more exciting to do than just go in circles while building up her body’s strengths.

      Someone in front of her stopped dead and she swerved to the side just in time to see them heave their breakfast. Clearly, they had eaten too much. She altered her breathing pattern to inhale from her mouth until she was far enough away to not worry about accidentally catching the smell.

      With that exciting event over, she continued on, only to feel someone hastily coming up alongside her. She did a bit of a sidestep, expecting the worst, and wasn’t very surprised to see Ain slow down to jog beside her.

      “I didn’t think that it was possible for you to move as slow as you think, but apparently, I have been proven wrong.”

      Eist knew that replying to him was a waste of breath and energy, and yet she found herself doing so anyway. “Wow, you’re really clever,” she intoned flatly. “Did it take you an entire lap to think that up?”

      “No,” he responded far too quickly. “Just wanted to warn you out of the kindness of my heart that you might want to pick up the pace before they realize that you’re too much of a charity case for the academy.”

      Eist just allowed herself the tiniest of snickers.

      “Something funny to you?”

      “Yeah,” she answered, deciding that was the last breath she was going to waste on him for the moment. “Your run is all wrong. Your head tilts up when you pick up speed, your shoulders aren’t pulled back, and you’re not leaning into your strides.”

      “Oh, like you know all about running.”

      “I know a bit.”

      “The day I take advice from someone like you is the day they can kick me out of here for going insane. Wrong form?!” He let out a huff. “Watch this wrong form run you into the ground.”

      He sped off and Eist just watched in amusement before telling herself to focus on her own path again.

      The second lap passed. Then the third. Then the fourth. By the time Eist pulled herself out of her intense concentration, she noticed that a good chunk of her class had stopped running. In fact, they were probably down to half.

      Curious, but Eist returned her focus to her breathing and kept on trotting at her pace. She just focused on the in and out, in and out, making sure her gaze was just ahead of her and not down at her feet or turned toward the sky.

      Naturally, it grew more difficult as she went along, and around lap seven, she felt her face begin to flush. If she managed to keep her pace up, she would be fine for the remaining laps, but her skin was definitely going to turn a bright shade of red.

      That would be a bit embarrassing, but she tucked that thought into the back of her head and plodded along. Before she could slip back into her breathing, however, she noticed there was a line of slower people in front of her.

      Going around, she spared the energy to look over her shoulder and saw Ain, Yacrist, and several others plodding along, covered in sweat and looking like their faces had been set aflame.

      She didn’t speak, but allowed her gaze to meet Ain’s before smirking and looking forward again.

      It was with that feeling of triumph that she finished the last lap well ahead of all of them with Dille only a few steps behind her. She peeled off, feeling a thin layer of sweat all over herself, only to see a new, much smaller group of faces waiting there for her.

      “Good job,” Ale’a said with a strong nod. “Go get some water then get back here for the rest of your morning.”

      Eist nodded and headed toward the well she had spotted toward the end of the field. As both she and Dille silently walked there, she felt the jealous eyes of the rest of the runners behind her.

      “Alright, now for all of you who were late today, you get the pleasure of running fifteen laps! And all of you who couldn’t complete your ten laps, prepare to return here after dinner to finish out the rest of your assignment!”

      “We did pretty good,” Dille said, her breath still coming in harsh pants.

      “That we did.”

      “Have you thought about what I said last night?”

      Eist nodded slowly. “You’re right. There’s something different about the both of us and everyone can tell. As long as you don’t pester me about it, I don’t see why we can’t help each other out.”

      “You make it sound so transactional. Why don’t we try at being friends?”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Eist said, pulling the water bucket up and filling one of the small, metal cups there before offering it to her. “I’ve gone this long without friends, I’m not sure I want to change that up yet.”

      “You inlanders are strange folk.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Eist murmured before taking her own long drink.

      Once she was done, she set down the cup and headed back toward Ale’a. Hopefully, she would do just as well at the rest of the challenges as she had at the warmup.
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      Life in the academy began to settle into a sort of rhythm for Eist as the first week concluded. The first day of the week would be spent in classes, learning of dragons and their skills, history, battle strategy, and then more common things like arithmetic, reading, and writing.

      The second day would have physical training in the morning, followed by dragon and animal husbandry in the evenings.

      The third day was actual fight training in the morning, then trapping, fishing, and other survival skills in the evenings.

      The fourth day was straight classes again, while the fifth was usually spent watching the soon-to-be-graduating students interact with their dragons.

      Meals were almost always available in the cafeteria and full of rich, delicious food, as well as vegetables from all over the continent. Eist could feel herself bulking up and filling out even more with every day of hard work.

      But by far, the best part of the week was watching the dragons as they developed along with their trainers. Of course, there was always a teacher nearby to explain what a student was doing, why they were doing it, and what they were doing wrong. Eist rarely listened to their lectures. Instead, her eyes focused only on the beating wings, the long and regal heads. She swore that there had never been a more elegant animal than a dragon, and her palms itched to touch all of the stately creatures.

      She didn’t of course, but the temptation was there. As was the temptation to just drift off every night, her body sore and her mind exhausted, but she forced herself to study instead, absorbing every bit of information she could.

      She was aware of the rumors going around school. They were the same ones that went around town. Whispers that she was slow, or just not right in the head and was only let in because of her parents, but their words didn’t matter. Soon she would show them all what she was capable of.

      It was while she was studying that a knock sounded at the door, and she looked up curiously. She hadn’t done anything particularly attention-worthy that day, so she didn’t see why it would be Dille who was visiting her. But if wasn’t the thin, talented girl, who could it be?

      She crossed over to the door cautiously, too curious to be able to ignore it, and cracked it to see none other than Yacrist! He was as handsome as ever and sent her a smile that made her cheeks color for some unknown reason.

      “What are you—”

      “Shhh,” he urged, pressing a finger to his lips. He mouthed something else, but Eist could only send him a puzzled look. Without another word, he offered his hand to her.

      Eist looked down at it like it was some strange and terrible creature. But the pale palm and five extended fingers didn’t try to hurt her, instead just waiting for her to take it or not.

      After what was probably an inappropriate amount of time just standing there, Eist begrudgingly wrapped her fingers around his offered appendage and he flashed her a beaming smile. The next thing she knew, they were sneaking out of the hall and through the corridors of the academy.

      They were out much later than curfew for first-years, and she almost told Yacrist as much, but she had a feeling that he was well aware of the rules he was breaking. Why she was allowing him to influence her to break the rules and possibly risk her future, she didn’t know.

      But her quiet paid off, because soon they reached an upper level that she had never been to before, one toward the back of the academy. Several people were already there, sitting around what looked like a balcony.

      “Why are we—”

      A pointed look quieted her, and she followed Yacrist to the edge of the balcony where her breath was stolen away.

      Down below them, lit by torch after torch, was none other than the academy’s dragon cave.

      Different than the hatchery, which she had visited multiple times with her grandfather despite his best efforts not to get her involved in dragon life, the dragon cave was where the beasts went when they were too large to fit through doors. It was also for injured dragons who needed rest and recovery, dragons who had lost their riders, and older dragons who were in their twilight days.

      It was supposedly a massive tunnel of chambers that went so deep into the ground that men could not withstand the temperatures of the deepest levels. Eist reckoned there were at least a thousand dragons in there at all times, of all sizes and ages.

      Well, except for that moment, in which hundreds of dragons were outside, splashing in the water of the great lake that curtained off one side of the academy, diving through the waterfall that fed it from the top of the cliff their cave was nestled in, or playing with the graduating students and dragon riders that were camping outside of the space.

      It was so beautiful. Scales of every color glittered in the moonlight, punctuated by the happy chuffing and clicks of the beasts. Even the older ones, who perched themselves on the cliff or the many posts erected by the staff, seemed to be enjoying the tomfoolery.

      Eist looked around, taking in all the amused and amazed faces. She recognized only one, Yelvin, she believed—Yacrist’s cousin. Risking another stern look, she put on her best whispering voice, barely able to hear herself.

      “How did you find out about this?” she asked. Even her grandfather hadn’t tipped her off to this particular event. If it even was an event. Maybe these things happened every night and none of them had ever known.

      “It was Beatrix who found out, actually,” he answered just as quietly, making her focus solely on his face and not the beautiful dragons just below the balcony. “She got lost on her way back from the nurse and ended up here. She went to get her roommate and…well, word got around her dorm block.”

      Eist had no idea who this Beatrix was, so she guessed that she was in both another class grouping and dorm hall. Whoever this lost student was, Eist was certainly grateful.

      Turning her attention back to the magnificent dragons, Eist was completely ready to let herself get caught up in her admiration again, when she remembered that someone was missing.

      “What about Dille?” she asked, looking up into the handsome boy’s face.

      “Who’s Dille?”

      “My friend.” The words were out of Eist’s mouth before she could even think twice about it. Immediately her eyes went wide, and her heart skipped a beat. Surely, she hadn’t meant that. She’d just had the conversation about being allies only days before.

      “I’m surprised you know that word,” Yacrist said with a wink. “You mean the quiet girl who somehow beats everyone at everything?”

      “Almost everyone,” Eist reminded him. “At almost everything.”

      Yacrist just offered her a slight chuckle. “You’re cute when you puff up like that. But yeah, I know the girl. You sit here, I’ll go get her. No offense, but you’re not exactly the quietest of sneakers.”

      Eist opened her mouth to say that she could fetch Dille just fine herself when his words caught up to her. Cute? What? She was many things, but cute certainly wasn’t one of them. Why was he—

      But he was already gone, silently jogging off into the dark halls. Eist looked after him for several moments before shaking her head. Yacrist was a flirt and a charmer. She shouldn’t take his compliments too seriously, or her ego might inflate to unhealthy sizes.

      Instead, she went to the spot he had pointed to and climbed onto the back of the gargoyle that was mounted to the wall. There, she settled into her perch and watched the magical, magnificent creatures play.

      She was so absorbed, taking in every detail, that she didn’t even notice what was going on around her until someone grabbed her ankle sharply. It took every bit of control of her body not to scream out in surprise, and she whipped her head toward the movement to see none other than Ain.

      His lips were curled into a smile and he was whispering something, but he was far too quiet for her to catch it. The bottom half of his face was covered in shadow, but she could see the smirk in his cat-like eyes as his jaw continued moving.

      She squinted, leaning forward so that maybe she could catch whatever he was muttering. Normally, she thought that he would insult her and pull away, but he just kept on whispering and whispering in a rushed monotone. The exchange was so bizarre, and she couldn’t help but feel that he was toying with her, but she found herself caught up in trying to figure out what he was trying to say that she didn’t question it until he suddenly leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to her lips.

      Eist jerked back so hard that she almost toppled off the gargoyle to the ground far below. Ain caught her wrist and hauled her back up into a sitting position. She could only stare at him, eyes wide with confusion.

      This kiss hadn’t been romantic in any way, shape, or form. It was far too quick and petty for that. No, in fact it could hardly be called a kiss. It was more of a mocking, condescending display of superiority.

      “Why did you do that?” she hissed, hatred making her stomach clench.

      “I don’t know what you’re worried about. I told you that I was going to, and to say something if you didn’t want me to. I even asked if you had a problem, and you didn’t have a single one.”

      “I…” Eist opened her mouth to say something, but she came up empty. He was staring at her with a far too knowing look in his eyes, and it made her nervous. “Why are you doing this? Surely, this must be a waste of energy.”

      Finally, his fingers unwrapped from her ankle and he sent her a smarmy smirk. “I don’t like how you walk around here all superior, as if it’s a given that you’re gonna get a dragon someday. And I don’t like how you’re given a pass around here even though there’s something obviously wrong with you.

      “You shouldn’t be a dragon rider, and you shouldn’t have even been allowed to compete in the trials.”

      Some of Eist’s bewilderment faded as she realized exactly what his chagrin was from. Jealousy was a strange beast, and it certainly made people do strange things. “And yet I scored better than you.”

      “Yeah, and a mule can run faster than me, what’s your point? Maybe we should make the mule a dragon rider too?

      “I’m clearly the superior here, and if I’m the only one around here sane enough to keep you in your place, then I will. And there’s nothing you can do about it. If you tell anyone, they’ll know just how weak and unworthy you are.”

      This time, it was Eist’s turn to lean down, and she did so that their faces were almost touching again. “Tell me, what is it that makes you angrier? The fact that a fat girl is doing so much better than you, or that you’re obviously attracted to me?”

      His lips curled back into a snarl and her thighs tightened around the gargoyle, sure that he was going to attempt to push her off, but before he could, something sounded behind him that made him turn, and Eist saw it was Dille and Yacrist standing there.

      “Did I miss something?” Dille asked, her head tilted and her fists already clenched as they rested on her hips. For being such a tiny, spritely girl, she always looked ready to throw down in an instant. Eist admired that. “Where’s your muscled shadow, Ain?”

      Ain crossed his own arms, but she didn’t miss how he backed away from her. “Athar sleeps like a stone. He doesn’t wake up before the rooster crows, and sometimes rarely then.”

      “So that’s why he’s always running extra laps…” Yacrist murmured, rubbing his chin.

      “Perhaps you better go check on him then,” Dille said, an edge to her voice.

      “You think you can order me around?”

      “No,” the girl answered, closing in on him and looking up at him from her considerably smaller height. “But I’m sure that he misses you terribly. Wouldn’t it be a good, friendly thing to do to go check on him while the three of us wait here?”

      Ain looked between the three of them, and Eist could see thought after thought rush through his head. Finally, he let out a bit of a snort then walked past them, heading back down the hall.

      The three of them waited until he was gone before Dille turned to address her again.

      “What happened there?” she asked, climbing up to perch herself on the railing.

      “Ain was trying to prove a point. It didn’t work very well.”

      “His rarely do. He’s smart, and plenty vindictive, but he’s not used to people like us.”

      “People like us?” Yacrist said, leaning against a wall. “What, did you guys have a little club and you didn’t invite me?”

      “Who even are you?” Dille asked, tilting her head.

      Yacrist reacted with mock hurt before wavering slightly. “Wait… I can’t tell if you’re serious or not.”

      “And that’s why you’re not in the club.”

      “That hardly seems fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair. The sooner you get used to that, the sooner you might end up in the club.”

      It was possibly the longest conversation that Eist had heard her ever have with anyone, but for some reason, it wasn’t annoying or stressful. In fact, now that Ain was gone, the experience was almost pleasant.

      “I appreciate that conversation is important,” she said, cutting the two of them off. “But there are literally dragons only a few feet away from us.”

      “You have a point there.”

      The talk faded as they watched the dragons play, but even in the silence, Eist felt a sort of warmth she wasn’t familiar with. Something…comfortable, and downright foreign. It was nice though, and she wondered if that feeling was going to stick around.

      Even if it wasn’t, she suspected that she had plenty to tell her grandfather the next time she saw him.
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      Life had not grown any easier as the weeks progressed. Soon, Eist was finishing her first month at the Dragon Academy, and it felt like her weariness went right down to her bones.

      Grandfather certainly hadn’t been kidding about it being hard. In fact, she felt as if he had somehow managed to undersell just how difficult everything was. Now that their basic education was done, and they knew all about the white, red, blue, green, and metallic dragons, they were learning about important dragons throughout history. There were so many names and dates to remember that often Eist found her bright mind clouded over with too much information.

      And the physical training was just getting longer, and more intense. Every day, she collapsed onto her cot, sore and ready to sleep. During her second week, she—and many of the first-years—had been so exhausted that she had skipped bathing herself or washing her clothes for nearly the full seven days. However, that habit had been quickly abandoned when Ale’a assigned anyone who smelled ten extra laps and an order to do a teacher’s laundry as well. At first, she had wanted to argue that no one demanded baths in the field, but one look at Ale’a’s rippling muscles and intense expression had her snapping her jaw shut like a bear trap.

      Often, she was too exhausted to even visit her grandfather, even on their weekly breaks. In a month, she had somehow only managed to make it down to his work once, and even then, she had ended up curled on top of a pile of hay, fast asleep.

      At least he understood that this was temporary, and once she was in the second half of the year, her body would adapt to everything they were throwing at it. Then she would make sure to visit him every weekend, just like she promised. Even if she didn’t promise, though, she would be lying if she said she didn’t miss him.

      Thankfully, she did have some things to distract her from her loneliness. Or rather, some people. Dille, Yacrist, and she had become a sort of merry little group, studying together, taking meals together. As much as Eist had told herself she didn’t need friends, she found that people were more likely to leave her alone when in their company. Also, that laughing at silly jokes was very, very fun, and Yacrist was full of them.

      Even Ain seemed too tired to harass her, but she did feel his eyes on her quite often. Watching. Waiting. He hadn’t attempted to mess with her head since that bizarre and cold peck on the lips, but she figured he was just biding his time.

      But he could just keep on waiting, because she was far too exhausted to care about what his insecure mind might be cooking up. All she wanted to do was get through each day and sleep through the night.

      And it was in the middle of one such deep sleep session that a massive rumble nearly threw her out of bed and to the floor.

      Eist gasped and scrambled to put on her tunic over her night clothes, running out of her dorm to see several others standing in the hall.

      “What happened?” she asked, looking to the person next to her. Valk, maybe? She didn’t talk to him or his roommate often.

      But the young man just shrugged, looking as bewildered as she felt.

      Just then a bell rang from deep within the halls, rumbling through the floor and up to her teeth. She knew that bell, and it drove all the air from her chest.

      “No,” she whispered before taking off.

      Terror curled in her belly as she ran through the halls. She knew her way like the back of her hand, which meant that she didn’t have anything to distract her from the fear curdling her blood.

      It didn’t take her long to erupt out of the furthermost exit and pelt down the road, her feet taking her to the hatchery that she knew and loved.

      But she didn’t get close, not at all, because a huge group of people was already assembled, watching the intense blaze that shot up from the building attached to the hatchery cave.

      “What happened?” she asked the closest person, completely breathless.

      “Lightning struck the cave,” the woman answered, sounding just as scared and awed as Eist felt. “It was the biggest bolt that we’ve ever seen. Some folks say that they saw it from halfway across the city.”

      “But…how is that possible?”

      With so many dragons that controlled electricity or could cause storms, the city had long since set up a network of lightning rods to stop this very thing from happening. There hadn’t been a storm fire in ages and…actually, for that matter, there wasn’t even a storm.

      Eist looked up into the night sky, her heart racing. There was a thick cover of clouds, sure, but nothing remotely close to a tempest that could generate a bolt to override the rods. There was something suspicious about the woman’s story.

      But she didn’t have time to question it. She pushed through, her face reddening as she grew closer to the intense heat of the blaze. Finally, she managed to erupt from the crowd, and nearly ran into a line of people passing buckets from a well.

      More bells sounded, and she felt the downbeat of large wings around her. Several blue dragons landed, dragon riders perched on their backs in half-armor. With a few roars, they summoned the storm that was so missing.

      But there was no lightning this time, only torrents and torrents of rain. The water put out the worst of the flames and several workers in dripping wet robes with cloths over their mouth rushed in.

      Eist sprinted forward too, only to stop short when a tail slammed in front of her. She looked sharply to her side, ready to tell off whatever was in her way, only to see two wise eyes staring at her.

      It was a blue dragon, one obviously much older than the five-year-old dragons she had mostly seen around the academy, and although it didn’t speak to her, she felt as if she could hear what it meant in her mind.

      It knew her. Or knew of her, it seemed. She knew students of certain dragon types often sectioned themselves off for training purposes, so maybe this one knew her parents? She couldn’t exactly ask, but something in its gaze told her she wasn’t going anywhere near the blaze.

      “But my grandfather’s in there,” she whispered, looking into the sapphire eyes. “He’s all I’ve got.”

      One of the dragons let out a keening noise while the other just stared steadily. The next thing she knew, a small cloud formed over her, and she was suddenly drenched through every fiber of her being.

      “Thank you,” she gasped before stepping over its tail and rushing forward.

      The heat was absolutely oppressive, and she wanted nothing more than to shrink away. But what was a dragon rider that couldn’t stand a little fire? Her parents had survived worse, and she would too.

      She had almost reached the still raging fire and was set to tumble into the blaze, when she nearly ran into two people pulling someone out on a cot. Stopping dead in her tracks, her whole body lurched when she made out her grandfather’s blackened frame on the small, mobile bed.

      “Grandfather!” she cried, rushing to him. She reached his bed but the two men in soot-covered robes kept right on jogging, not slowing for a minute until they reached a tent a short ways away.

      Even then, she wasn’t able to reach his side because he was instantly surrounded by healers. It was such an intense flurry of movement that Eist couldn’t find a time to break in, and she feared that pushing the matter might distract one of the healers and endanger the old man’s life.

      So she stood, waiting, while they watered, debrided, bandaged, and balmed. It was some of the most painful, arduous moments of her life, and when they finally parted, she rushed forward again to sit at his side.

      Eist wanted to take his hand, to tell him that she was there and that there was nothing to worry about, but both of his limbs were bandaged so that not even a peep of skin showed, and she feared touching him would cause him pain.

      A hand alighted on her shoulder and she craned her neck to see one of the healers.

      “Is he going to be alright?” she croaked, refusing to cry. Tears were for the dead, and he was not dead. He was hurt, but he would recover. He had to. He was centuries old, but it wasn’t his time yet.

      “We cannot say. We are doing the best we can by him, but we’ve used a distilled form of emerald gas to keep him asleep while he heals.”

      “Why does he have to be asleep?” Eist asked, her voice sounding small even to her. She knew for a fact that her grandfather hated oversleeping. He always called those instances brushes with death, and said he was already close enough to meeting The Grandfather’s embrace.

      “Because were he to wake, the pain would likely send him into fits of shock and his health would deteriorate rapidly.”

      “Oh…” What did she say to that? What words could possibly convey all the fear tightly wound inside of her? Her grandfather was her rock, her teacher and mentor. How could she survive without him?

      “Do not worry,” the healer said, squeezing her shoulder comfortingly once again. “We’ve had people pull through worse.”

      “That is good to know,” she murmured, feeling her heart crack within her chest. “But have you had people succumb to less?”

      The healer looked surprised by her question, as if they didn’t know how to respond, but that was answer enough. Her grandfather was in a tenuous position and, although she was not a religious person, it was clearly time to pray to the All-Mother. Maybe she would hear and grant Eist this small mercy.

      She could only hope.
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      Eist stared dully at the platform in front of all the seats. She was once again physically in the room where their rankings from the trials were announced, but her mind was with her grandfather.

      It had been a full day and a half since that terrible night, and she hadn’t left his side. Surprisingly, she didn’t seem to be in trouble for skipping her classes and she only belatedly wondered if there had been any classes at all. She couldn’t be sure, and she certainly hadn’t wasted the energy to find out.

      She supposed she should have been grateful that by the time midday came, the fire had been put out and everyone in the healing tent was moved to the infirmary inside the academy, but she didn’t have any gratitude in her, only worry.

      If she had her way, she would still be sitting there beside her grandfather’s cot, watching his chest rise and fall. However, when Ale’a herself had come to collect her for a special, mandatory announcement, she knew that she couldn’t refuse.

      And that was how she found herself seated in one of the old, rickety chairs with all the rest of the first-years. She didn’t know where Dille and Yacrist were, and at the moment, it didn’t matter.

      After what seemed like a considerable amount of time that she could have spent with her grandfather, Elspeth and another council member entered. Everyone sat up and Eist felt the attention spike in the room, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to care.

      More speeches, more pomp. She just wanted to know that her grandfather was alright.

      “As all of you know, there has been a terrible accident in our home,” Elspeth said, her tone actually sounding quite pained. It was only then that Eist remembered that she was the white rider, the sort of queen of dragons. Of course, she was heartbroken at what happened. “Last night, our children, our hope for tomorrow—” Her voice cracked, and she paused, looking as if she was trying to contain the emotions running through her. It didn’t seem possible, but Eist’s mood dropped even lower as she realized much more than her grandfather had been hurt.

      The other council member stepped forward, taking over for the woman as she breathed deeply. “Many of the eggs were destroyed. Of course, we tried saving them as best we could, but what’s done is done.”

      A gasp sounded throughout the entire room and even Eist’s over-encumbered heart ached. Dragon babies were so precious and revered that they were practically holy, and the thought of losing not just one but many was gut-wrenching to say the least.

      “We apologize to all of you, who have been training so hard for a dragon to choose you at the end of this year, because many of you will be left without one.”

      Another murmur of shock and disapproval.

      “This has never happened before, so we find ourselves faced with a new situation that we have not prepared for.

      “After careful deliberation, we have decided that there will be a final challenge at the end of the year to determine who is worthy to attend the hatching. Only the top half will continue. Those of you who test below that rank are invited to return for the next hatching—without trials—and you can continue your education then.

      “Again, this is a sorrowful time for all of us, and I am deeply, deeply sorry to those of you whose soulmates were taken away from this world before they even had a chance to join it. Please, if you find yourself in need of help, or to talk, we have counselors around the clock in the infirmary.”

      The council member gave a sort of half-bow then took Elspeth’s hand, leading the woman out. Eist didn’t think it was possible for her inner turmoil to twist any harder, but it certainly did at the thought of all of the potential lives so suddenly snuffed out. She tried not to think about it, but her mind slipped off into imagining what those lost dragons could have done, the lives they could have saved and the good they could have wrought.

      She was so deep in her mourning that she didn’t notice that the room had practically emptied until a shadow fell over her. Twisting, she saw none other than Ain’s mountain of a cohort standing behind her.

      “May I help you?” she croaked, feeling rage couple with her grief. He really wanted to bully her now of all times?

      “I’m sorry about your grandfather,” he said, voice surprisingly low and deep for his age. “I hope he gets better.”

      Eist just stared at him, utterly confused by his response.

      “I’m Athar, by the way. I don’t think I ever introduced myself.”

      Eist struggled for what to say. While this young man had never directly done something to hurt her like Ain had, he had been there to laugh with the blond boy mocked her, and protected Ain from the repercussions of his acts.

      “…you didn’t need to,” she said simply, too tired and distracted to be diplomatic about the moment.

      “Oh. I suppose that is true.” He stood there awkwardly a moment, before tipping his head and walking off, his hustle quite impressive for a boy that size.

      That was…strange.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      Facing forward again, she saw Dille and Yacrist standing in front of her. Where they had come from, she didn’t know, but she was grateful that they were there.

      “No. I might be the least okay I’ve been in my entire life.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Yacrist said, crossing to sit next to her. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

      “Not unless you know some amazing healing magic that’s been lost to this world for generations.”

      “I’m afraid I’m fresh out.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      Eist was surprised when Dille’s soft, dark hand reached out to take hers. She looked up at the slight girl and found only compassion in her dark eyes. “Come on, let’s go to the infirmary.”

      With a gentle sort of determination, she pulled Eist to her feet then started walking in the direction of the stairs that would lead them to their destination. A second later, Yacrist’s arm wrapped around her shoulders on her other side, and she found herself sandwiched between the two of them.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she murmured quietly, a strange sort of warmth taking away the bitter edge of her fear and hurt.

      “Of course we do,” Dille said matter-of-factly. “This is what friends are for.”

      Was it? Well, that explained why so many people were obsessed with the idea then. Letting herself finally trust them, Eist followed as they led her back to exactly where she wanted to be.

      Once she was at her grandfather’s side again, they pulled up two stools of their own and sat down right beside her. Eist wasn’t sure what to do, but after a few minutes of quiet, Yacrist spoke up.

      “So, this is the guy who trained you before you got here?”

      Eist nodded dully, any smart retorts or snappy comebacks dying on her tongue.

      “He seems like he would be a serious teacher,” Dille remarked. “What’s the hardest lesson he ever taught you?”

      That made the corner of Eist’s mouth turn up for an ever-so-short moment. “Ah, that would definitely be the bees.”

      “The bees?” Yacrist asked. “Now that’s an answer that doesn’t answer anything. You’ve got to tell us that story.”

      She didn’t have to do anything, actually, but nevertheless, she found herself explaining the story to the two first-years, and she was surprised when the tale helped her to feel a bit better, like the rusted saw cutting through her had taken a bit of a break.

      So she continued telling stories for as long as they would listen, which turned out to be until well after sundown. In fact, it wasn’t until a healer gently ushered them out for curfew that she finally stopped.

      “I guess this is good night,” Eist said, her heart feeling heavy again. She didn’t want to be away from Grandfather, and she certainly didn’t want to be alone.

      “I don’t see why it should be,” Dille said, linking her arm through Eist’s. “Your roommate still never showed up, right?” Eist nodded. “Perfect.”

      Perfect for what?

      But Eist didn’t get an answer, instead being led down the halls, up the stairs, and back to her room. There, Dille led her to the bed and tucked her in before sitting on the edge of it. Meanwhile, Yacrist flopped onto the empty cot across from her, turning on his side so he could gaze at the two of them.

      “Let’s see,” Dille said, grabbing a candle and one of Eist’s parchments from class. “How about we go over the Battle of Crestshire?”

      Eist nodded and the girl started reading off the notes. The distraction was welcome, and for the first time in over a day, Eist felt herself drifting toward sleep.

      Maybe if she was lucky, she would dream of Grandfather.
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            A Hand Revealed Too Early

          

        

      

    

    
      “Now give me five more squats.”

      Eist groaned as Dille gave her a hard look but finished the move nonetheless. She had thought, in the two months of her being at the academy, that she had learned what pain and soreness were. It seemed that she had been quite wrong.

      In the days following the fire, Eist found herself spending from morning until night sitting by her grandfather’s side. Watching. Waiting. Only leaving to relieve herself and sleep. Yacrist and Dille brought her food without even asking, which she was intensely grateful for.

      And she was quite content to keep sitting there for the months and months it would take for him to get better, but after the first full week of her watch, it was Ale’a who came with a noon meal instead of her friends. Eist could remember the conversation as if it were just minutes ago, and not days.

      “How is he?” she asked, sitting on a stool that was almost comically small for her.

      “Better. They changed his bandages yesterday and so far, there is no sign of infection.”

      “That is good then.”

      “It is.”

      Eist wasn’t sure what to say to the woman that she admired so much. To be honest, she had forgotten about much of the world beyond the walls of the infirmary and seeing the redheaded warrior reminded her of all that was waiting outside.

      “You have missed much in these past days,” Ale’a said matter-of-factly before taking a large bite of the chicken leg in her mouth.

      “Have I?”

      “Folks are preparing for the grand test before the hatching.”

      “That’s not for another three months. I will have time to catch up.”

      “Will you?”

      Eist finally turned her head from her grandfather, giving the woman a curious look. “Do you think I won’t be able to?”

      “I don’t know, to be honest. I’ve been watching you, little one, ever since that first day when you so calmly ran your laps. You have control, and you know your body well, but you are going through a great change and need constant training to keep up with the young men as they grow too.”

      “What do you mean? That women are somehow inferior?”

      “Of course not,” she answered with a laugh, putting Eist at ease. Although Ale’a was a woman, she wouldn’t be the first one that Eist had run into that had several pointed opinions about female dragon riders and their place in life. “But right now, you’re in the middle of becoming a woman and they’re in the middle of becoming men. Their muscles are doubling, and their beards are growing in, while your hips are widening, and your balance is shifting. These advantages will even out later in life, when you’re both done with your changing, but right now, you’re at quite the disadvantage. Especially if you’ve already started your moon-bleeds.”

      “My what?” Eist asked, surprised by the turn the conversation had taken.

      “It is something all women go through. It’s not necessary to discuss now, but I would like to in the coming days. It can be…disconcerting.”

      “More disconcerting than a lightning strike to the hatchery?”

      “In some ways, yes.”

      The conversation stilled for several moments before the woman cleared her throat. “Listen, I would have you come back to your classes and training on the morrow. I cannot force you, but it is what I recommend.”

      Eist shook her head, her heart lurching at the thought of leaving her grandfather. “I can’t. I need to be here.”

      “Do you really?” This time, Eist did indeed glare at her, but the woman seemed unperturbed. “Look, he will recover whether you are here or not, and you still have your two days a week to sit by his side and tell him all that you’ve done.

      “But I am telling you, should you choose to stay here and lose more days, the dream that you obviously hold so dear will slip through your fingers.

      “I didn’t wish to say this, but as an assistant, I hear the teachers talk. Some think you’re slow, like some sort of stunted child. Some see your potential. You have to fight three times as hard as anyone else here to make it through the final test.”

      Eist chewed on her lip, much of the training her grandfather had taught her flowing through her head. He had so desperately wanted her not to choose this path. Would he be happy if she just gave up?

      No. He had told her that once she started on the path, she must finish it, and she couldn’t stray now. Not after all the work that he had put into her.

      “They really think me slow?” she repeated softly. She had always had an inkling that some of them believed as Ain did, but at least none of them treated her differently in class.

      “They speak of them having to repeat themselves multiple times. Of the way you stare at them as if they were speaking a foreign language. Of how whenever you look down to write, you’re almost impossible to speak to again until you’re done writing.”

      “That’s not—” Eist took a breath. “I’m not addled. I’m just different.”

      “I am well aware,” Ale’a answered, clapping her large hand on Eist’s back. “And like I said, I did not intend to tell you this, but you must understand how everything is stacked against you right now. I want you to become a dragon rider, like me, but you must leave this room.”

      Eist was quiet a long time, weighing everything that she was saying. After minutes ticked by, she finally sighed, the only sound she could make that wouldn’t release the tears.

      “Alright. Tomorrow.”

      “Good. And perhaps those friends of yours would like to join for a little makeup training with everything that you missed?”

      “Perhaps, but they also might be busy with their own preparations as well.”

      

      They were not busy. In fact, it seemed that Dille got a certain sort of satisfaction from putting Eist through her paces. While she could outlast all of them on laps, Ale’a had assessed, accurately, that she needed to work on her flexibility, grip strength, and reaction time. Which, of course, were areas that the lithe Dille excelled in.

      “Really? Another set?” Yacrist asked, even his handsome face red like Eist’s. At least he usually tried to do most of the moves with her when he wasn’t busy studying for himself. Over the weeks, Eist had learned that the boy had difficulty remembering which colors of which dragons did what, so she helped him in what little spare time they had.

      “Come on, five more!” Dille said sharply, her voice ringing throughout the training field.

      Normally it was much too late after curfew for them to be out, but apparently having her training sponsored by Ale’a came with its perks. Why the giant woman had taken an interest in her, she didn’t know, but Eist wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      And so, she did five more squats, then sparring, and just when she felt like she was going to fall over, it was time for the long set of never-ending stretches they did in the hope that she could one day touch her toes.

      “Owww,” Yacrist groaned as the three of them bent over, perhaps the only person less flexible than her. His note of pain made her snicker a bit.

      “Ah yes, mock my agony. You know compassion is one of the tenets of a dragon rider.”

      “I do know,” Eist said evenly. Or as evenly as she could considering she was doubled over and trying to get her fingers to touch the tips of her boots. She wasn’t even that tall! She had no excuse for being so stiff-spined. “Because I am the one who taught you that at our last review.”

      “Ah. So that’s why I could hear it in your voice.”

      That made Dille snicker too and soon the three were chortling to themselves. It was these moments that helped Eist power through the worry and guilt from leaving her grandfather’s side. He would like these two, she just knew it.

      The three were so involved in their little joke that they didn’t hear footsteps approaching until something broad slapped against Eist’s backside. Startled, she stumbled forward, and face-planted right into the dirt.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she heard Dille spit, already sounding absolutely livid. Eist rolled and looked up to see Ain with a broad plank of wood.

      Had he… Had he spanked her???

      “Oh, was that you, slow girl?” he said as if he was just so hilarious. “I thought a cow had broken into the middle of the field and I was trying to get it back to the pastures.”

      Yacrist stepped forward, puffing his chest out, but Eist stood and caught his arm. “Don’t give him the attention he wants. He’s like a buzzing bug. Ignore him, don’t feed him, and he’ll go away.”

      “Yeah, I’m the bug.” Ain spat.

      But Eist just followed her own advice, turning back around to face away from him and bending forward once again. She could sense the other two staring at her like she was insane, but she just cleared her throat and they followed suit. The way she saw it, Ain had a choice. He could back away now, having gotten his jab in, or he could escalate the situation. Which wouldn’t be the wise thing to do.

      Then again, Ain had never seemed to be very wise.

      Eist could hear the board pull back again, ready to fly through the air toward her rear once again. She allowed herself a single sigh, then kicked back with her thick leg, putting all that she had into the snap.

      Several things happened at once. She felt her boot collide with the thick wood and it shatter into pieces that flew several which ways, before her leg extended all of the way and connected with something quite soft.

      A howl sounded from behind her, then a thump as a body hit the ground. Eist stood slowly, allowing each bone of her spine to come up one by one, before calmly turning to face the writhing Ain.

      “Y-y-you—” he sputtered, cupping the juncture of his legs in pain. Huh, she hadn’t consciously been aiming for that particular soft spot, but it seemed that part of her mind had wanted to be especially vindictive.

      “I think that concludes this lesson for tonight,” Eist said flatly before stepping over the writhing boy.

      “I won’t forget this! I won’t! I will get you back!”

      “I certainly hope not,” she said over her shoulder as her friends joined her. “That would ruin the whole point of the lesson, wouldn’t it?”

      He continued to howl, curses falling from his lips, but Eist just marched forward, her head held high.

      Ale’a was right. She would have to work three times as hard as everyone else, but that just meant that she was three times more the foe that they needed to prepare themselves for.
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      Weeks passed, each one of them more intense than the last. They became a cycle of waking up sore, studying, training, visiting her grandfather if she could, then going to bed sore. But her improvements began to be noticeable. She stopped looking down whenever she wrote in class, making sure to concentrate on what the teachers were saying. She started to excel in their physical training, and even the always-shirtless trainer began to notice.

      Slowly, she proved her worth, and more students began to come to her for help when they were struggling. Teachers called her up to answer or draw on the black patch of wall. Even Ale’a seemed to be glowing with pride.

      And so, bit by bit, she felt her destiny coming toward her. Finally, it was time for the final assembly to sort out how their class would be divided for the test. Apparently, whatever it was would be too long for all of them to go in one day, but the teachers certainly didn’t want the first through to tip off later students, so there had to be a sort of separation.

      Eist wasn’t worried about it, though. She was sure that she would make it through. She had been training so hard, there was no way that she would fail. She filed in with Dille and Yacrist beside her, grateful for a chance to rest her feet. They had been particularly sore lately and she suspected that she was outgrowing her shoes. Ale’a seemed right about those body changes so far, but hopefully, they would stop soon. Eist had far more important things to worry about than new clothes and body proportions.

      Just like the first day, the three council members stepped to the podium. But unlike that time, Elspeth wasn’t present, leaving Keyln in her place.

      It was Radoth who stepped forward first, holding his hands up. That quieted the room, and he began to speak.

      “Greetings again, young ones,” he said, voice deep and rumbling. He projected so well that she bet even the people in the back could hear him with no problem. “We have all noticed the work you’ve been putting in, and we are incredibly impressed. All of you have—”

      “Actually,” a loud, familiar voice cut in from behind her. It took quite a bit of willpower for Eist to suppress a groan as Ain approached her. She could tell from his tone that he was feeling quite confident in himself, which meant he was probably about to mess with her. Still…he had never antagonized her in quite so large a group before. “Funny you should say all of us, because there’s someone who’s been allowed in here that is an active danger to one of us.”

      He stopped at the edge of Eist’s row, only Dille and another person separating him from her. He shot her a bit of a wink, then revealed a large pot from behind his back and a thick, wooden spoon. Eist only sent him a confused look, before he suddenly banged the pot as hard as he could.

      The sound bounced around the room and many people covered their ears. Eist flinched, and she could see that Ain’s lips were moving, but she couldn’t make out the words over the rushing in her ears. The only thing was the reverberation of the pan over and over again as he continued to hit it.

      Eist went cold as she realized what he was doing. He had promised her that he would get her back, and she could tell from the cruel twist of his lips that was exactly what he was doing now. Fear shooting through every bit of her body, she jumped to her feet and lurched over the others, grabbing his spoon in mid-strike.

      “Stop!” she cried, much more desperately than she would have liked. But it was too late, she could already feel dozens upon dozens of eyes upon her.

      “You see?” Ain continued lazily, as if he was so sure of his superiority. “A dragon rider who can’t hear is a detriment to us all. She’s wasting our resources and besmirching the name of this great council.”

      Silence fell over the room and she felt so many accusatory stares at her back. It made her want to shrink, to run away and hide. She had fought so hard to make sure no one knew, and now the secret was out.

      “I… I can hear,” she said slowly, letting go of the spoon and turning to look up at the council members. She could feel her cheeks blazing red with her shame, but she was caught. She had to confess her weakness. “Just…not well. Speech can be especially difficult sometimes, especially if they mumble or look away.”

      She took a deep breath. She had gotten this far. Even if they kicked her out, she would hold her head high and know that she had done her best. Even if it wasn’t fair. She hadn’t asked for this.

      “But my lack of hearing doesn’t mean I can’t be a dragon rider. If anything, it will make me a better one because I don’t take a single sense for granted. I watch, and I learn, and I take everything in that I can. I…” Another breath. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. “I’ve only been like this for four years, so I am still learning. I’m still finding ways to adapt. But I promise you, I will never let this ever hinder me in one day being a dragon rider on the council.”

      Radoth and Marquis gave each other a look, clearly surprised by the spectacle that they had not been anticipating. After a few heart-pounding moments, it was Marquis who spoke.

      His voice was also not how she had expected it—just as loud as Radoth’s but much higher, with a sort of lilting melody to it. There was a calming sort of aspect to it, and she leaned forward to hear more.

      “Tell me, boy, do you know of Merielda the Scarlet?”

      A look of confusion crossed Ain’s face and he shook his head.

      “I see you have much to learn in your schooling. She was a famed dragon rider, one who helped lead the final battle against the dark not so long ago, where she fell with many others. But her death allowed thousands to escape the city, and there is even a statue of her erected in Margaid.

      “But do you know why I bring her up now, boy?”

      Ain shook his head again, and Eist couldn’t also help but wonder where this was going.

      “She couldn’t speak a word or utter a sound. She was as mute as they come and went to her grave just as silent. She also just so happened to be my mother.” His face hardened and Eist felt hope begin to rise within her stomach.

      “So, I have firsthand seen that someone who would be otherwise dismissed can use everything at their disposal to become great. This girl beside you is no doubt stronger than you could ever hope to be. So, sit down and listen well. You should be grateful if we choose to keep you here.” His gaze moved outward to address the crowd.

      “What you all might not understand here is that we are a family. We are here to help each other grow. To support each other. Yes, there will be tests that cut some of you away. Not all of you are destined to feel a dragon beneath you as you touch the sky, but you are always welcome within our fold.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, we would like to get on with the proceedings.”

      Ain backed away, clearly cowed, and Eist felt as if she was glowing. She made it back to her seat and couldn’t stop smiling from ear to ear.

      Her secret was out now, but apparently, it didn’t matter. One of the council members didn’t care, and if he thought that way, surely others did too. Which meant maybe she didn’t have to be so ashamed of the fever that had taken so much of her hearing.

      Looking forward, she tried to focus, but she was still flying so high. There was still a long path to go, but she was elated that she wouldn’t have as much stacked against her as she had thought.

      She couldn’t wait to tell her grandfather when he woke up.
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            The Final Test

          

        

      

    

    
      Eist licked her lips as she stared at the door in front of her. She had endured so many weeks, and months, of training, but now the time had finally come. It was time for her to prove that she was ready for a dragon.

      Her stomach squeezed, sweat beaded on her brow, and the muscles in her shoulders clenched, but she was ready. Or, as ready as she would ever be, at least.

      She looked around the corridor, seeing the ten or so other students who were waiting for the trial as well. Dille and Yacrist weren’t there, though. Their tests had been scheduled on different days.

      Ale’a stood in front of her, guarding the door with arms crossed. She waited there, impassive, until a horn sounded. She gave Eist a small grin, then stepped aside.

      “Eist of W’allenhaus,” she said, opening the door. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you,” Eist replied before walking into the challenge that would decide so much of her future.

      The door closed behind her and she was left in a dark room, not a single torch to illuminate it. It was a bit intimidating, but she closed her eyes and told herself to concentrate, feeling out the space as best she could.

      There was plenty of air flow, which meant that it was fairly wide, and she could feel movement somewhere deeper within. She took a cautionary step, slamming her foot down hard enough to make reverberations that went quite a way.

      Then, just when she was feeling more confident of her surroundings, torches blazed to life, blinding her for a moment. When her eyes adjusted, she saw a table strewn with all of her belongings, meager though they were.

      “What is this?” she asked the air, as if it would suddenly open up and tell her.

      So naturally, she was surprised when a voice spoke up and her eyes flicked to a robed figure standing in the shadows just behind the table. “This is your test. At the end of this corridor stands the white dragon. You will bring her a gift, and she will judge you worthy.”

      “That’s it?” Eist asked uncertainly. “Just give her one of my things?”

      “Give her your best thing, and I never said the path would be easy.”

      Eist looked over the table, her mind spinning. They really had brought everything from her room. Her few pieces of clothing, her scrolls, the clay figures of dragons she had made when she was young that mostly looked like lumpy, green bread. She considered each one, before her eyes flicked to the only piece of jewelry she owned.

      It was just a coin on a necklace, but it was the last thing her father had given her before he was killed. She had wanted sweet-bread from the market that day, but he was called to action before they could go, so he had pressed the coin into her hand and lovingly ruffled her hair, promising that next time he’d go with her.

      There never was a next time.

      But could she really give that away? A memory so cherished? It was her last physical vestige of the man who had smiled so easily and laughed without a care.

      Yes. He would want her to do so. If there was anyone who believed from birth that she had been meant for dragon riding, it was him.

      Carefully, she put it about her neck and nodded to the man in robes. She couldn’t see his expression, but she had a feeling that he approved of her choice. “You may continue through the next door, but be wary, this is the last moment of peace you will have.”

      Eist nodded and headed toward the entrance, swinging it open and marching forward. Once more, she was greeted by darkness, but the faint light of the open door reflected off of something polished to a high shine.

      A metallic dragon.

      She dove forward, tucking herself into a roll just as a shape sailed over her head. She felt it land not too far from her, and another glint told her it was a golden dragon. That meant it could spit acid that would melt anything except the metal it was named after. Definitely not something she wanted to get close to.

      But would the academy really let one of the creatures spit acid onto a student? Eist wasn’t sure, and she decided she didn’t want to find out.

      She heard nails scrape loudly against stone as the dragon turned. She rolled once again. This time, however, she felt herself collide with something that felt like wood. Reaching up, she recognized it as some sort of altar and quickly stood.

      She could feel the dragon advancing behind her and hurried her hands along the surface. She felt a fire bowl, as well as a flint and stone. There were two other bowls as well, but no kindling to speak of.

      Bending down, Eist wafted the scent from each bowl to her just like she had been taught in class. Almost instantly, she recognized one as old, ground moss, while the other was definitely dragon’s bane.

      As quickly as she could, she dumped the dragon’s bane into the bowl then grabbed the flint, striking off sparks until the bowl blazed in front of her in a silver light.

      The golden dragon behind her coughed and backed away, keening its irritation. Now that she had light, Eist could see that it was quite young, which explained why the smoke pouring from the bowl had such an effect on it.

      Dragon’s bane was a type of mint that all of the beasts hated. While most just found its smell repugnant, some had allergies and almost all young ones could grow sick if exposed to it for too long. So, while it certainly wasn’t an effective battle strategy, it certainly worked for corralling the young beasts.

      Well, at least that was taken care of. Now all Eist had to worry about was the rest of the challenge.

      She turned and looked down the hall to see the great head of the white dragon resting on a massive pile of pillows at the end. The rest of her body was obscured from her vision, somewhere behind the double doors that her neck wove through.

      It…it couldn’t be that easy, could it? Just one golden dragon?

      Suspicious, she jogged forward only to hear loud footfalls to her right. She jumped backward, just in time for what she was sure was one of her teachers to dive where she had been just standing.

      And then, it was like they unleashed everything at once. Someone grabbed Eist’s arm and she spun, kicking out at the form then rolling forward to get away. But as soon as she was on her feet, her hair stood on end as she felt electricity bolting toward her. That meant a blue dragon was nearby.

      She had less than a breath to get away, so she looked around for some sort of escape. There she saw one of the cloth tapestries hanging from a rafter, and she jumped up to haul herself from the ground.

      The bolt of lightning missed, streaking past her feet to hit the wall, but the element hit a bolt of metal and lanced through the struts of the floor, causing several bodies to fall as it lanced through them.

      Eist took that as her chance and dropped to the floor, rushing forward while the other bodies twitched.

      But that running wasn’t enough, and she felt a shape rushing toward her. She slid to the ground, barely avoiding teeth sinking into where her arm had just been.

      When she lost her momentum, she tried to get to her feet only to have someone tackle her when she was on one knee.

      They tumbled forward, head over heels, until they came to a stop with her on the bottom. She grappled with the person over her, but she could feel that they were bigger and stronger than her.

      Even as they fought, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was it. A physical fight and a few dragons didn’t seem to be enough to prove herself worthy.

      Pulling her knees up, she managed to launch them off her and scramble back to her feet, pelting forward. She was so close to the end, she just had to pass a small barrier and she would be right in front of the white dragon.

      But then in front of her, she saw a line of attackers rush forward. There were humans and dragons, although none of the dragons seemed to be beyond five years, but they formed a solid wall.

      Eist slowed to a stop and they all stared at her, the humans with masks over their faces. Surely this couldn’t be it. The great test had to come down to no more than just a brawl.

      Perhaps it was because they had never been in such a situation before. But she couldn’t help but feel…disappointed.

      She steeled herself, tucking her worry away to be dealt with at a different time, when the human at the center moved. But instead of attacking, they held up a hand from which a familiar chain hung.

      “My necklace!”

      Eist’s hands went to her neck to find that it was gone. He must have yanked it off when they were grappling! What would she—

      “You cannot face our queen without a gift,” he said, and she thought she caught the familiar tone of their always-shirtless trainer. “You must give an offering!”

      Eist looked at her necklace, knowing that there was no way she could take all of them on at once. No, she needed to be smart about this…

      She looked at her surroundings, taking it all in. The hallway was bare save for the unlit torch-stands every dozen feet or so. But perhaps there was her answer.

      Grabbing the one next to her, she whirled and threw it at the closest humans with all her might. They dodged, and she used that moment to charge toward where they had just been.

      Others dove for her, but she slid once more, going under their range. Her spine protested angrily, but she twisted mid-slide, aiming so her foot would connect with the joint of the hastily built barrier.

      Somehow, she managed to hit true, and the wood cracked ever-so-slightly. Fighting to her feet, she pulled her foot back once more and slammed her heel in just enough to get a foot hold.

      She could hear someone diving for her, being much louder than they should have been, but she was already vaulting herself upwards. Her fingers grabbed the top of the wood and she hauled herself over to safety.

      It was a much farther fall than she had thought, and the breath was knocked from her when her back collided with the hard floor. She lie there a moment, wondering if the world was going to ever stop spinning, when she felt a warm mass gently set itself down beside her.

      Rolling onto her side, she saw the white dragon’s head beside her, its jaw easily the length of her whole body. It was awe-inspiring to be so close, and Eist tentatively reached forward.

      For a moment, she was sure she was committing some sort of unforgivable sin, but then her hand touched the smooth, almost silky scales of the white dragon and she felt peace flow through her.

      “I’ve been told you need a gift,” she murmured weakly, her jaw feeling strange as she spoke. “So, I give you myself.”

      She felt more of her breath come back and she sat up with a groan, her eyes never leaving the lavender orb of the queen’s gaze.

      “You’re a queen of dragons. You don’t need things, or memories, or my necklace. You need trust, and honor. I give you that and so much more. I give you my life. I give you everything I am and everything I can be. All my potential, all my dreams, they’re yours.”

      That calm, beautiful eye continued to stare at her for several moments before raising to the ceiling. From there, she let out a melodic sort of howl that moved Eist right down to her core.

      There was another moment of silence and then a door opened to her right, revealing a bright path of light and the silhouette of a robed man.

      “Come, your trial is over.”

      Eist looked from him to the dragon, wondering if this really could be it and if she had passed or not, but neither of them gave any indication. But she could only make him wait so long, so she got up weakly and followed him out.

      “You did well, little one,” he said, patting her shoulder. “Now go and rest.”

      “But have I passed?” she asked, her whole soul aching to know.

      “We cannot say until everyone has gone. It is the top half of finishers, not merely a numbered score.”

      Eist nodded, but in her heart, she felt as if she couldn’t have offered more. She returned to her room and slid into her bed, more at peace than she had been in ages.
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      Eist looked around her at the group of people who had all passed the final test. They hadn’t been able to see each other since the whole thing started, and she was happy to see that Yacrist, Dille, and even his cousin Yelvin had made it.

      She was also unhappy to see that Ain and Athar had as well. So much for Marquis’s threats that he might be ejected. It seemed the bully was just as much at home as he had always been.

      But Eist didn’t allow that to dull her mood, because after so many years of dreaming, it was finally time to meet her true destiny.

      She had passed the test, and they were all gathered in front of the mostly-repaired hatchery. It was time.

      Once more, Elspeth stood before them, but instead of being wracked with sorrow, she looked hopeful.

      “Today is the day you have all been waiting for,” she said, smiling sweetly. “And I will not stand in your way with another speech. Goodness knows that you have been through enough. Now go! Go and meet who you were born for!”

      They ran forward as a mass, bursting through the open doorway and pouring into the deep cave that rested behind the front house.

      It was tall, nearly as tall as a castle, and all sorts of perches lined the walls. Sitting on them were many dragons and dragon riders, all intently watching the eggs below.

      Several people around Eist gasped in wonder, and she could only smile weakly. She had seen the hatchery many times in its full glory, and seeing it so blackened in soot made her stomach churn.

      Was this where her grandfather had been so hurt? He was still not allowed to awaken, but by now, much of his skin was almost done growing back, and he would occasionally twist his fingers and toes.

      Or was it in another part of the chamber where he had been struck down?

      She pushed that thought from her mind and forced herself to focus on the joy of the situation, not the blackened streaks that lined some of the walls, or the occasional fleck of egg she could see strewn on the ground. The workers of the hatchery had obviously tried their hardest to make sure that everything was repaired, but there was much work to still be done.

      A soft chipping sounded behind her, barely audible to her, and she whirled to see a little egg-tooth sticking out of a shell. Gasping, she wandered closer just as a tiny, beautiful head popped out.

      It turned its gaze to her, and for a moment, her heart thundered in her chest, but then it let out a warbling cry and she knew it wasn’t hers.

      A happy shout sounded behind her, and another girl ran up, throwing her arms around the egg. “I found you! I can’t believe I found you.”

      Yeah, that was what she remembered watching when she was incredibly young. She didn’t know what it was that let a young dragon rider know that they had suddenly been chosen, nor how the little ones could call someone from across the entire cave. She just knew that was what they did.

      And so, she forged on, waiting for that moment she had been dreaming of.

      And waiting.

      And waiting.

      More initiates found their dragons, and soon the large space was filling with the sound of happy newborns and even happier future riders, but Eist couldn’t feel herself being pulled any way at all. Had she really come this far only to fail at the end?

      No… It couldn’t be.

      Could it?

      Her eyes scanned the entire room, hoping and praying for some area that she might have missed, only for her eyes to land on a far corner. There was a section maybe the size of two dorms that was roped off, clearly not having been restored yet, and despite her mind telling her better, Eist found herself stepping forward.

      With every stride, she felt more and more drawn to the pile of ash, crumbled timbers, and stone. It was as if someone had tied a string around her very soul and was drawing her in bit by bit.

      She walked, a woman possessed, and ducked under the rope. What sounds she could hear behind her faded and she dropped to her knees.

      This had been her dragon.

      Tears welled up in her eyes, ugly and fat, and she cried over the fractured, charred shell pieces and other debris. There had been meant to be so much life here, and now it was all gone.

      A wracking sob worked its way out of her throat, making her blood rush past her ears. But it was as she hastily wiped away the salty little daggers that she noticed the soot shifting ever-so-slightly in front of her.

      Her body reacted before her mind did, and suddenly, she was digging into the pile like a dog on a mission. Dirt and soot flew everywhere, but after a few moments, the side of an intact egg was revealed in the dirt.

      Eist pressed her palm to it, and it felt like the entire continent of Aithris spun off into oblivion. There was only her, and the slightly cracking egg in front of her.

      Bit by bit it went, and Eist watched breathlessly the whole time. It was as if a golden, healing light from the All-Mother herself was pouring out from the tiny vessel, and she felt it soothe all her fears and erase all her woes.

      After what seemed like the most beautiful eternity that she could ever ask for, a chunk of egg fell away and two iridescent, diamond eyes stared back at her. They were the most beautiful thing that she had ever seen and suddenly, her heart was soaring higher than she ever knew it could go.

      “Hey there,” she whispered, hardly daring to speak. For the first time in a long, long while, she finally felt contentment and certainty fill her. There was no more doubt. No more wondering if the fever that took part of her hearing would take away her dream as well.

      Finally, she had found her dragon.

      It was time for their story to start.
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      Light refracted off the diamond-like eyes staring back at Eist, different colors shimmering within the depths. Onyx slit-pupils gazed at her, staring right through her and into her soul.

      Her hands rose without her mind even giving the order, and she carefully pressed her fingertips to the tiny little snoot pushing past the shell of its previous home.

      She touched the smooth yet pebble-like skin, and it was like lightning rushed through her. She felt her cheeks warm, her heart flutter, and it was almost impossible to even breathe. Her entire existence narrowed down to the sweet, reptilian face in front of her.

      One of his front legs came out—so little, so adorable, and tipped with black claws. Her other hand reached for it, and Eist gently pressed her palm against the bottom, almost gill-like scales of the underside of its foot.

      “Hello there,” she heard herself coo, her voice sounding high and lilting even to her. But she couldn’t help it. She was so full of happiness and affection, as well as so many things that she didn’t understand. All she knew was that this little beast in front of her was suddenly her whole world.

      Its mouth finally opened, revealing pink gums and no teeth, before it let out the tiniest of chirps. The noise absolutely melted Eist’s heart, and she almost started crying then and there for absolutely no reason.

      The dragon baby’s other leg came out and the weight of its body started to tip it forward. Eist hastily reached out for it, catching it in her arms as it finally broke free from its egg.

      “Ah! You’re here! You’re really here!” Eist whispered excitedly to the baby, wiping little shell bits and sticky egg-fluid from its face.

      The creature was beautiful. Stunningly beautiful and perfect in every way. Its head was triangular like that of a green dragon, but flatter and almost shovel-like, similar to red dragons. It had stocky legs similar to the bulldogs that the city guards loved so much, and its tail was as long as its whole body.

      Perhaps its most breathtaking quality was its coloring. Its eyes reflected every single color of the rainbow depending on how the light hit it, and it was like staring at the borealis that hung in the heavens up north. But those light eyes just made the rest of its scaling stand out that much more. Instead of being one color, its base was a coppery, while small, irregular patches of black and dark caramel swirled all along its body. It was like an artist had painstakingly painted the reptile, and Eist didn’t think that he could have been any more beautiful.

      “Wait, what’s wrong with your dragon?”

      Eist looked up, expecting perhaps Ain or Athar, but instead she saw one of the other students that she wasn’t close with.

      “What do you mean?” she asked defensively, raising her shoulders as if she was shielding her little baby from the negative words. “He’s perfect.”

      “He’s the wrong color,” he continued, his brows drawn together in confusion. “And he’s so small!”

      Eist looked down at the precious being in her arms then around at all the other dragons. She saw red, green, blue, two-headed purple, gold, silver, and even copper. But none that were…brindled, like her dragon. And all of them were about the size of a puppy that was a few months old or so. Meanwhile, her dragon was about the same size as a cat.

      “There’s a lot of lightning damage here,” Dille said, walking up behind the other student. “Perhaps it was injured while in the egg? Maybe it’s a copper dragon that’s just been burned a bit and the black scales will fall off?”

      The other student nodded. “I suppose so. How impressive, little guy. You’ve already been through some stuff, haven’t you?”

      “And so have I,” Eist said in agreement, her heart filling with pride. Dille was probably right, her baby had emerged from an egg buried in ash. No doubt it had been exposed to high temperatures and trauma while in one of the most delicate stages of life. “We were meant for each other, weren’t we…” she trailed off, realizing she didn’t have a name for the little one. She didn’t even know if it was a boy or a girl dragon—not that that really mattered. A boy dragon wouldn’t care if he was called Ethella and a girl dragon wouldn’t care if she was called Bael.

      “I get the feeling that you’re my little man. Aren’t you?”

      The dragon looked up at her, eyes sparkling, and it chirped again. Eist swore that she was going to just spontaneously combust if it kept making such adorable noises. But it wouldn’t do very well to just keel over in the middle of the egg keep, so she forced herself to get to her feet, still cuddling her little one to her chest.

      “He’s really pretty,” Dille said, walking along beside her. Eist finally remembered that her best friend had a dragon of her own now, a portly red one that was clinging to her back like a pack, its head buried in her thick, curly hair. “I think mine’s a girl. Maybe they’ll fall in love when they’re older.”

      Eist laughed quietly at that. “Isn’t it a little early to be matchmaking?”

      “I’m not matchmaking,” she objected, a smile on her face. “Just saying, it would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

      “I never took you for a romantic.”

      Dille stuck out her tongue, for once looking her fourteen years of age. “Can’t a mama daydream about her baby living happily ever after?”

      “Fair enough.”

      They reached the front of the keep where nearly everyone else was standing or crouching, absorbed in their new companion for life. The whole room was filled with the excitement and wonder, and Eist couldn’t help but smile at the display.

      This was what she had been waiting for. After fifteen years, she finally had her dragon.

      “Hey there!” Yacrist said, his tone stressed as his purple dragon clambered all over his body, its two long necks accidentally getting caught or wrapping around things they shouldn’t, causing the older boy to constantly untangle them. Eist remembered her mother telling her how ungainly purple dragons were for their first few months, so the young man certainly had some challenges ahead of him.

      “Oh! You have your dragon! What kind did you end up with?”

      Eist smiled up at her taller friend. “We’re not sure. We think he may be a copper dragon, but the lightning attack might have burned him a bit.”

      “I see, that would explain the coloring. But I’ve never seen a dragon with crystal-colored eyes. They’re rather captivating, aren’t they?”

      Before Eist could answer, there was a snort and a sharp laugh from behind Yacrist. He turned so she could see who made the sound, and unsurprisingly, it was none other than Ain.

      “Trust the deformed girl to get the deformed dragon. How are you going to defend the realm with a runt that’s been burnt and shriveled up in a fire?”

      It wouldn’t have been that bad if it was just him laughing. Ain was a bit like a rooster, always crowing for attention—annoying, but without much of an effect on anything otherwise. But then several others snickered around her, and for a moment, she felt terribly self-conscious. As idiotic as Ain’s determination to bring her down was, he certainly knew how to echo the darker thoughts within her head.

      “I’m not deformed,” Eist replied evenly. “I lost some hearing to a fever and I’ve made it just as far as you anyway.”

      “Yeah, but how much of that was from pity? You look at people with that witch’s eye and they feel bad that you’ll never amount to much.” He continued to say something else, but suddenly, Dille was rushing forward and in his face. Well…as in his face as the short young woman could be considering there was about a foot difference between them.

      “You know, you’re so obsessed with Eist, it almost makes me wonder if you subconsciously have feelings for her,” she said, her teeth bared as she hissed out her words. They were so quiet that Eist could barely hear them, but she didn’t miss how the dragon on the girl’s back sensed her anger, its little wings flaring out and its head rising from her dark, dark hair. “It would almost be cute if you weren’t so annoyingly persistent in always trying to get her attention.”

      “What? You’re ridiculous!” Now the golden dragon perched on his shoulder was also flaring its wings, its little mouth opening to breath little chirping sounds at Dille’s dragon. As much as Eist would love to see the thin girl trounce Ain, she could see Athar quickly closing in from across the room.

      Besides, today was supposed to be a joyous day where they were all meeting their new soulmates. She didn’t want to muck it up with a stupid fight with an even stupider bully.

      “Never mind him,” Eist said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s just go.”

      She turned away and walked toward the outside. The dragon in her arms wiggled a bit, almost as if to ask if she was alright.

      It was strange. Its mouth didn’t make words, and it wasn’t like its voice spoke in her head, but nevertheless, she knew exactly what it was asking. Was she just projecting her own thoughts onto it, or was this the bond that her parents had told her so much about?

      She didn’t know, but all thoughts of Ain and his teasing fell away as she looked down into those beautiful, reflective eyes.

      “I’m alright,” she said, cooing at the thing. “As long as you’re here, I’ll always be alright. We’re going to have some crazy adventures together, you know that?”

      It let out a longer warble as if agreeing wholeheartedly, and Eist smiled more broadly than she had in goodness knew how long. Cradling her new best friend to her, she exited the outer house before the egg cavern, taking her first step into the world with her dragon.

      The first of many, of course. Their journey was just beginning, and she couldn’t wait to find out everything she could about her new best friend.
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      Eist gently bounced her little dragon in her arms, her gaze locked with his. She swore that every second she looked at him, she saw something new about him. He was just so interesting! She didn’t think she could ever tire of looking at him.

      “You’d think that they would have more than three healers available for hatching day,” Yacrist said, looking utterly exhausted as he unwrapped his dragon’s necks from around his own for the fifth time since they had been waiting.

      “Really?” Dille asked from where she was sitting in the floor with her dragon clinging to her front. “From what I know, it takes years to learn how to properly treat dragons, much more than humans, so having three in one place is actually pretty impressive.”

      “Don’t ruin my complaining with your logic,” he retorted, sliding down the wall to sit next to her. “Is this what having a child feels like? Because I’m too young to be a father.”

      “They’ll stop almost strangling themselves after a week or two, but you have to be careful until they’re a few months old,” Eist said absently, stroking the top of her dragon’s head.

      “Are you kidding? Months of worrying that they’re going to kill themselves with their own clumsiness?” Yacrist sighed and ran a hand through his thick hair. “When I dreamed of being a dragon rider, this was not how I imagined it starting.”

      “No one ever does,” Eist said with a grin, her eyes only for her dragon. “But you gotta have them as little bitty babies before they can be big, strong protectors of the realm.”

      “Huh, I gotta say, before today I would have said that you were one of the least maternal people I knew, but you seem to be taking to this whole caretaker thing really well.”

      “We’ve only had the dragons for about thirty minutes,” Eist said, letting the comment about her maternal instincts go. She knew that she could present herself as…cold, so she couldn’t blame him for having that impression of her.

      “Yeah, but still. You know how you can kinda just tell that someone’s gonna be a great parent? I can definitely tell that with you.”

      Dille said something as well, but it was too low for Eist to catch. Before she could ask the smaller girl to repeat herself, the door to the infirmary opened and the healer called her in, leaving just Yacrist, Eist, and ten other students behind them.

      Eist couldn’t imagine what it would have been like if there had been the whole hundred plus students like there had originally been in their class before the lightning incident. They would have been stuck in line, waiting for an attendant for ages.

      Granted, it wasn’t as if she was bored. No, in fact, she was quite the opposite. She was so utterly enraptured by her new little dragon that she could have sat there for hours. It helped that he wasn’t quite as wiggly as everyone else’s dragons. It seemed that she and Dille had ended up with some relatively calm babies, and Eist certainly wasn’t complaining.

      Eventually the door opened again, and she headed in. She saw they were in a large side-room to the main healing hall she knew quite well from all of her time with her grandfather. Judging by the equipment and supplies within, it was specifically for dragon care. That was interesting. One would think that her teachers would have told them about it on the tour of the academy. Then again, there was so much to the massive facility, she had no doubt that she would have been well and truly overwhelmed if they tried to show her every nook and cranny.

      “Ah, go ahead and put your little one on the table,” the healer said, a blue band around the middle of her waist seeming to signify that she was different from the other workers.

      Eist did so, and the dragon let out several warbles, clinging to the front of her tunic.

      “It’s alright,” she cooed, gently pulling his dark claws from her shirt. “It’ll just be a few moments, okay?”

      The healer smiled and approached him only to stop short, giving him a puzzled look. Eist watched her face carefully, trying to make sure that she didn’t miss anything the woman might say.

      “That’s an…unusual color there,” she said slowly, as if she was trying to think of the politest way to express her surprise.

      “Yeah, we think that the lightning strike might have burned his egg a bit. I found him in a pile of ash.”

      “A him? You seem sure of his sex.”

      Eist shrugged. “I dunno. It just seemed like that’s what he is. Why, am I wrong?” Eist didn’t care if her dragon was male or female. The only thing that mattered was if it were healthy.

      “I’ll have to check. Give me one moment.”

      She left the room, going out a different door, and Eist busied herself with standing beside the table and looking at her little friend. He was curled in a ball on the table, looking up at her with a curious expression.

      “Hey little friend, what do you think of this big, crazy world we’ve got here?”

      He didn’t answer, but his mouth opened and closed several times in what looked like an agreement to her. She smiled, leaning forward to gaze even more closely at him, only for him to stand up and bump the top of his lightly rounded head into her forehead.

      Eist laughed, feeling her heart surge again. “Is that your version of a handshake?” she asked, even though she knew he couldn’t quite answer her.

      She felt movement behind her and craned her neck to see that the healer was walking back in and had brought another with her. He was taller and older but wore the same blue belt that she did.

      Just like her, he stopped short and looked curiously at the baby dragon. “Oh.”

      “Exactly!”

      “Something amiss?” Eist asked, noting their curious behavior.

      “No, not at all,” the original woman said. “I’ve just grown a bit tired and wanted to make sure I performed his examination correctly.”

      “…I see.”

      The woman approached the brindled dragon almost reverently, offering her hands for him to smell. He looked back at Eist, almost as if to ask if he should trust the stranger, so she nodded slightly.

      He chirped and settled down, allowing the healer to slide her hands along his scales. She turned him this way and that, before lifting his tail. She gave it the slightest tug and he let out a tiny, almost bark-like noise.

      “He doesn’t like that,” Eist said quickly.

      “Most don’t. But you were right, he is indeed a he.” Next her hands went up to his cheeks, where her fingers pressed into a spot on either side of his jaws, and his mouth flopped open. From there, she slid her thumb in and glided along his gums.

      It was a bit of a curious action, but Eist was distracted from inquiring further when she felt eyes on her. Turning, she saw that two more healers were peeking in the door, watching intently.

      “Hmmm, it’s strange for him not to even have baby teeth,” the healer said, pulling her thumb from his mouth. “But other than that, he is a healthy dragon.”

      “If that’s so, then why do we have an audience?” Eist gestured over her shoulder and both healers glanced to those who were peeking in.

      “Well… I’m sure you noticed that your dragon is a bit...different than anyone else’s. He’s quite small, and his coloring is unusual, to say the least.”

      “Yeah, but it’s because of the lightning.”

      “Perhaps. But can you blame us for being interested? Most of us have been here at least fifty years. Seeing something different, well, it’s supposed to be impossible. Dragons are a very strict species that work in very specific ways. They never deviate, and that is part of both their strength and weakness.”

      “I see,” Eist murmured, opening her arms to the little guy. “But you’re sure he’s healthy?”

      “I’ll have you come in after a couple weeks to check on his teeth, but yes, his eyes are clear, his joints are flexible, and his hide is shiny. He is a beautiful and healthy baby boy.”

      “Did you hear that?” Eist asked, holding her dragon to her chest. “You’re healthy!”

      “Something’s gotta be wrong with it,” she heard muttered behind her.

      “It just figures that she of all students would get a stunted dragon.”

      The words were eerily close to Ain’s and she felt her temper flare. It was bad enough that she’d had people pity, underestimate, and ridicule her since she was eleven and had lost her hearing. It was even worse that people felt the need to constantly point out her blown-out pupil and uneven gaze. But she was not going to stand people mocking her little boy.

      “I’m hard of hearing, not deaf,” she said, turning to glare at the audience, which now had five different people leaning in. “And even if I was deaf, your remarks wouldn’t be welcome.” She looked back to the main healer. “You can underestimate him all you want, but this little guy is going to be just like me—defying all your expectations and being better than you could ever hope to be.”

      It wasn’t a humble thing to say, but she was tired of taking the high road against the ignorant comments. Looking back to the original healer, Eist forced her tone to be polite. “Am I free to go?”

      “Yes, of course. You should get some food in you. Your new life is just starting. Go enjoy it.”

      Eist nodded and headed out, brushing past the audience to cut through the healers’ hall. But on her way, she stopped and sat down next to her grandfather. She had some introductions to make.
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      Eist probably could have sat there for ages, telling her grandfather about how she met his new great-grandbaby. Perhaps it was foolish and sentimental to refer to the lizard as her child, but she couldn’t quite help it. She felt connected to it like she had never felt about a non-family member before. This must have been the call of the dragon that her grandfather had been telling her about since she was young.

      It was a sort of strange, mystical force that was also what let initiates find the dragon that was meant for them. Some said it was the Mother tying their destinies together, while others said it was the Storm making sure that its blessed creatures were put with people who would respect them. And some believed it was something entirely different that humans were never meant to understand.

      Eist didn’t care either way. The only thing was that she knew, deep down in her heart, that she was meant to meet her little brindled boy.

      If the lightning had just been a little hotter, or a little bigger, they might have never met.

      The thought made her shudder, which in turn made her stomach rumble almost violently.

      “I guess I should go get some food,” Eist said finally, standing up. Her dragon stood from where it had curled on her grandfather’s chest. “I’ll talk to you again soon.”

      For a moment, she almost thought he would answer her, but he remained just as silent as ever. Surely he’d healed enough in the weeks that had passed. Was it really necessary to keep him asleep for so long? Sometimes it felt like he was fading right before her eyes.

      She leaned down and pressed a kiss to his forehead before holding her arms out to her dragon. The baby looked from her to her grandfather curiously, before trundling up to his face and using the elderly man’s chin to balance on his hind legs. Eist watched curiously, wondering what the heck he was doing, only for the reptile to tilt his head down and press his snoot against Grandfather’s forehead right where she had planted her own little kiss.

      “By the All-Mother,” Eist sighed, her whole body reacting to the cuteness. “You can tell he’s important to us, can’t you?”

      The little dragonling didn’t answer but skittered back into her hold. Eist gave him a gentle squeeze and headed to the cafeteria to finally get some food into her. It wasn’t until she was heading up the steps beside one of the great corridors that she realized she should probably feed her new charge. Would they have food for him in the cafeteria? She knew dragons were quite capable of eating human food, but apparently, they could be very picky. Grandfather had told her that they could taste things more intensely than a human, and every dragon had very specific tastes unique to them. Hopefully her little guy wouldn’t have a demand for something expensive. She once heard about a dragon that would only eat precious gems. She wasn’t quite sure if that was even possible, but her grandfather had said it happened every once in a great while.

      She was so involved in her musings about feeding her dragon that she didn’t notice a group of seven or so academy staff members standing outside the dining hall doors until Ale’a called her name and jogged over.

      The tall woman’s stride was so direct that for a moment, Eist feared that she had heard about her dragon’s unusual nature and was there to add onto the pile. She should have known better, however, because the woman was all smiles as she held out her hand for him to sniff.

      “Hey there, little fellow. Aren’t you pretty! Does he have a name yet?”

      “No, I haven’t sat down and seen what fits him yet. I was mostly concerned with his examination.”

      “That’s perfectly understandable.” Her blue eyes crinkled into a smile as he pressed his head into her outstretched hand. “Oh, and friendly too. I thought maybe people were exaggerating.”

      “Word already got up here?” Eist asked wryly.

      “Well, it’s not every day that a unique dragon is born. But that’s not why I'm here.” Eist perked up at that, curious as ever. “We actually have a different eating area for dragons, both baby and full grown. We’re all here to take turns leading you newbies there.”

      “Oh, yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

      “Right? Dragons aren’t always the best at keeping their food on their plates, so it’s best to let them eat outside. This way.”

      Eist nodded and followed along, going down another flight of stairs and down a small hall until they were in another corridor. This one with an entire wall removed to face out into a courtyard.

      The place looked vaguely familiar, and after letting her eyes sweep over the area, she realized she was now in the area that the students had been sneaking to at night to watch the dragons. Which meant that the dragon cave had to be—

      They stepped out from under the canopy of the hall and sure enough, the cave was right there. In front of her, she could see several people lounging with their dragons or playing, the large creatures taking up a good chunk of the space.

      “This way,” Ale’a said, continuing to lead her around a corner.

      Eist kept right on shadowing her, and they arrived at a large, covered porch with benches all around the edge. At one end there were two large cabinets gently leaking white smoke. Upon approaching them, Eist realized they were radiating cold, which meant that there was probably dragon ice in there.

      “Perishable food is in there, meat in one side, fruits and vegetables in the other. There’s a grill just on the other side in case your dragon only likes things cooked. Try to get him to eat a variety, but since he’s young, meat is your biggest concern. He’ll need a lot of it, and often. Most yearlings spend all of their free time here to make sure that their dragons get enough while they’re going through the biggest growth stage of their life. It can be frustrating to train them to eat at first but stick with it, and you’ll make a bond to last a lifetime.”

      Eist nodded, feeling a bit overwhelmed. “That’s it? You guys don’t have a training expert on hand or even a teacher?”

      Ale’a just shook her head, smiling softly. “No one can tell you how to feed your dragon other than your dragon. It’s a necessary part of being a dragon rider. Best of luck.”

      And then she was trotting off, leaving Eist with the ten or so other initiates who were all in different stages of getting their dragons to eat.

      Eist walked onto the porch and found a spare bench close to the two cool cabinets. Setting her brindled boy down, she headed over to the cases.

      As she approached, she also saw there was a table beside them that had been obscured from her view. They were loaded with trays, prongs, knives, spoons, something that looked like small, spikey hammers, and basically anything that had to do with cooking. Eist had no idea what she would need, so she just grabbed an assortment of tools before opening the first cabinet.

      There really was tons of meat in there. She saw raw chicken, filets of different fish, something she guessed was boar, and venison. Down near the bottom there was an assortment of seafood as well as a dark, dark meat that she couldn’t identify.

      Deciding to keep it simple, she grabbed a small piece of each of the more common meats and then moved onto the fruits and vegetables. Just like the meat, it was crammed with a huge assortment. Eist grabbed an apple, different peppers, and at least one leaf of all of the green roughage before her tray was full. Unsure if it was enough, she also grabbed some red berries and headed over to where her little guy was waiting.

      His head perked up instantly and his little nostrils quivered ever so slightly. Eist laughed and sat down next to him, placing her tray on her other side. “You hungry? I imagine being born works up quite the appetite.”

      He stood on all four of his legs and tried to crawl over to her lap. Eist caught him and slid him back to where he had been seated before cutting off a small sliver of raw chicken.

      “Let’s start with the meat, I guess.”

      She tentatively held it out, her fingers only barely touching the edge of the food so that he could easily take it from her. But instead of grasping the food and pulling, her little dragon just instead chose to close his mouth around her entire hand.

      “Hey there now!” she cried, completely surprised by it. Thankfully he didn’t have teeth, so she wasn’t being horribly maimed, but his mouth was quite slimy, his tongue was rough and grating like a cat’s, and his squishy gums were putting quite a bit of pressure on her knuckles.

      Letting go of the piece of chicken, she managed to yank her hand backward and out of his mouth. Much to her distaste, it was covered in a thick layer of dragon spit, which she hastily wiped on the bottom of her pants.

      The dragon didn’t seem to notice her discomfort at all. Instead, she could feel him make multiple little trills as his mouth opened and closed over and over again, the piece of meat flopping around in his mouth. But just when Eist was about to congratulate herself on her success at the first try, the dragon let out a coughing noise and the piece of raw chicken flew out to splat against the bench, covered in spit much as her hand had been.

      The dragon didn’t seem happy about the development either, poking and clawing at it while looking up at her as if for an explanation. That was when Eist realized what the problem might be.

      “Right, you don’t have teeth. You can’t eat something that big.”

      What to do about that? Perhaps she should just cut it up into even littler pieces? That seemed like it would work, but the back of her mind reminded her about how mother birds fed their babies and an idea formed in her head.

      While she certainly wasn’t going to chew the raw meat herself, there was no reason she couldn’t try to make it a masticated consistency. Taking the knife, she cut the piece up into even smaller little slices. Once that was done, she grabbed the strange spikey-square hammer and pounded the pile of chicken until it was nearly mush. Then, picking it up with one of the large metal spoons, she held it out to her charge.

      “Shall we try again?”

      He proved eager to do so and engulfed half of the spoon into his mouth. Just like before, it took a good bit of effort to pull the utensil out of his mouth, but when she did, it was completely devoid of any food.

      She watched intently as her dragon flapped his jaw a lot, mashing the already squashed food around before finally swallowing. Once the food was gone, Eist let out a shout of triumph, her hands shooting into the air.

      “We did it!” she cried, looking down at her little boy happily. But he was just gazing at her with his mouth open, awaiting more. Eist laughed and reached over to pat his head, but before she could, he moved like a flash and her hand was once again completely in his mouth.

      “Okay. Note to self: no petting during feeding time.”

      With another great yank, she pried herself free and moved onto what she believed was beef. Just like the chicken, she cut it into tiny slivers then went at it with the crushing hammer until it was more mashed than the chicken. But when she held the spoon out to her dragon, he took several sniffs before ducking under it and trying to scramble over her lap to the rest of the tray.

      “Alright, I’ll take that as a no on beef then.”

      She moved on through the meats, getting a mixed bag. He didn’t seem to like pork from raised pigs, but the wild boar was alright. He also didn’t like the rabbit or any type of bird other than the chicken.

      The last thing in the meat category on her tray was the fish, and she went through different species, but he wasn’t having any of it. She had a false spike of hope when he actually took some trout into his mouth, but he spit it right back onto the front of her tunic as a sticky, fishy mess.

      “They never said this would be easy…” Eist reminded herself as she mentally decided to dedicate this tunic as her feeding outfit that she would change into if she had the chance. Forcing herself to remember her success so far, she grabbed the last piece of meat, which was a small hunk of salmon.

      She set it down on the bench in front of her, ready to cut it up, but she had barely even raised the knife when suddenly her dragon darted forward, snapping up the fish whole right from her grasp. This time, she was able to pull her fingers back before they were caught up too, and she just watched as her little dragon tried to mash the fish all on his own.

      And watched and watched. He really went at it, flapping his mouth for several minutes, growling and trilling and making all sort of challenged squeaks. By the time he spit it back out at her, he looked well and truly exhausted.

      “Did you get that out of your system?” she asked, giving him a knowing look. But he was just crouched down in front of the salmon, eyeing it like a cat would eye a mouse. He let out several demanding chirps, clearly asking for her to work her magic, and Eist picked up the hammer once more.

      “I need you to back up, okay?” she asked, only for him to completely ignore her. Sighing, she pushed him back only for him to scoot right into the same position right as she sat up. Of course, it couldn’t be simple.

      Holding him back with one arm, she twisted so she could raise the hammer with the other and proceeded to beat the now saliva-covered food. Thankfully the consistency was already pretty soft, allowing her to finish quickly.

      The moment she stopped swinging, however, the little dragon darted forward and hastily gulped up the pile all at once, barely ‘chewing’ it before swallowing. Once it was down his gullet, he let out a trill and sat back in his normal position.

      “Good boy,” she said, feeling accomplished despite all the hiccups in their process. “Now, let’s see how you do with plants.”

      By the time they had gone through everything on her tray, at least an hour had passed. But it was time well spent, because now he was sated, clinging to her chest with one of her arms under him to support his bottom. He was letting out a sound that was somewhere between a snore and a squeak, she couldn’t quite tell, but it seemed to her that it meant he was about to doze off.

      Which meant it was finally time for her to eat.

      She quickly, if awkwardly, washed her hands in the basin at the table and went back inside, finding her way to the cafeteria once more. Once she was there, she found that far too many eyes were on her to be comfortable. Even her dragon seemed to notice, his cute little sounds fading as one of his crystalline eyes flicked open.

      As quickly as she could without jostling him, she loaded up a plate of what looked like a decent enough meal then hightailed it to her room. At least there she could eat in peace and get to know her new soulmate a little better.

      Thankfully, no one stopped her in the halls, and it didn’t take her long to reach her room. There she set her food down at her work table, then looked around for a place to set her new friend.

      Except she didn’t really have a place for him. She could set him on her bed, but then she would have to move him later to sleep, and as far as she knew, baby dragons could snooze for very long periods when they were young. Looking around, she saw she still had a wooden bin from the last time she fetched parchment and ink from supplies. That would definitely work as a bed for now.

      Still holding him with one arm, she dumped her materials out of it and set it beside her bed on the roughly hewn nightstand. But before she could get some of her old, worn clothing into the box, there was a knock on her door.

      Who could be visiting her today? She figured that everyone definitely had important things to do.

      Opening the door, she saw Dille and Yacrist standing there, holding their own dragons and food.

      “Hullo,” Dille said, walking in under her arm. It was still rather comical to see such a tiny, thin woman with such a chunky dragon. While Dille had certainly gained some weight in their months at the academy, being provided with solid meals every day, she still was quite slender. “How’s your first day been?”

      “Fairly good,” Eist answered honestly, stepping inside so Yacrist could come in as well. While she hadn’t been expecting company, she was happy to have the two of them with her.

      Once, she would have been content to be alone, and she had told herself she didn’t need friends for years. But now that she had support through these two, she knew that her younger self was full of it.

      “How about you two?”

      “Pretty easy,” Dille said, flopping onto Eist’s bed. Pulling the pillow that she had brought from under her arm, she set it on the ground next to the empty box and placed her chunky dragon on top of it. “As it turns out, my little girl will eat pretty much anything and everything.”

      “She’s a girl?” Yacrist asked, going over to the other cot and pushing it closer to Eist’s so that they were only a foot or so away. He had fashioned a sort of sling that held his purple dragon to his chest while separating their heads to either of his shoulders, supporting them so that they couldn’t get tangled together.

      “Yeah. She’s gonna lay a lot of healthy eggs when she gets older.”

      “You’re already thinking about being a grandmother?” Eist teased. “You really do work fast.”

      But the dark-skinned girl just shrugged. “Life is short, and we are guaranteed nothing.”

      “That’s a bit nihilistic, don’t you think?” Yacrist objected.

      Eist crossed to the corner of her room and grabbed some of her older clothes that she had torn or worn thin and hadn’t had time to repair yet. Finding the worst pieces, she went back to the box and lined it thoroughly until it was quite plush.

      “I think it’s rather truthful,” she said absently. “Tomorrow is never guaranteed. My parents left one day and then they died with hundreds of others. One day, my grandfather went to work, and then the hatchery was struck by lightning. He still hasn’t woken. It’s important to have dreams for tomorrow, but also know that they’re just that, dreams, not promises.”

      “Ah right, for a moment, I had forgotten that you have a tragic backstory that you’ve had to overcome.”

      “What? I don’t know about that,” Eist said, finally putting her little guy into the bed that she had made.

      “Are you kidding me?” Yacrist asked, letting out a short laugh. “Your parents were famous dragon riders who were killed in a giant battle against the kingdom. You were struck by an illness and your hearing was damaged and your eyes did that, uh, thing. I don’t know what you would consider a tragic backstory if not that.”

      Eist shrugged. “I don’t know. We all have our histories. Why don’t you ask Dille about hers?”

      “I’m not that interesting,” the girl said, leaning down to pet her dragon under the chin. “I grew up on the coast just outside of Baeldred. If I had parents, they either died or disappeared when I was too young to remember them. I was picked up by one of the street rat crews that look for young ones and I ran with them until slavers picked off most of our numbers and forced us to scatter. Then I came here.”

      “But slavery is illegal!” Eist objected, sitting beside her on the bed.

      “A lot of things are illegal, but the rich do them nonetheless.”

      “Wow…” Yacrist murmured, his cheeks colored a bit. “Now I feel bad for living a normal life.”

      “Your life isn’t normal,” Dille challenged matter-of-factly. “It’s privileged more than most people will ever get to experience even for a day.”

      “Aaaaaand now I feel really bad.”

      “You don’t have to feel bad,” Eist said, watching his face as he emoted. He certainly did look a bit guilty, but there was some subtle defensiveness there too. “You just should be grateful for the good things you have and share with those who do not have as much whenever possible.”

      “I’ll try to keep that in mind. You lovely ladies feel free to correct me if I’m ever being bad about it.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      Their food long since grown cold, the three of them settled down and pulled their plates into their laps, digging in. The conversation drifted from topic to topic, with all of them telling their dreams and hopes for their futures with their dragon. Eist kept her hand on top of her brindled baby’s head, not wanting to be out of contact for very long.

      But it wasn’t until all of their eyelids began to droop and they went from sitting on the cots to laying across them that Dille rolled to Eist and gave her an intense look.

      “Her name is Verelda.”

      “What?” Eist asked, a bit too sleepy to follow the conversation jump.

      “I’ve decided her name is Verelda. And I am now Dille of Verelda. I have a house name.”

      Eist smiled happily for her friend, not knowing quite what to say. “I think that’s perfect.”

      “And my dragon’s name is Alynbach. The right head is Alyn and the left head if Bach. If they managed not to strangle each other by the time I get to the records hall, at least.”

      Eist laughed at that, picturing the next few frustrating days Yacrist had in front of him.

      “What about you?” Dille asked.

      “Me?” Eist murmured, a million thoughts flowing through her mind. She had been pondering his name since she met him, wondering if she should dedicate him to her parents, or her grandfather, or the dragons of ancient times or even one of the True Three. But none of those seemed to quite suit him.

      Looking down at his small, curled formed, she felt all that love well up in her again. “His name is Fior.”

      “Fior?” Dille echoed quietly. “That’s…that’s the old trader tongue, right?” Eist nodded, feeling the rightness of her choice fill her chest with pride. “What does it mean?”

      “It means perfect,” she answered honestly. “Because he is.”

      They both agreed that it was a good name and the conversation drifted to other things before fading entirely. The three of them all laid on their close convergence of cots, two of their dragons on their makeshift beds between them and the third strapped to Yacrist’s chest. And it was like that until they all fell asleep, Eist drifting off into dreams of touching the clouds.
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      “Now, if any of you can remember anything from before you had your dragons, last class we finished our unit on pre-unification of Rothaiche M’or. Today, we are going to begin with the first dragon riders and the struggle that caused the formation of the council to combat the Blight.”

      Almost instantly, a student’s hand shot up. Since the class had been whittled down from roughly a hundred all the way down to sixty, they had been split into two groups of thirty who took classes opposite of each other. Normally that would have made a lot more room in the rooms where they were supposed to be learning things, but thirty baby dragons certainly took up quite a bit of space.

      “Yes?” the teacher asked, looking at the student’s raised hand.

      “What’s the Blight? I’ve never heard of it.”

      “That’s for your second year,” he continued, looking down his hawkish nose at the student. “Although you have dragons now, you still have four more months and a harvest before you are ready for the responsibility of that knowledge.”

      “But I…”

      “No buts. Now, we will start with Gwendolfis the Third and his twin sister Gwendolyn, the first dragon riders to create a cadre of riders who worked together to defeat a roving band of brigands who were terrorizing the countryside.”

      The student sat back, her golden dragon tugging at her hair as if it sensed her distress. The mystery didn’t bother Eist, however, as she already knew a bit of what the teacher was talking about.

      The Blight was the enemy that had killed her parents and countless other dragon riders in that great battle. She didn’t understand much about it beyond it being a great and terrible evil. She wasn’t sure if it was a single person, or an army, or something else, but no one was really willing to talk about it. Whenever she asked her grandfather, he would just clam up and shake his head.

      Normally that would worry her, but the Blight had been well and truly defeated so she’d never have to worry about it in her life. It had already taken enough from her.

      She listened idly to the lecture, already knowing most of the stories of the early dragon riders, and mostly paid attention to Fior. He was sleeping on her lap, still full of the breakfast of bread and berries she had fed him. She could hardly believe that he was real. All her dreams had come true and were there right in front of her.

      Amazing.

      Soon, however, the history lecture ended, and they were heading to flying lessons.

      Eist was almost shaking with excitement as they headed toward the outer court. Obviously, their dragons were all too small to carry a human mount, but this was the time to implant commands and lessons while they were still in their formative stages.

      They arrived to see Ale’a and their regular training instructor standing in the courtyard. But there was a new addition in the shape of a quite large green dragon with one eye.

      The students all gawked at the impressive creature, coming as close as they dared. Ale’a smiled at them, seeming to soak up the attention before loudly addressing them.

      “Hello everyone, meet Lydar, my faithful companion of three years. He’s not quite grown yet, but he’s a very big boy.”

      “He’s almost the size of a red dragon!” Yacrist breathed, holding his blue dragon close.

      “That he is. It takes a big dragon to hold a big girl like me.” She laughed heartily, as if she had told a great joke, before gesturing to the teacher. “Now, who wants to learn to fly?!”

      There was a cheer that erupted from the students and then they were put into line for a flying test. Apparently, some dragons were more adept at using their wings right off the bat while others needed to learn a little more and strengthen the appendages that would one day carry them across the skies.

      Eist waited patiently for her turn, holding Fior as he shuffled uncomfortably in her arms. After he nearly vaulted out of her grip, she set him on the ground and told him to stay.

      He didn’t stay.

      One of the students who she thought might be named Pyaia was about to let her dragon take a leap off the little perch that Ale’a had set up. But before it could even flap its wings, Fior leapt up the post, jumped on its back, and vaulted into the air.

      Only to fall to the ground below.

      Eist dove for him, her arms outstretched, crashing into the ground and sliding. She was short, however, but thankfully, Ale’a reached out and caught him.

      “Whoa, looks like we have an eager little guy.” She tried to return him to Eist as she picked herself up, but he ran up into her red hair and dove his head into her thick curls, his horns getting tangled in the mess.

      “The one day I actually have my hair down…” Eist heard Ale’a mutter, her cheeks burning with embarrassment.

      “I’m so sorry! Here, let me get him out!”

      Between the two of them they managed to get Fior out and Ale’a stood, looking a little red in the face. “All of you should take this as a valuable lesson. Right now, when your dragons are young and still figuring out their boundaries, it would be best to wear your hair up and back and leave your jewelry behind. No family rings, no necklaces, and no earrings. They’ll learn eventually, but they’re basically like claw and scale-covered babies who can move quite quickly.”

      With that, Eist returned to her spot in line, but she could still feel everyone’s eyes on her. What a way to make an impression.

      But as it was, the lesson was over soon enough, and it was time for the humans’ physical activity, then feeding the dragons, then eating dinner in the cafeteria. Eist found herself spending almost all of her day with Yacrist and Dille, wondering what kind of luck she had for both of them being in her class, but thankfully not Ain.

      In fact, Ain was separated from even Ather, who was lurking in the background of all their classes like a silent lump. Unsurprisingly, he too had a red dragon. Eist hated to think of a small, agile dragon like a golden or silver trying to carry his already massive frame. And she couldn’t be quite sure, but it seemed like he was getting even bigger.

      Once that was all done, and they were heading opposite ways for study and homework, Eist headed towards the healing room.

      Her grandfather was there as usual, his breath rasping past his dry lips. He just looked like he was sleeping normally, and it confused her subconscious to no end that he wasn’t waking up. Most of his bandages were gone now, save for his hands and a few on his legs, leaving fresh, pink skin in its wake.

      “Hey there,” she said, sitting beside him. Just like before, Fior left her shoulder to curl up on his chest, where his slow breathing made the dragon gently rise and fall. She hoped that maybe he would sense the being on top of him and awaken in joy, learning that one of the babies from the hatchery was saved from an ash pile, but he remained asleep.

      “I hope they let you wake up soon so you can meet Fior. You would never believe what he did in our first flying lesson today.”

      She launched into the story, watching his face closely for the slightest minutia of emotion. But he just lie there, a living statue, only kept alive by the mix of nutrients that the healers poured down his throat twice a day.

      Eventually, she couldn’t put her work off any longer. Even though she no longer was going through her special training gamut to make sure she got through the final test, she still needed to make sure she didn’t fall behind again.

      “Come on, Fior, let’s go.”

      The little dragon yawned and stood up to hop off the bed, when a slight noise caught Eist’s attention. It was so quiet that she wasn’t even sure if it was real or not, but then she heard it again.

      If she didn’t know better, she would think that it was coming from her grandfather. Her eyes flicked to his face, hoping against hope that it was somehow him making the noise. But that was impossible. He hadn’t—

      And then his lips moved again.

      Eist gasped, dropping to her knees and leaning over his face. She turned her head so that her good ear was over his mouth, and he whispered again.

      She held her breath, her heart thundering in her chest and she wished that she could reach into her chest and rip it out so that it would be quiet for a moment. It took another feverish moan for her to figure out that he was whispering the names of her parents.

      But just as soon as she realized what he was saying, he fell silent again, leaving her alone and Fior anxiously pawing at her thigh. She stood shakily, trying to force back tears, her mind full of thoughts.

      Something wasn’t sitting right in her stomach. Could it be possible that he was having a bad reaction to such prolonged contact with distilled green dragon gas? It certainly didn’t seem healthy to her that he had been under for so long.

      Taking several deep breaths, she forced herself to calm down before looking around to find a healer. She spotted one down the hall, sitting at one of the desks that they had toward the end of the great room.

      Eist approached carefully, not wanting to surprise the woman in case she was doing something important. She wasn’t wearing a blue belt like the dragon specialists, but she was still dressed from head to toe in healing robes.

      “Excuse me,” Eist said, clearing her throat.

      The woman turned, a pleasant smile on her features. “Oh, hello, child. You usually leave by now.” It wasn’t surprising that one of the healers would recognize her, she did spend hours upon hours in the large room, posted by her grandfather’s side, watching him and telling him about her day.

      “Yeah, my schedule has changed a bit.” Eist said. “But hey, I was wondering, Grandfather has grown most of his skin back, so I think the worst of the pain is over. Would it be possible to wake him up again?”

      The woman’s face shifted into a sympathetic expression. “Goodness, my child, I understand that thought, but it’s just not time yet. We need him to stay under until he is completely healed.”

      “Are you sure?” Eist pressed. She didn’t want to be impertinent, but she couldn’t help but feel that she needed the woman to take her seriously. “Almost all of his bandages are gone, and isn’t there a point after so much exposure to green dragon gas where he passes into a dangerous—”

      “You have plenty to worry about with your new dragon friend,” the healer said, cutting her off. Eist took a breath, meaning to continue with what she was saying, but then the woman interrupted again. “He is quite the unusual one, isn’t he? What kind of dragon is he?”

      “Um, we think a copper dragon and he just has some injuries after being struck by lightning. I found him in an ash pile with other destroyed eggs.”

      “Oh really! Goodness. How curious of the Storm, it’s taken your grandfather’s company for the time, but in turn has given you this little one.”

      “I don’t think it was the Storm that deliberately did this, and I’d love my gra—”

      The woman waved her hand again, cutting Eist off for the third time. “Go, get some sleep. We will take care of your grandfather as best we can. The moment he is ready to be awakened, you will be the first we call to his side.”

      “But—”

      “Go on now. Everything will be fine, I promise.”

      “Al…alright. If you say so.”

      Eist quickly exited, too many emotions swirling through her head. She needed to trust the healers as they were the experts, but something about the whole thing wasn’t sitting right with her. Why didn’t the woman even hear her out? Didn’t she at least want to entertain the idea that maybe it was time for her grandfather to wake up? Also, she had never addressed the issue of being under green gas for too long, and that was what was making the hair on the back of her neck rise.

      Eist went to her room and Fior seemed to understand that her mind was going through some things, because he immediately started nuzzling her, winding around her feet and pulling at her shoes.

      She sat at her work table, pulling out the scrolls she had borrowed from the teacher in strategy class. Unfortunately, a good portion of that lecture was spent with the woman’s face to the board as she drew out different tactics, meaning Eist’s comprehension of it went in and out. But when Eist had approached the woman about her worries that she was missing too much info, the teacher had simply assigned the fastest writer in the class to take down double the notes so that Eist would be able to study and pick up on what she missed in her spare time.

      It really was a lovely gesture, and while Eist normally looked forward to reading the notes and the little jokes the writer put in—Valcrest was his name, she thought—she found herself unable to concentrate.

      After reading the same paragraph several times and comprehending none of it, she sat back with a sigh. Looking down at Fior, she saw that he was still sitting there, looking up at her in concern.

      “How would you like to take a trip to the library with me?” she asked, scratching the top of his head. He chirped and pranced over to the door, shifting from foot to foot in front of it. Smiling at the display, Eist grabbed her waterskin and a candle then headed for the massive room.

      It was time to do a little research so the voice in the back of her head would finally quiet down. She truly hoped that she was wrong and just being overly cautious. Because if she was right… She actually didn’t know what that meant, but she was sure that whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.
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      Eist woke up slowly, her body aching from all the running she had done in the past few days. Apparently, their teacher didn’t think their endurance was up to snuff, so they were set to run as long as their dragons did.

      Some students’ dragons would trundle a little way then grow bored, flopping onto their bellies or returning to their human, while some students’ dragons were definitely in the mood to play, frolicking lazily and letting their rider jog at a leisurely pace before barking for water.

      But of course, Fior couldn’t be like that.

      In the few days that she’d had him, the little dragon had learned that he loved running about on the ground. He was faster than a greased chicken and twice as agile, which seemed to go hand-in-hand with his love of being chased. So naturally, the moment she had set him down and told him to run, she was stuck doing laps for hours.

      Eventually the teacher would tell her to stop and send her to the baths, but even a good long soak in the ground-heated tubs didn’t stop her soreness from seeping into the morning.

      Groaning, Eist rolled over, wishing she could just stay asleep forever, but something uncomfortable poked at her still-soft belly. Opening her eyes, she saw a beautiful necklace was pressing into her middle, her night clothes having ridden up in her sleep all the way to her chest.

      “Now where did this come from?”

      Swinging her legs to get out of bed, she froze when she kicked something a few inches. Rubbing the last of her sleep from her eyes, she looked down to see that three different candle sticks were laying around the side of her cot.

      “What…”

      Now thoroughly confused, she looked around her room, wondering if this was some sort of strange prank on Ain’s part. As she examined the space, her eyes eventually landed on Fior’s box bed, which was completely empty.

      “Fior?” she called, sitting bolt upright. Suddenly her adrenaline was pumping, and terror was flowing through her. Her dragon was gone! Had someone taken it? What if he was hurt? What—

      Her rising panic was cut off as a gentle scratch sounded at her door and a small, dark shape slid in the opening. If it weren’t for the dawning light seeping through her one window, she never would have even seen Fior as he happily scuttled in, a polished wooden spoon in his mouth.

      “What are you doing?” Eist asked, filled with a strange mix of relief and confusion. But the dragon just trotted up to her and dropped the utensil at her feet as if it was a gift. “How did you even get out? I know I closed the door.”

      As if to answer her, the little dragon ran over to the door, headbutting it so hard that it slammed shut and the latch fell into place. For a fleeting moment, Eist was worried that he had hurt himself, but he just happily wiggled his butt then jumped.

      His mouth wrapped around the small knob of the latch and somehow his gums got a good grip despite the large amount of saliva the little guy always seemed to have. He just hung there for a moment, causing Eist to laugh at the silliness of his actions, only for his body to start swaying side to side. Once he built up enough momentum, he jerked to the left, causing the latch to slide a little out of place. He kept it up, hanging on for an impressive amount of time, until the latch was far enough out of the holder to be moved. From there he let go, only to jump up and headbutt the thing completely out of its track.

      With the lock seemingly taken care of, he dropped back to floor. Turning around to face her, he slid the thin end of his tail under the small gap in the door, then slowly walked forward. Sure enough, he was able to open the door just enough to slip out, which he did with a flourish.

      “By the All-Mother,” Eist murmured, walking to the door to see him waiting for her in the hall. “You are something else, aren’t you?”

      He trilled at her and marched into her room, going to her bed and curling into a ball. It was only after his eyes fluttered closed that Eist saw just how much stuff he had brought in while she had been sleeping.

      Her floor and bed were littered with things. Besides the aforementioned necklace, candlesticks and spoon, there was a ring, a hair trinket, several quills that were now sticky from dragon spit, what looked like a hardboiled egg, and a prayer idol of the All-Mother. Feeling her stomach drop, Eist hastily grabbed it all up and marched right down to the end of the hall in her night clothes.

      For all her months of staying at the academy, she had never once sought out the staff member who was at the end of the hall to help them if they needed it. But this was definitely a good reason if she ever had one, and she knocked on his door hoping that he was already awake.

      The several minutes it took him to answer confirmed that he had indeed been asleep, and the man answered the door with ruffled hair and bleary eyes.

      “Can I help you?” he asked groggily. Eist felt a bit guilty for a moment, especially since he didn’t sound irritated, just confused. But she pressed onward, wanting to get rid of the pilfered items as soon as she could.

      “Um, it seems that in the middle of the night, my dragonling learned how to unlock my door and then open it. He brought me presents, but I don’t think they were gainfully purchased.”

      The man looked down at the mini-hoard in her arms and laughed. “That’s certainly something. You’re the girl with the tiny burnt dragon, right? The one that dive-bombed another student?”

      Eist grinned uncertainly. “I see his exploits are more widely known than I had anticipated.”

      “Well, you have to admit he sort of stands out.” The worker plucked the items from Eist’s grasp, shaking his head. “I’ll make sure these get to the right owners then send for someone to change the lock on your door. He’s not the first to get out, and not the first to exhibit their natural hording tendencies young, but it’s always so funny to see what they take.”

      “Oh, so this has happened before?”

      “Of course! There’s at least one every generation who has the shiny-lust in their system as soon as they hatch. He’ll grow out of it as long as you train him right.”

      “Thank you,” Eist said with relief, some of the stress leaving her. As much as she loved how unique her little guy was, it was exhausting to hear how different he was from everyone else. In a lot of ways, he was a baby dragon just like all the other baby dragons. “I guess I’ll go get ready for my day.”

      “Best of luck.”

      Eist nodded and headed back to her room where Fior was sleeping peacefully, almost as if he hadn’t pilfered all the rooms around them for valuables. Shaking her head, the young woman dressed herself then put the snoozing reptile in the sling that Yacrist had helped her make. Together, they set out on another day together that would no doubt be just as exciting as the last.
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, the dragon rider life started to turn into a blur of training that all melted together in Eist’s mind rather than an exciting time of adventure and exploration. Granted, her grandfather had always made sure that she knew that the first year of her life at the academy would be just constant hard work, but it was one thing to know that and another to actually live that.

      Every time Eist flopped into her bed at night, she was so sore and tired that she would fall asleep almost instantly. And almost every morning, she would wake to find a collection of trinkets littering her cot. It didn’t matter what kind of locks were put on her door, or even how much furniture she stacked in front of it, Fior would find a way out. Even when she desperately put her entire cot in front of the door, he just found a way to open the window and slipped out that way.

      That had really terrified Eist. It was one thing to have her little dragon wandering around the place stealing bits and bobs, but it was another for him to be strolling around the courtyard on his own. It made her stomach twist to think that something could happen to him while he was out on his jaunts, but every attempt she made to stay up to watch him always ended with her passing out in exhaustion.

      Even Dille and Yacrist had offered to help, figuring their dragons would occupy Fior and the extra bodies would provide enough deterrent. But no, instead, both he and Verelda got out with Alynbach being the only one to stick around in Yacrist’s sling.

      She tried everything, having him sleep all day, feeding him heavy foods right before bed, even tying him to her wrist with a length of rope. The only thing she didn’t attempt was actually chaining him to her bed. The thought was tempting, surely, especially since all the students and faculty around her were growing increasingly more annoyed as their things went missing, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to shackle the little guy. It just seemed inherently wrong.

      So naturally, when she woke again upon the second and a half week of having her new charge to find even more jewelry and fine things in her bed, Eist felt herself snap.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked the little thing, who was sitting in his bed, playing with a goblet. “You can’t use any of this stuff! You’re going to get me in trouble! They’re going to think that I can’t discipline my dragon and that I’m not meant to be a dragon rider.”

      Her voice cracked at that last part. How terrible it would be to finally have made it this far only to trip at the finish line. Would people blame it on her hearing? Her witch’s eye? Or would they just think her weak?

      Fior seemed to sense her tone and left his basket, trotting over to look up at her curiously. Sometimes she felt like he could understand her word for word, and others it seemed that he just knew what she was emoting. But either way, when she looked down in those crystalline eyes, she saw curiosity and worry.

      “I know you like shiny things, and looking at them, but these don’t belong to us. They belong to other people, and other dragons, so you can’t take them, okay?”

      His head drooped, and he let out an uncertain warble. Goodness, it was so hard to discipline him when he looked so adorable. She just wanted to give him the whole world and make sure that he was never upset again.

      “How about I make you a deal? If you don’t steal anything for the rest of the week, I’ll take you to the market on one of our free days and you can run around to your heart’s content. Sound good?”

      He looked up at her, his head cocked to the side and she realized she was talking to him as she would a human. Picking up the closest necklace, she pointed to it. “No, no,” she said, shaking her finger. Then she walked to the window and pointed outside. “Play yes. Shiny means no play.”

      Eist felt a bit foolish talking to him like an ancient savage, but something looked like it clicked in his gaze and he quickly started piling all the stolen goods into one spot. Perhaps it was foolish, but she hoped that meant he understood and was onboard.

      Picking up the items, she made her usual trip to the staff member at the end of the hall. By now he had a box outside his door that Eist would drop the things off in. Apparently, they didn’t have to worry about anybody else taking the things, only Fior.

      She just wished her grandfather was awake. She was sure that he would have an idea on how to curb Fior’s hoarding instincts, or at least a funny story. But he was still sound asleep, and Eist didn’t want to pester the healers about awakening him lest they not let her linger as often as she did.

      Sighing, Eist rubbed at her temples. What she wouldn’t give for a normal morning not waking up in a pile of knick-knacks that didn’t belong to her. Hopefully her most recent deal with Fior would do the trick. Then again, he was a dragon, so who was more bizarre? Him for his kleptomaniacal tendencies, or her for thinking she could bargain with him?

      She supposed only time would tell.
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      Eist leafed through the old book she had picked out from the shelves, many of the words and phrases going over her head. She’d been trolling through tome after tome, scroll after scroll, in what little free time she had since getting Fior, but she still hadn’t found anything that would confirm her suspicions and allow her to demand the healer let her grandfather wake.

      One would think that it wouldn’t be so hard to find something about the long-term effects of green dragon gas, but what books did talk about it either focused on the application and acquisition, or even the history of how it was first used. Maybe it was because healers had the good sense not to let someone be under for months.

      Or maybe Eist was just paranoid.

      Suddenly her hand was engulfed by sticky, squishy gums. Eist jerked and realized she had only been half paying attention as she was feeding Fior an apple, and he had just gone for her whole hand again. While he did it less often than he used to, sometimes he was just so eager to mash food between his toothless maw that he caught her hand up anyway.

      He’d also gotten a lot better at eating in general. Sure, Eist still had to mash up a lot of his food. Enough so that the rhythm of the spiky hammer—apparently called a tenderizer, as Yacrist informed her—was enough to get him drooling almost immediately. But certain things he could handle on his own, mostly in the fruit or gourd category. She would cut him slices and he would use his tongue to press it up against the roof of his mouth or between his gums until it was enough of a paste for him to swallow.

      “Gross,” Eist remarked to herself, wiping the apple-spittle mix on her pant leg. She was definitely going to have to set this out to wash overnight.

      “What, did you suddenly catch sight of your reflection?”

      Eist froze for a moment, willing herself not to react. Once she had her emotions all tightly sealed under a lid, she looked up to see none other than Ain a few feet away from her and Athar standing by the door.

      She carefully took inventory of the situation, marking escape routes and possible ways to avoid the situation all together. As she surveyed them, she realized that their dragons had grown considerably since they had gotten them, unlike Fior who was almost the exact same size.

      “No, they don’t have mirrors in here,” she answered calmly. “So, you don’t have to worry about being distracted by your own visage.” She stood and put the book away, but when she turned to go, Ain was right there.

      “What do you want?” Eist asked, thoroughly exhausted.

      “Now that’s not very polite. Now that we’re in different classes, I never get to see you. Don’t you miss me?”

      He was smirking at her in the way that made her blood boil. He just thought he was so fantastic. It made her want to do a lot of things that were definitely not allowed, so instead, she just fixed a polite smile on her face.

      “I know that your life is so devoid of meaning and substance that your infatuation with me no doubt occupies your mind every moment, but I have been blissfully living my life and actually accomplishing things. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like to continue right on doing that.”

      She went to move past him, but he thrust his arm forward as if he was leaning on the shelf, effectively blocking her path. “Don’t be like that. I know you’re tired of all these people coddling you, telling you that you can do anything while laughing behind your back. At least you always know where you stand with me. I’ll tell you to your face what I think, and isn’t that what’s important in life? Honesty between friends.” He leaned in, that same smirk on his face. She knew what he was doing. It was a weird type of intimidation that some bullies liked to use. He was bigger than her, his dragon was bigger than her dragon, and he was older. He was playing at flirting, but really he was just trying to show how much more powerful he was than her, mocking her with some false image of attraction when really all he felt was derision.

      How bored was this guy? He absolutely hated her, that much was obvious, and he definitely didn’t think that she could be a dragon rider, and yet he was working pretty hard to insert himself into her life.

      But if he wanted to play at being attracted to her then she was going to go right along with it.

      “Ain, if you’re going to talk about honesty, then when are you going to admit you’re head over heels in love with me?” She ducked under his arm and continued to walk. “Look, I know I’m fairly irresistible, but please, try to contain yourself. I’m afraid that narcissistic little goat lovers who are clearly trying to make up for the lack of a father’s love in their life just aren’t my type.”

      Eist smirked to herself, sauntering away. She glanced to Athar at the door to see that the giant man was blushing fairly hard. That was curious, but before she could grow too curious, a strong hand gripped her shoulder and whipped her around.

      “Don’t talk about my father!” Ain snapped, his face red in a way that was quite different from Athar’s blush.

      “Oh, did I hit a sensitive spot?” Eist said, pulling her lips back from her teeth. Normally she wouldn’t feel the need to antagonize him, but he wasn’t letting her get away and she felt all her frustration from everything going on mount up inside of her and spill out of her mouth. “I’m sorry that he spent more time chasing skirts in the tavern than ever loving you or your mother, but please, don’t project that need for attention onto me.”

      It was nice to watch his rage rush across his face, but she didn’t have that long to enjoy it before his hand suddenly lashed out and pain lanced through her.

      The sound hit her belatedly as her head jerked to the side. Straightening slowly, she realized that Ain had slapped her!

      She stared at him, eyes wide. Had he really just stuck her as if she was a child?! Who the hell did he think he was?

      “I said, don’t talk about him.”

      Eist glared at him, trying to think of how she wanted to respond. Her cheek was red now and a bit puffy. The pain had already faded, but the humiliation was mounting. She hadn’t gotten into a physical fight in ages, but she could feel her fists clenching.

      She never got a chance to decide what to do one way or the other because suddenly there was a loud, grating squawk beside them. Eist’s head whipped towards the sound to see Fior crouched at the end of the table, his toothless mouth opened wide as he made that strange noise.

      “It’s fine—” she started to say, but groans from both Ain and Athar made her turn back to the young men. Both were doubled over, their hands clapped over their ears and looks of pain on their face while their dragons were booking it for the other side of the room, where they slid under a table to hide. Eist watched, curious and confused by their action, until Fior stopped making the strange noise behind her.

      “What the he—” Ain started to say, but Fior was on him instantly, leaping onto his chest and ripping at the fine clothes he was wearing. His gums snapped at Ain’s face, trying to close on his nose or lips and leaving thick spit everywhere. “Get him off!” Ain screamed, trying to pull the dragon away from his body. In just the second that had passed, Eist could see red blooming across his chest.

      “Fior!” she cried, rushing forward. Sure, it was nice to see him get his just desserts, but she didn’t want her dragon to get in trouble for it. Plus, as much as she hated Ain, she didn’t want him to suffer any egregious bodily harm. Mostly she just wanted his ego to hurt.

      She grabbed onto the little guy’s back and pulled as hard as she could, trying to loosen his grip, but he just increased his fury upon Ain, slashing, clawing, and biting. Even with Eist pulling as hard as she could and Ain yanking at his legs, Fior was holding on tightly, flapping his wings in both their faces.

      Suddenly, a shadow loomed over them and strong hands wrapped around each of Fior’s back paws and yanked upwards. The little dragon obviously wasn’t expecting such a move, and finally let go of Ain to look angrily at Athar.

      “Here,” he said, handing the dragon to Eist.

      “Are you kidding me!?” Ain snapped, stumbling back. Now that Eist could get a good look at him without Fior in the way, she saw that he really was beat up, with claw marks up his entire chest and several deep scratches across his face.

      Funny, he looked much less handsome when covered with blood. Maybe this would be a lesson to him, but she doubted it.

      “You’ve crossed the line now, deformed sard! I don’t know why everyone is letting you slip by, but they won’t be able to look past this!”

      He pushed by Athar, stumbling out of the room still cursing his brains out. Eist looked to the giant of a young man, wondering if he had anything to say about what had just happened.

      “Your dragon cares for you,” he said simply. There was an odd concentration to his features as he spoke. “That will do you well.”

      And then he left, closing the door behind him.

      Fior growled after him before snuggling into Eist’s chest. She patted his head gently, and he was back to her loving little boy who just wanted to be fed and steal shiny things. She had a feeling that this wasn’t the end of things, but at least Ain was dealt with for now.

      Who knew, maybe he would actually leave her alone.

      Yeah, and maybe her grandfather would magically wake up tomorrow of his own volition.

      Eist rolled her eyes and headed to her room. She had enough adventure for one day, and it was just the beginning of the week.
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      “Alright, ready? One…two…three… Fly!”

      Fior wiggled his bottom before launching himself off the perch in the training yard. His wings flared out, reflecting bright copper in the sunlight with little dappled bits of black, and for a moment, he was suspended in the air like the magnificent beast.

      And then he fell towards the ground like a rock.

      But Eist was already waiting for him, her arms outstretched. She caught him and gave him a slight kiss to the top of his head. “Don’t worry, little guy. You’ll get it eventually.”

      “He definitely will,” Ale’a said, offering a hand to help her up. “By the way, have you taken him to any of the dragon specialists at all?”

      “Yeah, just last week. Why?”

      Her lips pressed together into something that Eist recognized as concern. “He just seems a bit on the smallish side.”

      Eist looked around to see that many of the dragons had all grown considerably in the month plus since being hatched. She had noticed that a couple of nights ago in the library but had hoped it was just that Ain and Athar’s dragons were particularly beefy.

      “I guess he’s just got a bit of a slow start. He probably had a lot of healing to do on the inside.”

      “That’s a good point. He did survive a lightning strike. Just do me a favor and start taking his measurements every few days. If he doesn’t increase in the next couple of weeks, I think you should take him to the healers again.”

      “Alright,” Eist said, nodding and heading back to stand with her friends. Fior wiggled out of her arms, happy to see his two dragon pals, and the three of them started play-wrestling with each other. For being such a little guy, he held his own pretty well. But perhaps that was a testament to the gangly ineptitude of Alynbach rather than Fior’s ability.

      “Hey, Eist,” Yacrist said, tapping on her shoulder to pull her attention away from the frolicking little guys. “I noticed you’ve been disappearing for a while during one of our free days each week. You’re not training without us, are you?”

      She laughed at that, recalling those many sweaty extra hours that she had spent running, strength training, and strategizing. “Hardly. I made a deal with Fior that I would take him to the market every week if he stopped stealing things.”

      “And he understood that deal?”

      Eist shrugged. “He hasn’t stolen since.”

      “I see… You know, sometimes when I look at Alynbach, I think that he understands way more than any animal should.”

      “That’s because they’re not animals,” Dille said, rising from where she had been crouched on the ground.

      “Um, if they’re not animals, then what are they?” Yacrist shot back playfully.

      “They’re gifts. Blessings from the Storm itself. They may be beasts, yes, but they’re different from a dog or a cat or anything like that. That’s why we need to treat them with respect, and not just as creatures of war or peace.”

      “Wow. I think that’s the most words I’ve ever heard you say at once.”

      “Only because you don’t listen.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Eist giggled to herself at her friends’ banter. She loved when they got going like this. It was like having her own personal play performed right in front of her.

      “Anyway,” Yacrist continued. “If you’re planning to go to the market every week, maybe some time I could go with you. I haven’t been there in ages.”

      “Sure, I don’t see why not.” Eist turned to Dille. “Do you want to come too?”

      She couldn’t be sure, but Eist thought she heard a faint whisper from behind her before the dark-skinned girl answered. “Um, I’m actually pretty busy lately. Maybe you and Yacrist should go on your own at first and I’ll join in another time.”

      “Sure, I don’t mind. Even if you’re studying in secret so you can try to score higher marks on our evaluations.”

      “It’s not about scoring better,” Dille said with mock haughtiness. “It’s about literally being better.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say.”

      The conversation kept on from there, their dragons playing about their feet. Once more Eist was filled with a lovely type of warmth that she hadn’t even known was possible. Not for the first time, she found herself incredibly grateful for the mini-family that she had made without intending to. In them, she found a contentment that she didn’t even know was possible.

      She just hoped that nothing tried to take it away.
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      “And give me three more laps!”

      Eist panted heavily, their physical trainer really putting them through the gauntlet. When her grandfather had told her that initiates didn’t learn combat until their second year and weapons training until their third, she had never stopped to think just what an entire year of just conditioning would be like.

      In a word, it was boring.

      And exhausting.

      But mostly boring.

      Eist never thought that boring and dragon rider would ever go in the same sentence together, but that was exactly how she felt as she ran her eleventh lap.

      Her focus wavered ever so slightly as she noticed one of the administrative staff head towards Ale’a, a purpose to their stride. It was so unusual to see one of them outside of the building that Eist had to do a double-take to make sure that they were really there.

      And indeed they were. The person reached the tall, warrior redhead and said something that looked quite urgent. Before Eist could try to suss out what they could possibly be saying, Ale’a pointed her way and she locked eyes with the staff member.

      Oh.

      Eist stopped running her lap and instead jogged up to the figure. As she grew closer, she realized that it was a slender man with aquiline features and almond eyes.

      “Eist of Wallenhaus?”

      “Yes, that is me,” she answered cautiously. What could an administrative staff want with her? Could it be her grandfather was finally awake?!

      No. They would have sent a healer for that. This was definitely something else.

      “The headmaster wishes to speak with you,” he said simply before turning on his heel. “Follow.”

      Eist’s stomach dropped down through the ground and into the NetherRealm, where it stayed. Why did the headmaster want to talk to her? Was she in trouble? She hadn’t done anything of note recently. Even Fior had been on his best behavior since—

      Oooh.

      She knew exactly what this was about. Her stomach calmed a bit as she realized that it couldn’t be anything other than Ain’s meddling. It had been four days since the library, and she was so tired that she had almost forgotten about it.

      Sure enough, when they finally entered the office of the headmaster, Ain was standing there in front of a sturdy, practical desk, and the headmaster was sitting in a plain chair.

      She was an older woman, looking just a few years younger than Grandfather. Her hair was snow white, but her eyes were the most intense, pitch black that Eist had ever seen. Grandfather had warned her about this woman. Mirabelle the Cat of no house name. She was around two hundred years old and had worked her way up at the academy from a beggar outside the doors, to a cleaner, to a staff member, and finally the headmaster. She wanted the best for everyone but was ruthlessly protective of the academy. Being summoned here was not good.

      “Thank you, Romavic,” she said with a stern nod. The staff member who led her there bowed then headed out, leaving the young woman with two people that she definitely didn’t want to hang out with at the moment. “Hello, Eist of Wallenhaus. I’ve been meaning to call you here to ask after your grandfather. I hope you will forgive me that we are just meeting under these circumstances.”

      “It’s alright,” Eist said, glancing over to Ain. He had stitches along his forehead and his nose still had faint yellow bruises on it. Fior really had done a number on him. “Your reputation proceeds you.”

      “Good. Then I don’t need to explain how much I hate liars. I can forgive many things but trying to deceive me is a permanent cut.” She looked between the two of them and it was hard not to think that she was some sort of mystical fae or dryad masquerading as a human.

      “So, you both know why you’re here. I would like to hear both sides of your stories.”

      “But I already told you!” Ain objected. “She attacked me! She’s a danger to this inst—”

      “I am well aware of what you spoke to me when it was just you and I here, but I want you to repeat your story, word for word, in front of Lady Eist here.”

      Ah, Eist knew exactly what she was doing. By making them both speak in front of her, she could watch their faces for signs of lies or reaction. It was similar to how Eist observed people’s faces to pick up on what she couldn’t hear.

      “Oh, before you start, I’d like to bring someone else in. Most are unaware of this, but I’m planning to retire in the next decade or two, so I’ve been training my replacement. He should be here in just a moment.”

      Ain looked flustered that he had to hold all the vitriol inside of him, but Eist just spent the few moments looking around, trying to learn as much as she could about the woman from her surroundings.

      But the decorations in the office were as succinct as she was. There was a bookshelf filled with tomes, scrolls, and books, a weapons rack with a few swords, a crossbow, and even what looked like some throwing knives.

      And that was it.

      No paintings, no statues, nothing. Just her cluttered desk, and the other few items.

      Finally, a knock sounded on the door and someone was walking in. Eist could feel the low rumble of a grown man’s voice and craned her neck to see someone familiar.

      Her curiosity was piqued, trying to place the man, and by the time he reached the desk she recognized him as the man who had stolen her necklace in the final trial she faced before earning her right to a dragon egg.

      He was just as big and broad as she remembered, and even without his mask, she would recognize his particular gait and vocal thrum. “Greetings, Mirabelle. You wanted me here?”

      “Yes. I think this experience will be valuable to you.” She gestured behind her. “Stand there and observe.”

      It was strange to see such a willowy, aged woman command the hulking man so casually, but Eist was beginning to learn that things in the academy were quite different from the outside world. While in the rest of Rothaiche M’or, men were the head of households and women were expected to serve them and have babies, that was definitely not the case here. It seemed that the dragons’ lackadaisical attitude about different genders branched off to the rest of the academy and the council.

      “Now you may begin, Ain of Hihdhean.”

      The light-haired young man took a short breath and then plunged into such a rapid explanation that Eist only caught bits and pieces of it.

      “I was just in the library studying when this… She engaged me, yelling. I guess she was still mad about my misguided actions at our assembly where I outed her hearing sensitivity.”

      “What a polite way to say that you tried to out me as a deformed cretin to the head of the Dragon Council.”

      “Please, do not interrupt,” Mirabelle said flatly. “Continue, Ain.”

      Eist bit her tongue, willing herself to go silent. While she hated that she was going to have to sit there and listen to her bully spin lies about how he was the victim. And the evidence was largely on his side. He was the one with the beat-up face and the bruises. She looked just fine.

      “…apologized for my actions, of course, but she was incensed. With…” There was an exceeding portion that Eist couldn’t make anything out of, even with her head turned to watch his mouth.

      Mirabelle held her hand out and Eist felt Ain stop speaking. “We are all aware that Lady Wallenhaus has hearing difficulty. Please speak up loudly and clearly so we can all hear the conversation.”

      Huh. She certainly hadn’t expected that sort of support. Normally, people treated her as if her not hearing was her own fault, but this elderly woman was being quite matter of fact about it. Looking over at Ain, she saw his cheeks color slightly as his voice raised.

      “As I was saying, it was clear that she was exceedingly jealous of my station and my healthy dragon. She accused me of getting preference and all sorts of vile things that I won’t repeat. Finally, I had enough, and I shoved past her. Perhaps I should have exited more politely, but I was frustrated with her constant insults. She then spit out a curse about my mother, and as I turned to her to tell her exactly where to shove it, she was suddenly right in front of me.

      “The next thing I knew, she threw her dragon right at my chest. Of course, the little guy was upset at being manhandled, and I don’t begrudge him for clawing at me.

      “But still, this shows a blatant disregard for the rules of this academy and even her dragon. Using a youngling like that as a weapon is dangerous! The little guy is already so stunted, he could have been seriously hurt. My dragon could have attacked him, or I could have injured him when I managed to pry him off. Someone like that should not have a dragon in their possession. Clearly she cannot handle the responsibility.”

      Eist felt her rage surge upward at that. It was one thing to want to get her punished or kicked out before she had a dragon, it was another thing entirely to get Fior removed from her charge after they had bonded for over a month! This young man was truly set on trying to ruin her life.

      “I see,” Mirabelle said calmly, as if he had just told her the weather. “Now, Lady Wallenhaus, I’d like to hear from you.”

      “Ain is correct that it started in the library, but that’s about it. He and his minion both interrupted my studies and Ain started to insult me, as he often likes to do. I tried to leave the situation, but he blocked my path.

      “When it became clear that he was intent on keeping me there as long as he desired, I returned his insults just as scathingly as he issued them. Clearly, he is able to dole out cruelty, but unable to receive it in kind, because he struck me across the face.”

      “That is a lie!” Ain objected vehemently. “You can’t—”

      “Now, now. Eist was kind enough to let you speak. You will now do her the same courtesy.”

      Ain quieted ruefully and Eist continued. “I would be lying if I said that it hurt me terribly. It was a slap, not a punch, but my pride was hurt. I meant to read him a real diatribe, but then Fior came to my defense. He thought I was in danger, and he set on Ain like a dog protecting his companion.”

      She left out the part about the strange sound he had made that caused Ain and Athar so much pain but left her unaffected. She figured that, since the blond boy hadn’t mentioned it, she didn’t need to bring it up either.

      “That’s absurd,” Ain said, seething. “If dragons went crazy every time their companions got into a verbal altercation then we’d all be dead.”

      “It wasn’t verbal. It was physical. He was only watching until you struck me.”

      “I would never lay my hands on a woman!”

      “No,” Mirabelle said slowly, calmly. “But you would interrupt a meeting with a gong to try to expose Eist and have her removed from our classes.”

      He flushed again at that, but rather than being speechless, he went right on smoothing his honeyed lies. Eist had to hand it to the boy for his smoothness. No doubt he could sell sand to desert folk and water to a nymph. “I know that I did wrong there, and I have repeatedly tried to apologize for my error. I know she does not owe me her forgiveness, as that is for her to dole out at her discretion, but I think we can agree that attacking me is over the line!

      “Besides…” Suddenly, his voice grew as measured as Mirabelle’s and the shift made the hair on the back of Eist’s neck rise. What was he planning? “I have a witness.”

      “Ah, yes, Athar of Radach. The giant, quiet fellow. I have already sent for him.”

      Eist’s stomach fell at that. Somehow, she had forgotten that the mountain of a young man was there and would obviously be on Ain’s side. Now she would have to face off against two liars instead of one. Things weren’t looking good for her.

      What would they do? Remove her from the program? She’d never heard of a dragon being separated from its human companion in the academy. Even those who completely failed and showed true incompetence were able to keep their beasts and instead just worked around the academy doing various things but spending most of their time with their charges. The bond between a dragon and human was borderline unshakable, only to be severed in the case of extreme crimes.

      “I believe the other boy is no doubt waiting in the hall. Go fetch him, if you would.” At first, Eist wasn’t clear on who she was talking to, but it was the large man, Mirabelle’s replacement, who moved.

      A few moments later, the door opened and Eist could feel Athar’s presence behind her. That intimidating sort of quiet power he had that always warned her to be careful around him.

      “Ah, young sir,” Mirabelle said, smiling lightly. The grin didn’t reach her eyes, and Eist wondered if the woman had already decided how she felt about everything and was just feigning at impartiality for appearance’s sake. “Seeing the two individuals before you, I’m sure you know why you were called here, but I shall recap.

      “Ain here says that Eist accosted him while in the library. Eist says it was quite the opposite. You were apparently witness to this, so I would like to hear your perspective.”

      Athar looked between the two of them, and Eist was acutely aware of everything about him as she studied him, trying to see if he would have any mercy on her. Hazel eyes, bronze hair, heavy brows that were very much knit into a heavy expression. She’d never really bothered to look at his face before, as he rarely spoke.

      “A-a-ain was ins-sulting Eist and she s-stood up for hers-s-self.” It took quite a bit of Eist’s willpower not to have a surprised expression when he finally did speak. Laced throughout his words, so apparent that even she could hear it, was an intense stutter. He tripped over words, getting stuck on others for several attempts before replacing it with another, but bit by bit, the story came out.

      So that was why he was so silent. Eist felt like she suddenly understood the boy ten times better now. Of course he would attach himself to someone like Ain. Someone who was charismatic and glib with a silver tongue. Someone like Ain could speak for him, allowing him to just hover in the background without revealing his impediment.

      Honestly, it was a page right out of Eist’s book of survival, and she found herself admiring the young man for a moment.

      “Then Ain s-struck her. Her dragon de-defended her. That’s, that’s, that’s, it.”

      “After everything I’ve done for you, you’re really going to betray me now!?” Ain snapped, whirling on his once-ally. “He’s obviously in cahoots with her! He practically drools over her footsteps every day. It’s no wonder he would try to get into her good graces now that he has a chance!”

      “That’s, that’s, not t-true!” Athar objected intensely.

      Eist said nothing, however, noticing how Ain’s face was colored scarlet in rage while Athar seemed to be blushing for an entirely different reason.

      Interesting.

      “I’ve heard enough,” Mirabelle raised her hand and the turmoil in front of her cut itself short. “Ain, it is very clear what happened here, and perhaps a little ironic. If you were not so set on tearing down Eist, I never would have known of the incident. However, you’ve brought it to my attention in the hopes of discrediting her, and have become the creator of your own demise.”

      “But—”

      “Do not interrupt me. You have wasted enough of my time with your lies, which I told you were unforgivable to me.

      “Now, while it is true that we cannot take away your dragon unless you commit a crime against the crown, that does not mean you are above reproach. You are now on academic probation. Any more infractions and you will be removed from the dragon rider program and perhaps be sent to our farm just beyond the city limits, where both you and your dragon will be given an appropriate amount of responsibility.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” Ain shouted. “I am the victim here! She attacked me!”

      “I very much doubt that is the case,” Mirabelle said flatly, as if she was doing something as simple as telling him the weather. “In addition, you are to leave Eist alone completely. You do not talk to her and you do not talk about her. You do not put yourself in her way or try to subvert her success. It will be as if she doesn’t even exist for you, and should I hear of you so much as even sneering in her direction, you will be removed from the premises.” He sounded as if he wanted to interrupt again, but she kept right on going. “Now you have two options. You can either leave my office quietly and accept my verdict, or you can complain a bit more and I will simply expedite your assignment to the farms—for the rest of your life.”

      Ain took a shaky breath, like he really was considering both options, then stalked out. Eist didn’t miss how he tried to shoulder-check Athar, only to end up bouncing off him.

      “Thank you, the two of you, for offering up your time. I apologize for the inconvenience of this all. You are both dismissed.”

      And that was that.

      Eist walked out, a bit numb from the emotional whiplash. She had been so sure that she was done for, that she hadn’t gotten to savor the sweet satisfaction of someone putting Ain in his place. It happened so rarely, she hoped that she would be able to recall the moment later and treasure it as it deserved.

      The door shut behind them and Athar seemed to take that as his cue to walk off. Eist watched him for several moments, bizarrely grateful that he had decided to tell the truth. She didn’t know what had made him make that decision, or if there was truth to anything Ain said, but she was pleased that he decided to go in that direction.

      She took a single step towards him, thinking of extending the olive branch and seeing exactly why he did what he did. However, she only took a single step before something in her mind stopped her.

      To be quite honest, she didn’t have the time or the energy to figure out why a teenaged boy decided to do the right thing. He had done what he had done for his own reasons and that was set. The past was done, and she didn’t know what she wanted to hear from him.

      Besides, she wanted to get back to Fior, who was still no doubt playing in the yard while the rest of her class was running laps. There were just some things she didn’t have to worry about and considering how crowded her head was with her grandfather and the green gas, classes, and Fior’s little stealing problem, it was fine to let this go.

      She was sure tomorrow would present another problem to occupy her time anyway.
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      “Are you ready?”

      “Almost,” Eist answered, hurrying to finish copying the notes that had been given to her. Normally she always handled that the night after a class, but between her library trips and keeping Fior fed, she had fallen asleep at her work station again.

      “If we don’t leave soon, we’ll miss all the best deals, won’t we?”

      Eist looked up to Yacrist, who was standing in the doorway, his dragon pacing around him. It seemed that they had finally gotten the hang of not strangling themselves with their own necks and had moved on to tripping over themselves. From what Eist knew about dragons, one of them controlled one side of their body while the other controlled the opposite, so she couldn’t quite blame them for being a bit mixed up.

      “What are you in such a hurry for? Even Fior is more patient than you.” She pointed to her young charge, who was sitting in his bed, mashing a whole apple around in his mouth like it was some sort of challenge that he could conquer. Sure, it made a mess, but it helped keep him occupied.

      “I’ve just been looking forward to getting out of here, that’s all. You can’t blame me, can you?”

      No, she supposed she couldn’t. With the way things had been going lately, it would definitely be nice to be outside of the academy walls and do something just for themselves. Lately, everyone was so exhausted that no one even had the energy to sneak out and watch the nearly graduated class train with their dragons.

      “There,” she said, finishing the last word. “I’m done. We can go now.”

      “Finally,” Yacrist said with that flare for drama he always had. “I thought I might burst from the anticipation.”

      “What a way to go,” Eist remarked, whistling for Fior to follow, which he happily did. He was getting much better at commands, even if he didn’t seem to be growing physically. “Could you imagine that epitaph on your family’s mausoleum?”

      “I find it striking that you go straight to humor instead of mourning the death of your very best friend.”

      “Um, my very best friend is definitely Dille.”

      He let out a shocked noise and pretended to be wounded. “How cruel! She toys with me like a cat does a mouse.”

      Eist shook her head. Yacrist was always bordering the line between funniness and bizarre jokes that she didn’t understand, but he made her laugh anyway. That was what she liked about him. While dozens of girls—and no doubt some of the boys—fawned over his handsomeness, pleasant voice, and/or riches, he didn’t quite seem to care. He took himself about as seriously as a jester most of the time, rather than some heartthrob of the academy.

      “So, where are we going first?” Yacrist asked excitedly as they strolled along. It was a beautiful day, with the sun above but a gentle breeze keeping everything from being stagnant. Clouds passed at a leisurely pace, providing a drifting sort of shade that undercut the blaze of summer that would no doubt be rolling in after a moon or so.

      “The entrance, I suppose.”

      “Hah, hah. You’re so terribly clever.”

      “I know, thank you.”

      He tilted his head back and laughed, a deep hearty sound that made Eist’s stomach flip. She didn’t know why it did that occasionally around this boy. If she didn’t know better, she would think she was attracted to him.

      But that was silly. Yacrist was her friend, and she didn’t really do the whole love thing. While some girls her age were already betrothed or getting married, Eist found the whole situation wholly bizarre.

      Why did two people lock their lives together, swearing it to no one else? Although Dille and Yacrist were her closest friends, she was sure that she would eventually make others in her life. And they wouldn’t resent that. Who knew, they might even all become friends. But for some reason with romance, it was locked down to two people and two people only.

      Also, having children and having to cook and clean every day seemed like a fate worse than death. And while there were plenty of female dragon riders, none of them were ever married before they completed schooling. Anything like that almost always happened at least a couple of decades after they got to experience their graduation, and then usually to another dragon rider or someone involved at the academy.

      But still…sometimes, when the light hit him just right and she was feeling well rested and unstressed, Eist would notice something strange about the boy. Like how nice his lips looked, or the strong cut of his cheeks, or the way his eyes would meet her and make her feel a bit warm. Those moments were always so fleeting, though, and she would often forget about it until the next one happened.

      Peculiar. All of it was peculiar. She wished her grandfather was awake to explain more of it to her. He would understand what was going on.

      They reached the beginning of the market and many people stopped to turn. While dragon riders were a fairly common site around the city, younglings rarely went outside of the academy walls. It was sort of a security risk. Despite the intense bond that dragons had with the companions they chose, there were some unscrupulous people who would still try to kidnap the beasts while they were young, selling them off as curiosities or dismembering them for parts. It was awful and disgusting and exactly why Eist always kept two knives on her person whenever she visited.

      Fior climbed up onto her shoulder, sniffing happily, blissfully unaware that there was any danger. Alynbach did the same, and soon they were wandering around.

      “I think I’m hungry. There should be food vendors here, yes?” Yacrist asked.

      Eist nodded and took off toward one of her favorite stalls that sold a considerably seasoned meat on a warm, flat piece of bread with a yummy sauce on top. It was a bit messy, but she really enjoyed the flavor and treated both herself and Fior to it on their weekly trips.

      “Eist! Eist, wait!”

      She only faintly heard her name and turned to see that her and Yacrist had been separated. He was several people behind her, with a line of people carrying crates between them. Eist waited as he looked for an opportunity to duck between them, and he looked frazzled as he reached her.

      “You can’t just leave me behind like that,” he said with a wry grin. “Who knows what kind of a trouble a lady could get to alone out here.”

      “… I come out here alone every week.”

      “Fine. Who knows what trouble I could get to alone out here.” His hand came up to gently grip hers. “Here, so we don’t get separated again.”

      But Eist jerked her hand away as if he had bit it, and the young man looked at her curiously. “Sorry,” she murmured, trying to think of an excuse. The truth was that she just didn’t like to be touched like that. Something about it was far too intimate for her tastes, and made her stomach do weird things. “But we should have our hands relatively free in case something happens.”

      He smiled slightly, shaking his head. “Eist, always thinking like a fighter. That’ll save us from a lot of trouble one day.” He instead offered his arm. “How about we just link up instead? Unless you just can’t bear the thought of actually touching me.”

      Oh goodness, why did he have to phrase it like that? Reluctantly, Eist wound her arm through his and they navigated through the dense crowd.

      Thankfully, they reached the food stall without any incident, and Eist ordered up four of the little dishes. It took up most of her spending money for the week, but she felt a bit like she was a host for Yacrist and it would be polite to take care of his food.

      “Hey, I should have bought that,” he objected as she handed the man his coin.

      “Why?”

      “Well…because I’m the man. That’s what men do—provide for a beautiful lady as a thank you for the privilege of their company…or something.”

      Eist raised her eyebrow. “Where in the months that you’ve known me have I ever given even the slightest indication that I need to be provided for?”

      He didn’t look angry, just more confused as he answered. “Fair point. But still…I should have bought it.”

      “I disagree.”

      “But I have more money than you. I know this took up most, or all, of your money.”

      “Then you know it has that much more weight coming from me. If you bought this for me, you wouldn’t even notice a weight difference in your purse. But I bought it for you because your friendship means more to me than a week’s allowance.”

      “…well, when you put it like that…”

      A funny expression crossed his face as he looked at her far too intently. Thankfully, the man finished fixing their food in his little, horse-drawn wagon, saving Eist from any more of that awkward talk.

      They haphazardly made their way through a bit more crowd to get to a sitting area. It was mostly just plain benches and tables, but that worked well enough for Eist.

      She dug into her food immediately, wrapping it like a tube and taking a vicious bite. Yacrist watched her curiously, before tentatively trying the same thing. Eist made sure to watch his face carefully as he did, and she was not disappointed by his reaction. His eyes went wide, and a slow grin passed across his features.

      “This is good,” he said almost worshipfully.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Alynbach let out several squawks, happily downing their own food as quickly as they could. Fior however always made an event of his, rolling around his piece of bread and picking up pieces only to throw them into the air and catch them.

      At first, Eist had had to mash up this dish for him just like all his other food, but it was soft enough that now that he had a lot more practice eating, he could handle it on his own.

      “So, how’d you find this place?”

      “I knew his wife from when I was younger,” Eist answered around her mouthful of food. “She had a brilliant herb garden and would deliver things we needed for the soup I ate when I was recovering.”

      “I notice you’re using past tense.”

      Eist nodded. “Yeah, unfortunately. They were having their first baby together and, uh, neither of them made it.”

      “That’s terrible,” Yacrist murmured. “Is that why you’re so uninterested in children?”

      Eist swallowed and gave him a curious look. “What? That’s a bizarre statement.”

      “I’m just saying, most of the girls at the academy at least daydream about getting married and having dragon brats. I’m sure you’ve seen them scrawl their names across their parchment with different houses depending on who they have a crush on.”

      “And you think that I’m not like that because a family friend died in childbirth?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking. You’re different from everyone else, Eist. Both you and Dille are. And I can’t help but kind of want to…figure you out, I guess.”

      “There’s nothing here to figure out,” she said, feeling strange. She knew that she was different than everyone else around her, but she had always assumed that was a bad thing. But the way that Yacrist said it made it seem kinda…not. “I’ve dedicated my entire life to being a dragon rider, and that’s all that matters.”

      “Really? That’s all that matters?” he asked, looking at her with those sparkling blue eyes.

      “For a long time, yeah. But now I have you and Dille, so I suppose friendship matters as well. But most of my heart belongs to Fior. Try not to be jealous.”

      “How can I be jealous when you just admitted that I share your heart with only one other person?”

      “Well, and my grandfather.”

      “Fine, two other people.”

      Eist laughed and shook her head. Yacrist certainly had his own strange way of looking at things. She took another bite of her food, finding comfort in the flavors. As complicated as life could be, at least food was always going to be a relief.

      “Oh hey, you got some sauce on your chin.”

      She reached her tongue down to lick it off, but before she could, Yacrist reached over to wipe her chin. His finger gently touched her face, whisking the bit of liquid away. Their eyes met once more as he did so, and it felt like lightning jolted through her. What was going on?

      Yacrist’s face flushed and he sat right back down, moving the conversation on to the rumor going around school about a romance between two teachers that Eist couldn’t care less about. But as he talked, Eist couldn’t help but wonder if something was shifting between them.

      She hoped not. She had too much to worry about as it was.
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      “…then Vagimold the Terrible laid siege to the fiefdom of Malacast. Does anyone know what Gwendolyn and her brother did?”

      Dille raised her hand and her dragon promptly stuffed her face into her armpit, waffling gently. That made her giggle, one of the few times she smiled in front of other people. She wasn’t alone in her lack of personal space. One day when the class was in one of their flying lessons, the teacher had explained that since the dragons imprinted on the riders, they were going to be particularly interested in their scent. It wouldn’t be surprising to find them in a drawer of underthings or sleeping in dirty clothing. Fior thankfully never tried to shove his face in Eist’s armpit, but she often had to ward him away from sniffing the backside of both herself and others every chance he could get.

      Eventually Dille answered and the class marched on. Eist listened, scratching under Fior’s chin, but her mind was elsewhere.

      And it remained elsewhere during the rest of her classes.

      As tedious as it could be sitting in a class and struggling to catch every word of the teacher, she did enjoy them. Now that they were learning some of the things her grandfather hadn’t drilled into her, it was easier to pay attention and focus.

      But her mind refused to settle, always drifting back to her grandfather. They were going into his third full month of being under the effects of the green dragon gas and the pit in her stomach just kept growing. The end of the year was quickly approaching, and they would have a break to help with the harvest and other seasonal duties that weren’t as prevalent in the winter, fall, and early spring months.

      Eist heard that down by the coast, their harvest season was completely different, with the blazing months of summer being far too hot for planting young seeds and most of their harvesting being done towards the end of the heated season. Meanwhile, in Rothaiche M’or, they planted in the middle of summer and collected sometime in fall before the weather dipped.

      However, since her grandfather worked in the academy, the break was usually a sort of time of celebration for the two of them. Sometimes they would take trips to the woods, hunting, camping, and fishing. Sometimes they would laze about the house and eat much more food than they should have. And of course, there was still training to be done.

      But if he wasn’t awake by then, what would she do? Leave him there to rot within the empty halls of the healers with only workers to keep him company? Hardly. Would they let her stay? They might because he had been a part of the academy for so long, but she could see that easily being misconstrued as special treatment.

      So naturally, she found herself in the library again when everyone else was enjoying their free time. Dille and Yacrist offered to join her, but she wasn’t quite ready to tell them why she was spending so much time among the ancient scrolls. Perhaps it was because she was embarrassed at her paranoia and didn’t want them to waste her time if she was wrong. Perhaps she was worried that they would discourage her just like the healer had.

      Whatever the reason was, she ended up alone with only Fior’s company as he gnawed on a bit of a jerky chew she had bought for him in town. Finally, after weeks of mashing and beating food for him, the tiniest little teeth were just starting to push from his gums. Of course, this made him incredibly cranky and prone to chew on everything he could get his slobbering mouth on. She had been quite quick in buying him as many things as he needed so as not to destroy any of the furniture around the academy. Goodness, she had just quelled his hoarding habit, the last thing she needed was for him to pick up another, more destructive trait.

      Still, he was a good boy, and nuzzled against her leg as she finished stacking books and tomes at her usual spot. Sitting down, she pulled a text to herself and started poring over the pages.

      Words. Words. Words. So many words, and none of them were of any particular help to her. Not that she wasn’t learning as she went along, she now knew the procedure to stitch a wound, how to lance a boil, and all about removing toxins from a venomous bite. But nothing about green dragon gas over-exposure.

      Just like all the other nights she did this, book after book and page after page flitted before her with none of it being what she needed. Sometimes, she feared she missed things in her quick scanning, but if she tried to read everything word for word, she would never get done.

      Once more, she was onto her last book. She pulled it in front of her with her last dredges of energy. Her brain felt like mush, and the situation was just so hopeless. She hated being useless like this.

      After four years of training ruthlessly for her goal of becoming a dragon rider, she wanted to tackle this issue with the same tenacity, but she was lost. Floundering in a world of technical phrases that she knew so little about.

      Her fingers drifted over the leather cover, taking in the ornate stitching and decoration. There was something somber about the tome, as if someone had etched the melancholy of their tears into the hide.

      Eist frowned at her own thoughts. That was a bit poetic for her tastes. She was probably hanging out with Yacrist a bit too much. The boy certainly had a penchant for flowery language and probably should write a tome of his own.

      That made the smile leave her as she snickered at the thought of the handsome young man writing prose to some mystery woman or another. Goodness knew, enough of the students fancied him. The mental portrait gave her the extra energy boost she needed, and she opened the first page to see a warning.

      
        
        
        Contained herein are ancient arts that were abandoned with reason.

        We must remember these tokens of our past, but not repeat them.

        This account is meant for warning and research, not to replicate.

        Be wary of the practices within, do not open your heart to the ease of the dark.

        Once our world teetered on the brink, so encompassed was it by the machination of evil. Should it ever come to such again, this knowledge could save all of us once more.

        Learn herein to protect yourself, but never to practice

      

        

      
        -Arwylln of Caster

      

        

      

      That was certainly a heady warning, and nothing like anything Eist had read before.  Cautiously, she turned the first page and her breath caught.

      This wasn’t just a healer’s book. It was outright magic.

      Sure, there were still fortune tellers and soothsayers who claimed to tap into the future or commune with those beyond, but largely that was dismissed as trickery. Magic was sacrilege against the Truth of the Three, and once had been punishable by death.

      The thing was, however, if magic didn’t exist, then why had it once been such a crime? No one could answer that question in all of Eist’s years, and she found herself wondering if the ancient legends of old actually were true.

      She turned from the first page, which was how to commune with the spirits of the forest to ask for a bountiful hunting season, and it moved right onto hexing an enemy. It was a complicated ritual that she dared not read the details of, but her eyes did gaze at the intricate illustrations as she turned the three pages it took up.

      After that was a blessing for mothers to give birth. Then ensuring an heir was male. Then cursing a pregnancy. It was all rather intense and detailed, and even with Eist only quickly glancing at the pages, she still picked up quite a bit of information.

      The deeper she went into the book, the more her stomach started to twist with apprehension. She really ought not to be doing this, she could feel it in her bones, but she also couldn’t stop. She kept turning pages, morbidly fascinated by the world that wasn’t supposed to exist.

      Then she landed on it and her heart stopped. In fact, the entire world seemed to stop, even the breeze through the drafty library holding itself still as her eyes landed on the words she had been longing to find.

      
        
        Breath of the Green Dragon

        Spells, Curses, and Cures

      

      

      It started off with how to properly collect it, a bit different than the methods she had read before and much more mystical, but nothing too surprising. Then how to distill it. Also more ritualistic, but not extreme. But then it came to the first spell.

      
        
        
        Looking beyond the veil.

        The green gas steals the mind away and puts subjects into a deep sleep. This slumber is not akin to any other, whether thine head be on bed or floor.

        At most instances, the subject awakens and perceives nothing amiss. However, should a subject stay within the unnatural rest long enough, they will be able to look through the Veil.

        Not quite alive, and certainly not dead, they can commune with those who have passed, and more importantly be a conduit to those beyond. Should they sleep long enough, they can even be used as a portal to call on the powers beyond the veil that shears us from the NetherRealm.

        This practice is forbidden now, the Three condemning it as an abomination. The veil is there to protect us, to keep those that have passed on separate from those who live here. Yes, loved ones are on the other side, and we will join them soon in the protective embrace of the Three, but there is great evil there as well.

        Be careful, when walking among the dead. Often the brightest of lights are the most evil, and they will do anything to come back to this side.

      

        

      

      Eist’s blood ran cold as her eyes roved over the pages. She knew it! There was something incredibly dangerous about letting her grandfather stay under so long. She just needed to take this book to the healer and then—

      She paused as her eyes continued, skipping down to the next passage.

      
        
        
        A word of warning.

        In the greatest furor of our war, green dragon gas began to be used beyond piercing the veil and setting opponents to their sleep.

        It has a far more insidious, lingering use that still shakes me to my very core.

      

        

      

      Eist turned the page and there was a large drawing on the other side. On one half it showed hundreds of soldiers as they tried to battle, but a great mass of ink had been spilled across the page, blotting many of them out, gobbling them up like a hungry maw.

      
        
        
        The Blight would purposefully expose targets to gas, building it up in their system over time until they began to crave it. Slack jawed and endlessly thirsting for what they can’t have, these victims become shambling soldiers who would stop at nothing to receive the green curse again.

        I have seen these wretched folk chew off their own hand to free themselves from a bond, and crush the head of a loved one to prove their loyalty to their lord. For the rest of my life, I could live without seeing their hollowed-out eyes and empty souls.

        I pray for them. I pray for everyone who has ever touched one. I pray for all of us.

      

        

      

      Finally, Eist let the book fall back to the table with a thump, not even realizing that she had brought it so close to her face. How had she never heard of this Arwylln was beyond her. Obviously, the woman had been around during the first war with the Blight, back when the Dragon Council was just being founded. Her research and testament should have been basic learning. And yet it wasn’t.

      She turned the page again, wondering if there were even more terrible things to learn. She found another full page illustration, intricately designed and emanating a sort of power that Eist couldn’t begin to understand.

      
        
        
        Caution, scholars and knowledge seekers alike. Even writing its runes or speaking its name can give the Blight the power it so seeks. Seal such thoughts away with blessings and the power of the Three and everything that came before.

        There is no over estimating the Blight. It is a dark and insidious ancient evil born out of hate and jealousy. It will not stop until everything is either destroyed or under its thumb.

        Fear it, as one might fear the ocean in a gale, or a bear in the wood, but do not give it power over you. You must be strong.

        They say that the Blight is gone, but it will return again. It always does. As long as greed and hate still linger in so many hearts, it will always have a foothold in this realm.

      

        

      

      And then it moved right on to the next spell, using the green gas to induce visions of the future. Eist finally tore her eyes away and tried to fit everything into the world as she knew it.

      Perhaps this wasn’t a historical tome. Perhaps it was the mad ramblings of someone with far too much time and money. But if that were so, why was it here? Why was it so lovingly bound and placed in the upper shelves at the back end of the library? It was like it was important, but not meant for her eyes.

      Or anyone’s for that matter.

      Peculiar, but she didn’t have much time to ponder it. She was on her feet in an instant, running back toward the healers’ hall with the book tucked under her arm. Fior followed her, chirping happily that he was getting to play so late into the night. But she stopped about halfway there, the practical side of her mind kicking in now that the elation had waned a bit.

      The book said that prolonged exposure of green dragon gas was done to commune with the dead. If a healer in the academy was doing such a thing, then she would definitely be in trouble. Perhaps even jailed. If she was going to accuse a woman who dedicated her whole life to the healing arts of secretly harming her grandfather, then Eist needed to be one hundred percent sure of what she was talking about.

      Slowly, she started to walk again, willing her footsteps to be silent as she padded through the halls. Maybe this was somehow all a mistake and the healer was just concerned about pain and her grandfather’s age. Eist would just slip into her infirmary, look through her desk, and if she couldn’t find anything, she’d think of another way to confront her. One that didn’t accuse her of using powerful magics to commit sacrilege.

      She reached the healers’ hall and peeked inside to see that it was late enough that only two workers were present, and they were tending to patients on the far side of the hall. People at the academy weren’t injured often enough to demand the staff they had, but often the worst cases from the city were brought in for treatment as well.

      Carefully, she crept to the same desk she’d seen the woman sitting at when they had last argued. Glancing carefully to the workers at the end of the hall, she wondered if she was really going to violate some woman’s privacy to confirm a suspicion she had been nursing for weeks.

      It only took one glance to her grandfather laying in his bed, breathing shallowly, to confirm that yeah, she absolutely would.
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      Eist slid the first drawer open, looking inside. To her great disappointment, nothing personal was there. It was just filled with the thin, netted fabric used to staunch bleeding.

      Alright, that was a disappointment. Maybe the next one would—

      No. That was just filled with needles and other sharp things.

      She went through all of them, one by one, to find not a lick of personal things from anyone other than notes on patients. The desk must have been communal, so of course she wouldn’t keep anything incriminating inside it. Not that Eist even knew that she had anything incriminating to hide. Just a sinking suspicion that was making her stomach throb repeatedly.

      Eventually, however, she had to admit defeat and skulked outside. Fior looked up at her, obviously wondering what was going on with his human companion, before he suddenly gripped the top of her boot and yanked her to the side.

      Eist stumbled along with his pull, surprised by his action, and nearly collided with a wall. It wasn’t until she was tucked behind a statue that he let up and pointed his whole body down the hall.

      Eist glanced in the direction his snout was aimed, curious about his behavior, only to see the healer she was suspicious of exit a room, locking the door behind her before heading into the hall Eist had just left. Fior watched her, his eyes locked on her form until she was gone.

      “How did you know?” Eist asked, looking down at her little dragon.

      He just chirped, heading in the direction of the room she had left.

      Eist followed along behind him, glancing over her shoulder every few breaths. At any moment, someone could walk out of their room, or the main hall, and ask her what she was doing in the healer’s quarters. She would have no answer to that. Everyone knew that the medical staff stayed close to the healers’ hall so they could respond to emergencies in as little time as possible. Playing dumb wouldn’t be bought for a moment and she didn’t want to be caught doing anything suspicious considering she had just narrowly scraped by a bad situation with Ain.

      But she couldn’t turn around. Couldn’t stop herself. Something within her was telling her that she needed to check the healer’s room to make sure that she wasn’t up to anything. That it was all just somehow an accident or miscommunication.

      After what felt like a literal age of man, they finally reached her door. Eist tried the handle, only to find it locked. Of course it was locked! What was she thinking? That she would just be able to waltz in and do as she pleased? Perhaps she really had been at this green dragon gas thing for too long. Her mind was clearly working itself up into a delusional frenzy.

      But still…the image of her grandfather laying there, his brow furrowed as he whispered the names of her parents, spurred her onward and she jiggled the handle, wishing that she knew how to pick locks.

      She leaned against the wall, trying to look somewhat normal while her head spun. What was she going to do? Even if she could repeatedly bash her body against the heavy wooden door, someone would no doubt hear it and come to investigate. Yes, it was late, but not that late. Besides, healers kept all sorts of strange hours.

      Fior looked from her to the door repeatedly, as if he was wondering why she wasn’t going in. She gestured to the lock and handle with a shrug, wondering if he would understand what she meant considering he didn’t seem to understand boundaries or breaking in.

      His head titled from one side to the other before he crouched down, his bottom half wiggling back and forth like a cat about to pounce. But instead of leaping forward, he lifted his head and let out a sharp, short whistle.

      Almost instantly, the lock popped open and the door swung open ever-so-slightly. Eist’s eyes went wide and she stared incredulously. Had…had he really just done that? That had to be impossible, right?

      She supposed standing in the hallway gawking at it wasn’t the best idea, so she slipped in, Fior happily trotting in behind her.

      Closing the door gently behind her, she looked around at the small quarters. It was only slightly larger than her own dorm, but there was only one cot there, which Eist supposed made a difference.

      At first look, there was nothing suspicious about the place, and Eist felt that telltale guilt again. She was definitely doing something wrong. If she was caught… She shuddered at the thought. While this wasn’t quite a crime against the crown, it certainly wasn’t good.

      But she pressed on. She set the book she had brought on the heavy, wooden desk by the door and searched there first. Her hands were shaking as she riffled through, opening drawers and moving things about. She tried not to shuffle things too much, lest the healer notice that her things had been messed with.

      Nothing in the desk. Onto her armoire. There were seven healer’s robes, and only two or so different dresses for when she wasn’t working. Another wave of guilt went through Eist. It was clear that this woman was a dedicated healer who had little time for anything else in her life. If Eist was wrong…

      She didn’t want to think about that, so she pressed on, going through drawers on the sides of the standing cabinet. Then under the bed. Then amongst her boots. Nothing. There wasn’t a single sign of anything sinister or that indicated the healer was trying to invoke some terrible, lost art.

      She stood there, breathing hard in her fervor. Had she really done all these definitely not good things just to wind up empty-handed? That was what was being presented to her, but her gut just wouldn’t let her leave. She could feel that there was something wrong. Down in her bones.

      There was a chirping warble beside her and she turned to see Fior pawing under the bed.

      “I already looked there. There’s nothing under the cot.”

      But he persisted, whining and clawing at the floor. Eist watched him for a moment before deciding she might as well humor him. She moved the bed to the side so he could pounce on whatever he was whining at.

      Which apparently was a floorboard. Eist felt a rush of irritation, but then she noticed there was something amiss. Kneeling beside Fior, who was still pawing at the spot on the floor, she noted there was a strange sort of gap between it and the ones around it.

      Grabbing a long hairpin from the healer’s desk, she wedged it into the crack and used it as a lever. Sure enough, the floorboard rose, revealing a small compartment underneath. Fior’s head immediately dove down, and he pulled up an old, yellowed scroll that he thrust into Eist’s awaiting hands.

      What was a scroll doing in the floorboards and not in the bookshelf with all of the other innocuous items? It couldn’t be anything good.

      Hands shaking once more, she unclasped the seal and opened it.

      The first thing Eist saw was a bold, burning rune of the Blight’s name and then a quick prayer blessing its power. She quickly snapped it shut, realizing that she had found exactly what she was looking for.

      Holy sh—

      “What are you doing here?”

      Eist looked up, her blood running cold, to see the very healer she was investigating standing in the doorway. Oh dear.

      Eist clutched the scroll to chest and the woman’s eyes zeroed in on it. She took up the entire doorway, her feet splayed and shoulders hunched. There was something…inhuman about her. It made the hair on the back of Eist’s neck rise while every bit of her body was screaming at her to run.

      “I think we should wake up my grandfather,” Eist said slowly, willing herself to not show her fear. Maybe there was some way this didn’t have to end how she felt it was going to end.

      The woman stepped in, closing the door behind her. Her eyes almost seemed to radiate darkness instead of the natural light that appeared in all humans’ eyes, and her voice had an edge like a serrated knife.

      “Do you?” she asked, leaning against the only exit. “Because I think something entirely different.”

      “Such as?” Eist asked, licking her lips. Her eyes were going every which way, trying to find some advantage she could use. The healer was only a bit taller than her and most likely hadn’t spent the past half-year in physical training. Chances that Eist would be able to overpower her seemed fairly likely. As long as she kept her hand on her evidence and got out, she would be fine.

      The woman persisted, standing up straight. “I think that the stress of the academy and your deformed dragon finally got to you. And who could blame you, considering your already considerable disadvantages in life. You had a breakdown and became delusional. You attacked me outside of the healers’ hall, but thankfully I was able to put you under with some green dragon gas. You’ll have a long fight but, will eventually succumb to the demons within you. And by that, I mean an overdose of some herb or another. I’m thinking dragon’s bane? That would be fitting. How does that sound?”

      Eist didn’t answer. Instead, she charged forward, angling her shoulder to collide with the slightly taller woman’s middle. But when they collided, it was like hitting a brick wall instead of a squishy human middle, and Eist bounced back.

      She didn’t get far, however, as icy fingers wrapped around her throat and she was lifted up, up, up, until her feet were dangling off the floor.

      Panic rose in her as she couldn’t draw in a breath, and she looked down at the healer incredulously. Eist was a stocky, muscled girl who easily outweighed the woman. There was no way she should be able to lift Eist from the floor with just one hand.

      Yet that was exactly what she was doing. Eist’s vision swam and her already limited hearing just became the rushing of blood in her ears. It was about then that she realized just the kind of danger she had gotten into.

      She was going to die.
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      Eist hung there, suspended by her throat. No matter how much she clawed or kicked, she remained in the air, surrounded by no comfort and only pain. What a terrible way to go.

      But then, suddenly, she slammed into the ground and her lungs were drawing in greedy gulps of air. She looked up, her vision bleary, to see that Fior was hanging from the woman’s wrist, clamping down as hard as he could.

      Eist scrambled to her feet, looking for something else to give her the advantage, but the healer was already on the move. She grabbed Fior by the back of his neck and threw him into the nearest wall with all her might. Eist winced as she heard him hit, and her baby boy slid to the ground with a whimper.

      The woman advanced on him, and Eist almost felt as if she could see a great and terrible beast hulking around her, like faint projection of a dream only visible when the dim light of the room hit it just right.

      “Leave him alone!” she cried, reaching for the floorboard she had ripped up.

      She rushed the woman again, but this time, she jumped on the cot and used it to give herself a high leap into the air. The healer turned just in time to get a vicious downswing of the wood right across her face.

      And then the plank shattered.

      Eist looked down at her hands, shocked, and didn’t see the blow coming for her until it hit the side of her head. She went flying, colliding with the heavy bookshelf and tumbling to the ground.

      Her vision was doing all sorts of strange, swirling things and her tongue flopped around loosely in her mouth as if her brain was trying to say something, but the words wouldn’t come out. It took all of her effort to sit up, and she realized something warm and sticky was running down the side of her head.

      Blood.

      That was blood.

      Why was she bleeding? Had she fallen? Where was she? This didn’t look like her room…

      She noticed a kick coming towards her just in time to flop on her back, the room spinning above her.

      Oh right. She was being attacked by the healer.

      The woman’s boot came stomping down again, aiming for her head. Eist just barely moved her neck to the side, wrapping both of her arms around the woman’s ankle and kicking right for her crotch.

      Her foot hit home and the woman stumbled back. While it wasn’t the same as a man getting hit there, grandfather had taught her that a woman’s pelvic bone was still pretty sensitive, and it was a good way to get space.

      The woman straightened and let out a roar that rattled Eist’s very teeth, before charging the young girl. Eist grabbed the bookshelf and pulled down with all her might, bringing it down on the healer’s head while pulling her leg out of the way.

      Both it and the healer crashed to the floor and Eist scrambled for Fior, scooping him up so she could make a break for the door.

      She only made it about halfway before the bookcase went flying past her and she was tackled again. Eist barely had the wherewithal to gently toss Fior to the soft cot before she hit the ground so hard that all the breath was driven from her lungs.

      The world was spinning, and she found the situation flitting from her once more. Why was she fighting again?

      Hands wrapped around her throat for the second time, but now with an added benefit of the healer shaking Eist’s head viciously back and forth. It was hard to think, and she couldn’t breathe, but Eist knew that she needed to keep fighting.

      She had to win. Her grandfather’s life was at stake, as well as possibly so much more. There was nothing good about a healer who was hiding a scroll about the Blight.

      Oh, and attacking a student.

      Vision going black around the edges, Eist swung her legs up on either side of the healer. For once, her short stature worked for her, and she was able to curl her middle enough to get her legs over the woman’s head. Once they were clear of her hood, Eist was able to cross her legs, locking her attacker’s arm between her shins and thighs.

      She stretched as hard as she could, and it gave her the tiniest bit of space to breathe. The woman reached up with her free hand to try to yank herself from Eist’s leglock, but that decreased her balance enough for Eist to use her hips and flip them over so that she was on top.

      She released the healer’s arm from her leg hold and pressed her knee into the woman’s neck. Panting hard with the world still spinning around her, Eist raised both of her hands and slammed them into the woman’s head.

      The healer swore, and then once more Eist found herself flying across the room.

      “How are you so strong?” the healer hissed, stalking towards the girl as she scrambled to her feet. “You’re just a fat little cripple!”

      “I’m not a cripple!” Eist screamed, rushing the woman.

      But by now, she knew that she couldn’t take her head on. The woman was stronger than her, faster than her, and relentless. If Eist wanted to survive, if she wanted her grandfather to ever awaken from his slumber, she had to be smart.

      She hit the floor, this time on purpose, and slid across the space until she was just past where she had first found the scroll. Rolling back to her feet, she ended upright just as the woman advanced on her once more, moving far too fast to be real. It was clear that she had been pushed beyond even her original level of anger and was now intending to end the fight once and for all.

      She closed in on Eist, teeth bared and fingers curled as if she would personally rip the girl’s throat out. But Eist lunged forward at the last moment, jamming the hair pin that she had used earlier into the healer’s throat.

      Flesh gave way and the pin plunged in. Eist let go of it, stumbling backwards in shock. Had…had she just killed someone?

      She looked at the healer with wide eyes, her heart pounding so hard she swore it might crush itself. The woman was tottering back, her own expression one of surprise. But instead of collapsing to the floor in a heap, she steadied herself and only looked even more perturbed.

      That was about when Eist realized there was no blood.

      How could there be no blood?

      The woman yanked the pin from her throat and there was only a black hole remaining. No scarlet red dribbled out. Her skin wasn’t even red or irritated.

      “T-that’s impossible,” Eist gasped, her mind stuck in complete and total shock. “Y-you can’t…”

      “Oh, I most definitely can.”

      This time when the woman advanced, Eist could only stare up at her, her mind locked somewhere between enraptured and terrified. The healer’s hands wrapped around the collar of Eist’s tunic, and she threw her across the room. This time, Eist crashed into the door, the hinges giving way as both door and girl tumbled into the hallway.

      Oh. She would have been able to break down the door after all. A bit late, though.

      Eist rolled onto her back, willing herself to get up, but she found her legs didn’t work. Looking down, she saw that one was twisted a bit unnaturally to the side, while a jagged piece of wood stuck through the calf of the other.

      There was no pain, however, which was probably not a good thing. Either she was going into shock, as her grandfather had warned her about in case she was ever injured, or something was wrong with her back. But the fact that she couldn’t feel pain from any of her injuries led her to believe it was probably her body protecting her as best it could in the fight.

      But it wasn’t enough. The woman grabbed her, throwing her over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. People were starting to run out of their rooms now, drawn by the noise, and it was clear that the healer wanted to make her escape.

      “Let me go!” Eist screamed, trying to wriggle out of her grip. But her body was just so weak, screaming for just the slightest bit of a break. All of her limbs were on fire, aching as hard as they had on her first week of training. She needed to move, she needed to fight, but as much as she called on herself to do something, her body just whined that it couldn’t.

      But if kicking her feet didn’t work, if punching didn’t work, and if her teeth couldn’t reach anything, then she needed to shock the woman.

      It was something Eist had never done, but her grandfather had taught it to her as a last resort. Relaxing herself as much as she could, Eist let her bladder go, wetting the healer’s front.

      It was embarrassing, it was gross, but the woman let out a curse and threw Eist again, sending her sailing down the hall. She found herself hitting like a little cloth doll and sliding several feet before coming to a stop.

      She was bleeding, she was covered in her own mess, and the pain was beginning to leak into the corner of her mind. She couldn’t stand, but Eist pushed herself up onto her elbows, trying to at least sit.

      There was a door just a foot or so from her. Perhaps, if she could just get inside, there would be some place to hide.

      Crawling to the door, she could hear the woman’s loud footsteps behind her. How could a slight human be making so much noise? Normally, Eist could only feel the vibrations as people’s feet hit the ground, but this woman seemed to be making sure that the girl would hear her coming doom.

      She reached for the door latch and was relieved when it swung open. Crawling forward, she found herself in some sort of supply room, with blankets, pillows, and cot straw-mattresses stacked all around her.

      “You’ve ruined everything, you wretched little beast,” the woman snapped, walking into the doorway. There were shouts behind her, people rushing forward around the curve of the hall so they could see what was happening and maybe stop it, but they wouldn’t get to her before the healer had a chance to snap Eist’s neck and run.

      Eist took the strongest breath she could, although her lungs were wheezing, and her mouth was so, so dry. If this was how she was going to die, she was going to do it with her head raised high. Or…as high as her neck could hold it.

      The woman rushed forward, time seeming to slow down as she closed in on Eist. But before she could quite reach the girl, a brown and black shape jumped between them.

      Fior!

      His back was to Eist, but she saw his mouth open. There was a slight moment where nothing happened, but he let out a high-pitched, reedy sound that just barely made it into Eist’s hearing range.

      But that sound quickly grew on itself until a mighty roar issued from his tiny frame, and the woman blasted backwards and across the hall.

      Stone crumbled all around the entrance, the wall falling away and the door nowhere to be seen. Eist watched, confused, but Fior was bounding forward again, a slight limp to his back legs.

      The healer stood, snarling, but he roared again, and she slammed back into the stone wall, which started to crack behind her. Eist didn’t understand what was happening, or how a simple roar could physically move the woman through the air.

      Finally, others reached the scene. Eist could see them through the bits of partition that were blasted away by Fior’s first shout. They surrounded the healer, watching her with concerned or shocked expressions.

      “Persinnia, what are you doing?”

      The woman looked around her, realizing that she was surrounded, and a strange sort of calm came over her face. She looked to Eist, her lips curling into a smile.

      “Clever girl,” she murmured, her eyes darkening until they were just a deep, dark, almost black-green. “But that will only get you by for so long.”

      And then she ran straight for Eist.

      Fior scrambled to grab her robes, yanking backwards, but the woman was unstoppable. But instead of diving for Eist and ending it all before she was apprehended, the woman launched herself right out of the window behind the girl.

      Eist sat there, staring at the place the woman had once been. Even with her limited hearing, she would have heard screaming as the woman plummeted through the air. They were quite high up in the academy—not enough to dash her body across the ground like paste, but enough to certainly end her life.

      But there was nothing. Not a whimper, not a shout. The woman was utterly silent all the way down until a dull thud barely graced Eist’s ears. How inhuman.

      It was done.

      Over. It was over.

      She had survived.

      Fior tottered over to her, his limp increasing, and Eist used the last of her strength to pull him to her. He curled into her side, wuffling in fear, concern, and relief. Eist rested her head against him and finally let herself cry.

      People were surrounding her now, asking if she was alright, what happened, or if she could even hear them. But her mind was now moving as if she was stuck in a bog and she couldn’t answer them.

      She just held onto Fior as she slipped off into the darkness that she had so thoroughly earned. At least now, if she succumbed to the embrace of The Grandfather, she would finally get a chance to see her own.
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      Life came flittering to her in pain-soaked little fractals, spinning through her consciousness before she slid back into darkness over and over again. At first, she heard frantic voices above her as she was being carried somewhere. When she next fluttered upwards, someone was cutting her tunic from her. She tried to push them off, her modesty flaring, but then a damp cloth passed over her face and she was down again.

      People bandaging her, repositioning her leg, spooning broth into her mouth, sitting around and staring. Always staring. When she did manage to open her eyes and glance around them, she couldn’t make out their faces, but she could always make out their eyes.

      Wide. Open. Never blinking. Tinged in darkness like the healer that had tried to kill her. Were they all trying to kill her too?

      Eist didn’t know, and she let herself sink down into sleep every time, unable to bring herself back to the world of the living just yet.

      She had no concept of time as it passed, but she knew that it was indeed passing. She began to dream after the first few dips back into slumber, but they were just as fractal and confusing as reality.

      

      She was flying through the sky, Fior below her. He was a full-grown dragon now, so broad that she couldn’t see from the tip of one wing to the other, clouds obscuring most of his body.

      But she could tell it was him, his copper, black, and brown scales below her. She could feel the strength of him between her thighs as she squeezed the riding saddle to hold on. Each beat of his wings made her heart lift, and for a moment, she was absolutely free.

      She threw her hands up, laughing, but a shadow soon fell over them. Looking into the distance, Eist saw an inky darkness climbing through the sky until there was no light. And it was into that blackness that she and Fior fell.

      They tumbled through the nothing, head over heels, wings over feet, until suddenly they weren’t falling at all, but standing on an obsidian sort of abyss stretching out as far as she could see.

      

      And then back to reality. It lasted only a second, and she was aware of someone gently pressing a damp sponge to her face and upper shoulders. It was nice, and she wondered if she was feverish, but she fell back into sleep before she could ask.

      

      She was still standing in the black, but she wasn’t alone. There was a woman sitting in an ornate throne in front of her, Fior back to his baby self and sitting in her lap. Her long, long hair was almost down to her knees and so dark that it almost blended into the nothingness that she was surrounded by. Her dress was simple but elegantly cut, done in a stunning red with silver details. She wore a simple circlet around her head and pearl earrings, but they didn’t draw attention away from the fact that she had no eyes.

      But there weren’t bloody wounds there either. Rather, the empty spaces glowed with a strange sort of blue light, one so pure that it almost hurt Eist to look at them.

      “Hello, my little one. I’ve been waiting for you to be born for ages, yes, I have!” the woman cooed, stretching out to touch Fior’s scaled cheeks and making silly faces at him. “And who is this human that you have chosen?”

      Her head lifted to regard Eist, and it was quite strange to be regarded by someone with no gaze. “Come closer, child. I wish to see you.”

      Eist didn’t point out the impossibility of that request and edged close enough for the woman to touch her, which she did, her hand rising to gently caress Eist’s face. Carefully, the strange woman’s fingers traveled over the young woman’s face, not missing a single feature.

      “Goodness, you have the features of a warrior, don’t you?”

      Eist took in a breath, surprised by that description. She didn’t think anyone had ever told her that before.

      “But there is something about it… Ah, yes. Your eye. You’ve been blessed, haven’t you?”

      “That’s what they told me,” Eist gutted out. Goodness, even in her dreams she couldn’t get away from the constant comments about her blown-out pupil.

      “Yes, I’m sure they tell you that. What do they call it now? A witch’s eye, yes? That makes sense, considering you have witch blood in you.”

      “Wait, what?” Eist stammered, completely off guard. “Witches aren’t real.”

      “Oh, we are real, my child, as is the line that spawned you. I can see it now, stretching out for ages. Your parents, both of them, carried the gift. They died, did they not?”

      Eist didn’t know what to say to that. What could she say to that? So, she remained silent, looking up at the woman with a mix of wonder and suspicion in her belly.

      So far, she didn’t have the best track record with strangers.

      “Yes, they did. Against it, didn’t they? And this was their last gift to you. The only sort of protection they could do in their last moments. They must have loved you very much.”

      “It was from a fever,” Eist objected, finally pushing the woman’s hand away. It was tolerable for the woman to touch her when she was just being strange, but talking about her parents as if she knew them made anger begin to churn in Eist’s belly. She had no right. “I almost died. And so did my grandfather.”

      “Aye, I would not be surprised if that great evil tried to follow them, to snuff out the last of their light. You know it doesn’t like witches or sorcerers, people who tap into the same power source it wants to consume.”

      None of this was making any sense! “Who are you? And why are you talking to me?”

      “Why...” the woman trailed off as if pondering that very question, but Fior chirped in her lap. “Ah, it seems my little one misses you very much. Return to your realm, young one. I am sure we will speak again.”

      “What are you talking about? Who are you?”

      “Me? I’m just a dream. A specter lost to time and apparently to memory, along with our little brindled boy there. However…” Her head turned to Eist once more, having been bowed towards Fior. “You already know my name.”

      Then Eist was being yanked backwards, thrown up through the darkness until there was finally light. And when she hit that light, she slammed into her own body with a start.

      

      Or at least it felt like a start, but it took several moments for her eyes to open, and when they did, she was surprised to see many faces around her.

      “Eist! Eist, are you really awake?”

      That was Dille, of course, who was sitting closest to the cot that Eist was on. The slight girl threw herself forward as if she was going to wrap Eist up in a proper hug, but Yacrist caught her before she could make contact.

      “Perhaps we should leave off bodily embracing until Eist has a chance to recover from her injuries.”

      “Oh… Right.” Her hand did slide forward into Eist’s and she squeezed ever-so-gently. “We were worried sick about you.”

      “How long have I been asleep?” Eist asked, her tongue feeling like sharp rocks against the dry roof of her mouth.

      “A little under two days. Can we get her a glass of water?”

      Someone handed her a goblet of water and she took it gratefully, trying not to gulp it down too fast and make herself sick. When she finished, she looked up to see who the hand belonged to and was surprised to see none other than Ain!

      She gave him a confused look, and he shrugged.

      “I still hate you,” he said, his voice a low, dangerous sort of rumble. “But if anyone is going to best you one day, it’ll be me. Not some no-account healer who attacked you when your back was turned.” His eyes softened by the slightest hair. “I’m glad you showed her how difficult you can be.”

      How utterly bizarre. Apparently, it just took almost dying and having the absolute mess beaten out of her to earn a little respect from the annoying boy. But she was sure that things would go back to normal once the shock of everything wore off.

      “I knew you would be fine,” Ale’a said, drawing Eist’s attention to the back where she and several healers stood. Eist recognized them as the same blue-sashed folk that had first examined Fior.

      Speaking of which, where was the little guy?

      She craned her neck, looking for him, only to hear a slight chirp behind her. Tilting her head backwards, she saw that he was sleeping peacefully behind her, the end of her braid resting in his mouth.

      Ugh, it was going to take forever to wash all the spit out.

      But she didn’t mind. Cooing to him, she saw his crystalline eyes open almost immediately, and he stumbled to his legs to nuzzle with her.

      “How’s your leg, little guy?” she asked, trying to reach up to pet him but still finding herself too weak. He responded by sitting back, raising the limb and giving it a little shake to show that it was much improved.

      “Good. I’m glad.”

      The conversation stalled as another healer came running up, her eyes wide with excitement. “Is she awake and lucid?!”

      “I don’t know, am I?” Eist retorted, feeling a bit of her humor return. And how could it not? She had survived an impossible fight with an impossible woman. If there was ever a time to indulge her sarcasm, this was it.

      “You have a visitor!”

      Eist smiled wryly. “Everyone I know is right here. Who else could there possibly be that would trudge all the way here to—”

      She cut herself off as the healer stepped to the side, revealing another worker pushing a wicker-and-wood chair on sturdy wheels towards the cot. And in that chair was none other than her grandfather. Gaunt. Pale. But alive.

      “Grandfather!” Eist cried, trying to sit up but finding that her body would just not allow it.

      “My dear, stubborn little girl,” he replied as the healers pushed him right up beside her bed. Gently his hand reached out, resting on her still-bruised one, and she swore she saw tears in his eyes.

      “I missed you so much,” Eist murmured, hardly believing that this was real. After weeks of imagining seeing his face, it was finally happening. He was there. He was real.

      “I missed you too.”

      “But you were asleep,” Eist whispered, looking up at the lines of her face as she memorized all of the lines crossing his visage all over again. She reached up to him, her fingers just caressing his face, and his face turned grey at the touch. “What is it?” Eist asked. “What’s wrong?”

      He looked past her, his eyes somewhere far away. “I dreamed of it.”

      “D-d-dreamed of what?” Athar asked, leaning forward. Eist hadn’t even known he was there.

      “The Blight.”
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      Eist limped for a moment, her leg throbbing with a sort of phantom pain. She could feel her grandfather’s eyes on her and looked up just in time to see him turn his head as if he hadn’t just been observing her.

      “I’m fine,” she said for perhaps the tenth time that day.

      “That limp doesn’t seem fine,” he said flatly, trying to keep his tone neutral. But Eist just slid her hand into his and squeezed. The poor man. He was several centuries old and life hadn’t exactly been easy for him.

      One would think that awakening from his slumber would have been a joyous thing, and while it was at first, it wasn’t long before he and Eist were called before the council to speak about ‘the incident.’

      That was what they had called it. But something about it irritated Eist. It sounded so formal, so sanitized. A nice, neat way to say an agent of evil had slipped into their fold and almost managed to wipe out what was left of her family. It was an innocuous sort of phrase, one that sounded like it absolved them of their responsibility, and it was just some unfortunate accident that couldn’t have been avoided.

      Eist didn’t believe that. Someone should have known something was going on. In the investigation that ensued, it was found that only three of the assailant’s colleagues had been concerned about her keeping grandfather unconscious for so long, and she told each of them a different story. The fact that there wasn’t a system in place to prevent such a thing was ridiculous.

      But Eist supposed that all of that didn’t roll off the tongue nearly as smoothly as ‘the incident,’ so it was what it was.

      “It’s just a phantom pain,” she said, pausing as the shadow of the massive wooden doors at the gate loomed over the two of them. “I think it’s because we’re back where it happened.”

      He nodded, his own face a little flushed. The council had offered to let him retire with full wages so he wouldn’t have to be where he was struck by lightning and then almost turned into a vessel for darkness, but he’d refused. However, they had worked it out so he now had a dorm in a hallway adjacent to Eist’s, so if he ever wanted to stay the night, they would be close to each other.

      That thought gave her comfort, which was part of why Eist felt brave enough to go back only a few months after she had been nearly beaten to death. She would have gone even if she wasn’t brave enough, because there was nothing that was going to stop her from becoming a dragon rider, but it was easier if she wasn’t quaking in her boots.

      “Let’s get a move on, shall we?” she said, looking up at her grandfather. He nodded and nudged their horse, who began moving the small wagon full of their personal items once again.

      Eist’s own interview with the council had been…interesting, to say the least. They asked the same questions over and over again to make sure that her answers didn’t change, and often it felt like they were trying to trick her or make her stumble over her words. Grandfather said they were just being thorough, but Eist didn’t like looking up at her heroes and being treated like she was in an interrogation.

      She told them everything she could, not leaving a single detail out. They wanted to know what led her to believe that the healer was up to no good, and for some reason had the hardest time accepting that it was just a feeling in her gut. Something hadn’t added up to her, so she’d held on like a dog with a bone until she finally had an answer one way or another.

      She had told them about the book too, of course. How could she not? It was integral to how she confirmed her suspicions, so she didn’t care if she got in trouble for nosing around in the older, more advanced sections of the library. They needed to know. But when they had gone to look for it in the ruins of the healer’s room, it was gone, which Eist knew made even less of them believe her.

      But she didn’t care if they didn’t buy what happened, because it was the truth. She had the scars to prove it. At least her other eye’s dark pool hadn’t blown out too. She was sure people would have a field day with that.

      Fior chirped from where he sat on the horse’s back, his voice only having deepened ever-so-slightly in the months back at home. But he had grown, and Eist was fiercely proud of that. It was a bit strange to owe her life to a dragon about the size of a lapdog, but she loved him even more fiercely than the day she met him, and she certainly hadn’t thought that was possible.

      “Yeah, we’re back.” Eist murmured, reaching up to scratch under his scaled chin. “What do you think about that?”

      He let out a cautious chirp, his head lifting as he smelled the air. No doubt he could smell other dragons around. Eist could tell there was a bit of apprehension to his stance too, and she gently rubbed the tiny horns that were beginning to grow from his crown.

      “It’s alright. That person is gone now. You saved me, remember?”

      He trilled again and settled back onto the horse, but that only lasted a few moments. As soon as they stepped into the court, he jumped up like someone had poked him, then jumped to the ground and took off.

      Eist’s gaze followed him, certainly surprised, only to see him beeline straight toward a young red dragon.

      The beast was at least twice his size and layered with both muscle and fat under its scarlet scales. For a moment, her heart leapt up into her throat, but then a familiar head of curly hair peeked out from behind the large reptile.

      “Dille!” Eist called, gently jogging toward her friend. Although Eist had put a lot of work into making sure that she was ready for the new year, her leg still was a little iffy about running. She hoped that her teachers would understand, considering the limb had literally been run through by a fragment of the door.

      Of course they would. After the investigation, the council had thanked her for her diligence and bravery and promised whatever she needed to make sure her return to the academy was as smooth as it could be.

      The real issue was whether they were going to baby her, or if were they going to let her train, and hurt, and force her body to accept that she wasn’t going to stop. Eist hoped that it was the latter, because she had no desire to fall behind again, like she had when her grandfather was first hurt.

      “Eist!” Dille returned in kind, rushing toward the stockier girl and throwing her arms around the blonde’s broad shoulders. “I missed you! How have you been? Have you been taking it easy?”

      Eist gave her friend a look. “Sometimes I wonder if you even know me.”

      “Right, so you ran it into the ground until your grandfather forced you to stop. I should have known.” Despite her reprimand, she was smiling. They parted, and Eist looked her over.

      “You’ve lost weight,” she said with a frown, noticing her friend had returned to her more skeletal stature with deep, dark circles under her eyes.

      But Dille just shrugged. “Not as much food back home. Don’t worry, I’ll plump up soon. Verelda doesn’t like to eat unless I’m eating with her too, so she makes sure I stay nourished.”

      Eist looked at the plump dragon, which had rolled onto its back to let Fior pounce around on her belly. She was already the size of a bear and Eist couldn’t help but wonder if she was exceptionally large—even for a red dragon—or if Fior was exceptionally small.

      “You two go ahead!” Grandfather called from behind Eist. She craned her neck to see that several staff members had already surrounded him, hugging him, shaking his hand, and generally seeming happy to see him. After the investigation, the two of them had pretty much returned home immediately just to get away from everything. Eist imagined his friends missed him, even if they understood the reasons he had to go.

      In the months since they had left the academy for the break, they had spent almost all of their time together. It was like too much time had already been stolen from them, and they were trying to make up for it. Or, as a very quiet voice whispered in the back of Eist’s head, they had come so close to losing each other that now they were terrified the other would slip from their fingers without warning.

      Eist shuddered as she turned back to her friend. Her recovery from her injuries had been…difficult to say the least.

      There had been the cleaning of the wounds, and then she had developed a fever. It was nothing too serious, but the burning of her skin and the sweating reminded her of when she had nearly died and had lost her much of her hearing. Because of the medicines she was given and the stress of the situation, apparently Eist had thrown full-body tantrums and had to be restrained for her own safety. That was not exactly the best way to come to consciousness, and often she would awaken to think she had been kidnapped.

      Eist glanced down at her wrists, where there was only a faint scar from when she had rubbed them raw. Who knew that healing could be such a traumatic process?

      “Dille! Eist!”

      A familiar voice called to them as Yacrist jogged up. Eist couldn’t be sure, but it looked like he had grown even more over the summer and now his hair was long enough to pull into a stately ponytail at the back of his head.

      “Good to see you! I’d like to say you’re both looking well, but my mother taught me not to lie.” He grinned cheekily. “Eist, you look like you’re in pain, and Dille, you look like you’re very hungry.”

      “It’s nice to see you too,” she countered, sticking out her tongue. “Where’s your dragon? Did he run away after too many of your compliments?”

      As if on cue, two sleek purple heads rose from behind Yacrist’s shoulders. They shook blearily, before noticing Fior and Verelda, who were still playing.

      Well, they had been playing, but it seemed that Verelda had decided to clean some of her front scaling while Fior was going to town, chewing on her tail.

      “Fior!” Eist cried, rushing forward and removing the limb from his mouth. Thankfully, Verelda’s tail was just covered with sticky dragon spit, but still. “You can’t just go chewing on other dragons!”

      Alynbach let out a squawk and clambered down from Yacrist’s back, joining his friends. He too had grown, and while he wasn’t bear-sized like Verelda, he certainly had many inches on tiny Fior.

      Goodness. Eist hoped that she didn’t have to hear any more comments about Fior being deformed. He was just a small guy. That didn’t mean he wasn’t just as valuable a companion. After all, he wasn’t even a year old yet and he had saved her life. Certainly, that had to count for something.

      “So, are you guys ready to all have different dorms from each other but still spend all of our time in Eist’s room?” Yacrist asked with a laugh.

      “Actually…” Dille said slowly. “Because Eist’s roommate never showed up, we requested that we be put in the same room.”

      “Really?” the young man asked, sounding surprised. “You two are going to be rooming together?”

      “Yes…” Eist said carefully.

      Yacrist groaned and dramatically sank to his knees. “This is it. You two will grow closer than ever and I will be left on the fringes until you forget me entirely. What a tragic, terrible existence.”

      Eist laughed and pulled him to his feet. He took a step forward as he stood, and suddenly they were much closer than she had intended.

      It was just a fraction of a moment, but it was enough to make her breath hitch in surprise. She stared up at him, and there was something about his gaze that made the hair at the back of her neck rise.

      Thankfully, Fior was there to save the day again, a thick, slobbering sound coming from between them.

      Eist jumped back and looked down to see that Fior had latched his jaws around Yacrist’s boot, slobbering all over the fine leather.

      “By the All-Mother!” she cried, reaching down and snatching him up.

      The moment gone, Yacrist stepped back, shaking his leg as he laughed weakly. “What’s up with him? You haven’t been feeding him enough?”

      “No,” Eist said with a sigh. “He’s teething, so he feels the need to chew on everything.”

      “What? Teething? Like a baby?”

      Eist nodded and lifted one of his thin, scaled lips, revealing the tiniest of rounded teeth peeling out from his pink and black gums. They weren’t even big enough to break the skin on her hand, but they were still causing plenty of trouble.

      “See? He started about a week ago, and I’ve had to keep a constant eye on him or he goes after the legs of our sitting table.”

      “Huh. He really is something, isn’t he?”

      “I think he’s well proven that at this point,” Eist said with a chuckle, nuzzling him. She was so proud of her boy. She hoped that he could feel it. No matter what everyone else said, he was her amazing dragon.

      “Never thought I’d be jealous of a dragon.”

      “What was that?” Dille asked.

      “Nothing. Anyway.” Yacrist flashed them one of his grins that seemed to drive the other women in their class wild. “Ready to head to your dorm so you two can forget about me?”

      “I wish I could,” Eist said. “But you talk too much for that to ever happen.”

      Dille laughed. “Even if you died, I feel like your ghost would haunt us if you didn’t think we mourned enough.”

      “Pardon me for just wanting a little positive affirmation!”

      They all shared a laugh and continued to talk on the way back to the dorm. After so many nightmares and uncertainty, Eist felt that it was nice to be where she felt more secure. She had her friends, they had her, and they all had their dragons.

      And for now, that was all Eist needed.
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      Eist made her bed, Fior eagerly sniffing the room as he ran around refamiliarizing himself with everything. Normally, she would have been done taking care of things by then—she wasn’t exactly overflowing with material possessions—but she had to coat the legs of their cots and her desk and her chair with the juice of citrus rinds from the coast so that he wouldn’t chew them into little splintery bits.

      Yacrist made himself at home, flopping across her bed and hanging his legs over the side. Dille was perched on top of the work station, swinging her own feet as she scratched under Verelda’s chin. With the three dragons inside, the room was becoming quite crowded. It made sense that there were larger dorms reserved for them once they got to their third year. As their dragons grew, so would their dorms, but for now those rooms remained empty.

      “So, what’s the first order of business?” Yacrist asked.

      “Don’t you have your own dorm to organize?” Dille asked, raising one of her thick eyebrows.

      He just shrugged. “I arrived yesterday so everything’s all set. I thought I was going to go crazy without all you guys here. It turns out this place is lonely when there are only a dozen or so people in it.”

      “Why did you come early? I thought that wasn’t allowed.”

      He shrugged. “Certain perks come with being the son of the Lord of the House.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Anyway, stop making the conversation about me, when it should be we. And more specifically, what we’re all going to do on our first evening together as second years.”

      “Get food,” Dille answered just as quickly. “The answer is always food.”

      “Ya know, that’s a good answer.”

      “I’m almost done,” Eist said, coating the bottom of her bedframe. “I think—”

      A knock sounded at the door and Eist stood, rushing over to it. “I think it’s my grandfather. He must be settling into his own ro—” She trailed off, realizing it wasn’t her grandfather at all, but rather two healers, both with blue waistbands.

      Eist paled and her mind flashed back to that day. She could see the woman snarling at her, eyes dark and demonic. Panic shot through her, reality superimposed over the image of the healer’s hands squeezing around Eist’s throat.

      “Whoa, hey, are you alright there? You look flushed.”

      Eist shook her head, trying to collect herself. “I’m fine. I just, uh, wasn’t expecting anyone.”

      “I imagine,” one of the healers said, who she recognized as the same one who had examined Fior the first time. “It’s the first day and everyone is busy. We hoped, if you had time, that you could bring your little one in for another exam. We didn’t get a chance to give him his pre-break check, considering the, uh, incident.”

      “You want to check him here?” Eist asked, feeling like her mind was moving through sludge. She wished they weren’t here. They made her nervous. She knew that they weren’t the woman that had attacked her, but they put her back in that same mindset.

      “Oh no, we were hoping you would bring him back to the healing hall.”

      “The healing hall?” Eist asked, her voice shooting up an few pitches as she felt her eyes go wide.

      “Yes. In that same room we first met him in. Of course, you don’t have to, but it is best for your dragon to make sure we keep track of everything at certain increments.”

      “I… I…”

      What was going on? Normally, Eist knew what she was going to say and why. She liked to think of herself as determined, but now she was just staring up at them like they had asked her to do the impossible.

      Surely, she wasn’t going to let one bad experience keep her away from an entire area of the academy!

      Granted, that half of the academy was where she, her grandfather, and her dragon had almost been killed and she had been speared through with a door fragment and had her throat throttled so hard that she lost the ability to speak for weeks.

      “I will meet you there in a bit,” Eist managed to squeak out. She couldn’t have them thinking that she was weak. If she showed that she was traumatized by the violence, they could possibly think that she wasn’t strong enough to be a dragon rider.

      And she was. She knew that in the deepest parts of her heart that she was strong enough. Brave enough. She was just having a little…trouble.

      “Of course. We’ll let you settle in. Hopefully, we’ll see you before dinner?”

      “Yeah. Dinner.”

      They gave her a nod, then to her two friends before walking off. Eist slowly closed the door, standing there like a dolt.

      “You okay?” Dille asked, coming up behind her.

      “Yeah,” Eist said, shaking her head again. “I’m fine.”

      “We can go with you, you know,” Yacrist said, coming up behind the two of them and placing his long arms about their shoulders. This time, Eist didn’t mind his touch, and leaned her head against his chest. “You’re not in this alone.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Eist muttered.

      “Of course we don’t have to. But we’re friends. We want to.”

      Eist looked to Dille and she nodded dutifully. “You went through hell, Eist. A few times I was sure that the Grandfather himself was going to take you and your grandfather away.”

      “But he didn’t,” Yacrist said brightly. “And that’s why we must stick together! I’m not going to let anything like that happen to either of you ever again.”

      “And what are you going to do to stop it?” Eist asked, feeling more normal as she teased the handsome man.

      He winked, his bright eyes sparkling. “I have some tricks up my sleeve, you know.”

      “If you say so,” Eist said, taking a deep breath. “Let me just finish with the anti-chew wash and we can go back to the place where I almost died.”

      “Well, when you say it like that, how could we resist?”
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      Eist shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot between Dille and Yacrist, her eyes boring into the two healers as they examined Fior.

      The little guy was as happy as a clam, chewing on a piece of thick hide that they had given him, his tail wagging as he gummed it up. He never sat that still for her. Eist made a note to invest in some pieces of hide or thick bones that were normally for large hunting dogs.

      The healers didn’t say much, and Eist figured that they could sense the tension radiating from her. She couldn’t really help it and considering that they somehow hadn’t noticed that one of their coworkers was literally possessed by an evil spirit of unknown origin, they deserved it.

      Eventually, however, they finished and patted Fior on his head. He chirped up at them, his crystalline eyes sparkling. If Eist didn’t know better, she would think he was flirting with them. It figured that he would act like a spirit of peace in front of them, but whenever he was with her, he was an obnoxious little brother who never ran out of energy and insisted on gumming everything.

      “He’s small,” one of the healers said finally after another awkward silence.

      “I don’t think you need a blue sash to know that,” Dille retorted. Eist couldn’t help but smirk at that. Trust the slight girl to always have her back.

      “Charming,” the woman said before continuing. “I know we were holding back because we thought he might have just been a little behind considering the whole lightning business, but at this point, I think it’s obvious that he’s not hitting any of his growth marks. In fact, he’s hardly grown at all.”

      The man nodded. “Young Fior here has taken almost half a year to grow what most dragons do in a few weeks. I think it’s time that you need to face that he might never grow to a size to ride.”

      It felt like the floor fell out from under her and Eist stared at them.

      “What?”

      “It’s lucky that you’re not a particularly large person yourself, like that young giant that’s walking around in your class, but considering how little he had grown in his first stage of life, you do need to consider that he might never grow large enough to carry a human.”

      “Never carry a human?”

      She was doing that thing where she was just repeating words, but it was like her mind was struggling to keep up. There was a chance that even with a dragon, she would never be a true dragon rider?

      She didn’t know how to wrap her mind around that. Her whole life she had been working toward taking to the sky after her parents, but now that might not happen at all.

      “When will we know for sure?” Eist asked, her voice barely a whisper. Fior seemed to sense her trepidation and slid down from the table, coming over to curl around her feet.

      “I would say after his second year. Once he’s hit his first shed, then he’s not going to get that much bigger.”

      “It’s a shame, really,” the woman said. “He’s such a beautiful dragon and I heard that he protected you fiercely. He really would make a brilliant mount.”

      “Let’s not count him out yet,” the older man said. “Fior is a dragon unlike any other. We don’t know if the lightning is still affecting him, or even if he is a copper dragon at all. We’re just assuming. He hasn’t even manifested any abilities.”

      Eist bent down and picked him up, holding him tightly. She could already feel people’s future comments and pitiful gazes. They would say it was a shame, and that Eist and Fior had so much potential, that life had been cruel to them.

      It made her cheeks burn, and she looked to the two healers. “Are we done here?”

      “That depends. Do you have any questions? Do you feel the need to talk? Ultimately, we are here for you and your dragon.”

      “Speaking of which,” the woman continued, “we’d like to check you out as well, Lady W’allenhaus. We haven’t seen you since you left, and your injuries were pretty severe.”

      At that, Eist’s heart dropped and she felt all the color leave her face. “No. I’m good. We’re hungry now. We’re gonna eat.”

      With that, she turned on her heels and rushed out, Fior trilling because he thought that they were going on a run.

      But not quite. Eist slowed as she reached the closest staircase, and Yacrist and Dille caught up with her.

      “That could have gone better,” Dille said. “But don’t believe them for a second. Fior is going to be a great dragon, and you’re going to get that seat on the council.”

      “We’ll see,” Eist said with a sigh. “Right now, I’m mostly concerned with surviving.”

      “What are you talking about? You’ve already been through the worst and single-handedly defeated an agent of evil. The worst is all over now.”

      “Is it?” Eist murmured, continuing to walk.

      But instead of going for the cafeteria, she headed outside. Her friends tried to follow her, but she stopped at the exit and turned to them.

      “I think we’d like a bit of time alone, if you don’t mind,” Eist murmured, giving them an uncertain look. They had become fairly close in their first year together, but there were still times where she preferred her privacy.

      “Are you sure?” Dille asked, trying to keep her expression nonchalant.

      “Yeah. Fior and I just need to have a bit of a chat.”

      Yacrist reached out, his large hand resting on her shoulder. “If you need us, just let us know. You don’t have to be alone.”

      “But I want to be right now,” Eist answered. “I promise I’m not sulking. Just…thinking.”

      “I understand,” Dille said, wrapping one of her hands in Yacrist’s expensive jerkin and pulling him back down the hall. “We’ll go get ourselves some food then come back later. Want us to bring you anything?”

      “I wouldn’t say no to Braddock’s biscuits if he’s made them.”

      “Righto. Be well, Eist. It’s just the first day of the new year.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      The two trotted off, leaving Eist and Fior alone. Fior sniffed after Alynbach and Veralda, no doubt wondering where his friends went, but that concern was soon forgotten as they neared the dragon feeding area.

      He recognized it even after their months away and jumped from her arms, rushing to the feeding area and parking himself right in front of the food cabinets. That pulled the slightest laugh from Eist, and she grabbed a platter to load up with his favorites.

      While money wasn’t exactly tight since the council had promised to care for them, both Eist and her grandfather hadn’t been keen on traveling far to the market and getting a broad range of food. They mostly subsisted on sustenance from their garden, which meant that Fior wasn’t getting nearly the variety he normally got at the academy.

      Just like last year, she gathered him up a plate with a little bit of everything he liked and fed it to him, bit by bit. She didn’t need to mash it nearly as much as she did before—more proof of him growing.

      “You’re not going to listen to them, right?” she murmured, leaning over and pressing her cheek to the top of his head as he munched on a particularly hardy apple. “You’re gonna grow, and get strong, and be the best dragon that anyone could ask for.”

      He looked up at her curiously, mouth full of mashed apple, and his iridescent eyes clearly had no worries. If he wasn’t bothered by it, why should she be? After all, she would love him no matter what.

      Even if he never flew.

      Even if all of her dreams stopped here.

      That was a strange thought to have, and one she would have never thought possible. But it was true. Fior had saved her life. Although he was childish, and silly, and sometimes far too stubborn, they were still bonded for life. She couldn’t imagine a life without him, teething and all.

      Her smile to him was bittersweet. It was hard to let go of her assurance that she was going to be the dragon rider to make history somehow, but she would manage. It would just take time, and lots of love for her messy little guy.

      “How did you manage to get apple on top of your head?” she asked, wiping off a gob that she had almost set her cheek onto. He just garbled happily, of course, and moved right on to the salmon.

      It seemed he still loved that fish more than any other food, because he was so eager to get it that his jaws just snapped around half of the platter, pulling backwards and leaving a thick mire of dragon spit, but no salmon.

      “You know someone is going to have to wash that, right?” she chided gently.

      But Fior was over the moon, garbling happily to himself while he squashed the fatty meat against his tiny baby teeth. Soon, if he accidentally tried to swallow her hand again, it was going to hurt. She’d need to be careful. It wasn’t unheard of for dragon trainers to be accidentally hurt by their growing charges who were still getting used to their bodies.

      The rest of the meal went without incident, with no one bothering her, either. It seemed that most people enjoyed feeding their dragons alone, or only with very close friends. Eist didn’t quite know why. Maybe it was a bonding thing, maybe it was a protective thing, but she supposed either way that it didn’t really matter as long as the dragons were fed and happy.

      She headed to the cafeteria to see that her friends were no longer there, but when she approached the open rectangle of wall that allowed the cooks to put dishes up for the attendants to place on the table, Braddock immediately turned to her.

      He was a massive, rolling mountain of a man. Taller and more muscled than Athar with three times the gut, he was just a lot of human. He had a thick scar across his forehead, and his lip was folded in a strange way that Dille had told her was called a hare lip. But despite that, he was one of the friendliest members of the cooking staff and the only one that went out of his way to get to know the students and dragon riders.

      He also had the most delicious biscuits in the whole world.

      “Ay! Eist! Your friends told me you would be late, so I saved a bit for you and your dragon there. I hear he’s getting teeth now?!”

      He had a slight lisp to the way he talked, and Eist loved it. It made everything he said sound fun and exciting, like he was breathless with anticipation. Sometimes when people met him, they were foolish enough to mock him for it. Those folks usually ended up with black eyes and terrible food for the rest of their time at the academy.

      “He is. He’s practically chewing on everything.” As if to prove her point, Fior gave an especially hard tug on her boot laces, that she hadn’t even noticed he had been mouthing.

      “Aye. I went through the same with my brother’s little ones. But, unlike a human baby, your boy can eat some hardtack. I took the liberty of making him somethin’ special too.”

      “Oh, you didn’t have to.”

      “Of course I didn’t have to. But I did anyway. ‘Sides, I figure the dragon that saves his rider before he’s even got a grill o’ chompers is gonna grow up to do great things, so I wanna end up on his good side.”

      “I’m glad you believe in him,” Eist said, reaching down and pulling him up so he could greet Braddock himself. He did indeed seem to recognize the man, who reached out to pet him, but Eist caught his wrist just in time.

      “Right now isn’t the best time to pet his head, with the whole teething thing,” she said with a nervous laugh. “Here, let me just turn him around.” She did so, cradling him to her like a baby, and the cook gently patted his back between his growing ridges.

      “Definitely let him at the hardtack then. Looks like I came just in time.”

      “You really did.” He handed her a bundled-up package through the window and she took it gratefully. She was sure that normally people would complain that this was special treatment, but normally students of the academy didn’t have their only living relative nearly killed in a lightning strike, then poisoned by some agent of evil that tried to kill her…and nearly succeeded.

      “I’m going to try to catch some sleep. I’ll tell you tomorrow how he likes it.”

      “Oh, trust me, he will love it.”

      She smiled gratefully then headed back to her room. Once inside, she went about prepping the rest of her things for the onslaught of classes and training while Fior practically attacked the parcel that Braddock had made for them.

      Dille wasn’t back yet, which Eist guessed was purposeful, and she was quite relieved. It seemed the closest person she had to a best friend understood that she needed her space and was keeping both herself and Yacrist away for a bit.

      But Eist didn’t need too much space, and the younger woman trailed in a bit before lights out. Yacrist was behind her, of course, but he just bid them both good night before heading to his own room. There wasn’t a lot of conversation after that, but there didn’t need to be. The four of them, two humans and two dragons, were all content to go about their business and enjoy each other’s quiet company.

      Surprisingly, it was Eist who broke the silence first. Sleep was tugging at her mind and her leg was aching something fierce, so she finally decided to give in for the evening.

      “Good night, Dille, Verelda, Fior,” she murmured, changing into the new night robe her grandfather had given her and slipping under the covers. Fior just growled an answer, his mouth firmly clamped onto the hardtack Braddock had given him. The stuff was indeed strong, a strange mixture of bread, nuts, and meat that sounded like stone whenever he knocked it against the floor. It seemed that so far, the cook was indeed right about him loving it.

      Verelda let out a croaking sort of sigh, only one of her eyes open as Dille methodically rubbed her scaly belly. As for the slight girl, she was busy reading a tome, her dark eyes alight with energy that Eist just didn’t have.

      “Good night, Eist,” she replied, flicking her gaze up for just a moment to give the briefest of smiles.

      And that was why they got on so well.

      It didn’t take long for her eyelids to grow heavy, and soon she drifted off into some much-needed rest.
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      “Where are you going, girl?”

      Eist didn’t dare look back, running as hard as she could down the hall. But no matter how hard she forced her stocky legs to churn, she didn’t seem to get any farther away. In fact, when the voice spoke again, it sounded like it was getting closer.

      “Aw, trying to run?”

      Then a hand grabbed her and she was whirled to face the healer, but this time she was even worse.

      Her skin was a mottled grey, like there was something terrible and far too large within her that was fighting to burst out of her skin. Her eyes were pitch black, and yet seemed to glow with a noxious green fire that threatened to burn Eist up right there on the spot.

      “Let go!” Eist screamed, kicking her legs and trying to scratch at the woman. But for all her struggling, she didn’t even so much as slow down the healer. She drove Eist down into the ground hard enough to make the young girl see stars.

      Eist gasped, hardly able to breathe, but the woman just kept pushing, and pushing, laughing the whole while. The healer’s mouth gaped and stretched, turning into a tooth-lined, endless maw, while the ground underneath them turned into a threatening sort of mush, sucking her into the darkness.

      “There’s no use fighting, girl,” the healer hissed, her words seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. “It sees you now.”

      Eist didn’t know what ‘it’ was, but that didn’t matter as the floor closed over her front, dragging her down,

      down,

      down,

      until there was nothing of her left.

      

      Eist woke up panting, her heart in her throat and sweat covering her whole body. It took everything in her not to vomit as she realized the darkness of her room was very different from the darkness that she had been so completely swallowed up by.

      Ugh.

      She hated having nightmares, and they had been plaguing her far too often since that fateful day in the infirmary hall. They ranged from just being about her being an outcast when she returned to the academy all the way to her grandfather never waking from his forced sleep.

      They were all dark and twisted, with fear drenching through her core. Every time she jolted awake from them, it was difficult to tell what was real and what was the awful terror her mind had conjured up. Part of her wanted to believe that they were a sign that something was terribly wrong, but the other part of her said that it was just her mind’s reaction to the trauma that she had gone through, and it would fade in time.

      It certainly hadn’t faded yet, though, and suddenly the room was far too small and stifling for her, even with the window on the far wall.

      Swinging her feet over the side of the bed, she rubbed her face vigorously. It helped a little, but perhaps some fresh air would be better.

      Yes, fresh air sounded like a good idea.

      Standing, she slowly made her way over to the door, eager not to wake Dille up. But judging by the almost completely burnt candle by the girl’s bedside, she had clearly stayed up quite late reading and wouldn’t be waking up any time soon.

      Fior, however, was much more attune to his companion’s action and sat up from the floor, where he had fallen asleep with the piece of hardtack still in his mouth—plus some additional drool.

      He blinked at her sleepily, one of the rare times he used his inner eyelids, before rising to his short, stocky legs.

      “I just want to go out,” she said as if he could understand her. “You don’t have to come.”

      But of course, he wasn’t going to listen to that. He trundled over to the door and sat beside it, looking expectantly at the door.

      Eist smiled, amused by her little guy, and opened the door for him. She didn’t have a particular destination in mind, so she just wandered as they went out into the hall.

      Eventually she found herself at that same balcony where she and her friends had watched the dragon riders and their mounts relaxing and playing. There was almost no one around now, allowing her to climb right back up on the gargoyle and look down at the peaceful-looking field.

      Except this time, she had Fior with her, and he grabbed her foot before quickly climbing up her body. She winced as his claws nicked her skin and his hind foot put pressure on her still-sore leg. The healers may have thought he wasn’t growing, but she noticed all the little differences.

      The night air did indeed feel cool against her flushed cheeks and the moon shone silver down on the few dragon riders that were camping out this late at night, their dragons either beside them or roosting in the cave a few yards away. Her dreams started to fade to the back of her mind, where hopefully they would give her a break…at least until the next night.

      “Why am I not surprised to see you here?”

      Eist stiffened as she recognized that particular voice. But unusually, instead of sounding haughty or condescending, it just sounded…uncertain. Fior also identified it quickly, and a low, ardent growl rolled out of his throat. Eist hushed him, for the moment, gently stroking his back.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be leaving me alone, Ain?” she said without looking at him.

      “Yeah,” he answered honestly, surprising her. She risked a sidelong glance to see that he was standing a few feet away from her, hands hanging by his sides and most of his bravado missing. “But I was hoping to get your permission to talk to you.”

      “You never much cared about my permission before.”

      “I know. But I do now.”

      And then he fell silent. Eist let it linger there, pushing it well past the point of uncomfortable, before sighing.

      “Alright. You have my permission.”

      He just gave a slight nod and approached her. For a moment, she tensed, but he just leaned against the wall and slid down it until he was sitting, long legs stretched out in front of him. It was weird to have him so far below her, but it put her at ease. He couldn’t get in her face or make her uncomfortable when he was right at boot-to-the-head level.

      “I really did hate you, you know.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that,” she replied, taking note of the past tense but deciding not to comment.

      “But it’s not like I didn’t have a reason. A lot of reasons.”

      Eist didn’t say anything, wondering what exactly was happening. Usually words like the ones he was uttering meant someone was trying to defend their actions, but he didn’t really seem to be doing anything of the sort. It almost seemed like…like he just wanted her to know.

      “I get by because of my charm and looks. If I’m not able to use those to influence the people around me, I’d have nothing.”

      “But your father is a lor—”

      “My father is an idiot. He gambled away most of our estates to other lords and was sent to fight at the borders in the army to repay his debts. He now keeps away wild men and bandits in the hope that one day his debt will be gone, but then he’ll just come back and do it all over again.

      “Do you have any idea what it’s like, growing up and being the poor noble boy? Disgraced from court and ridiculed? My mother, who never did anything wrong, tried to make the best of it for me, but there was only so much we could do.”

      Eist could have pointed out that she had grown up poor much of her life due to her parents’ early deaths. While they had been famous dragon riders, their fortune was what had given them a family name as well as the plot of land she and her grandfather now lived on. So, while she and her grandfather had many things others could only dream about, she definitely wasn’t nobility by any means.

      “The other kids used to mock me and try to beat me out of the noble grounds. A lot of times, I was properly trounced. But then I met Athar.”

      Eist perked up at that, curious. He had known Athar since all the way back then? It explained why the other boy seemed so much like his shadow.

      “Even then, he was a gentle sort of giant. Bigger than every other kid, but they bullied him relentlessly. Whether it was his stutter, or his size, or his unwillingness to raise a hand, they were utterly ruthless. They called him half-giant and hit him with sticks.

      “When I first saw him, I remember just seeing an ally. Someone who would understand me, both of us outsiders that were too high in title to be ragamuffins but too different to ever belong. I defended him, and once there were two of us, the others seemed less inclined to try to beat us down. They also learned a very valuable lesson.”

      “And what was that?” Eist asked cautiously. She still didn’t know why he was telling her all of this. How could he go from lying and trying to get her expelled all the way to pouring out his life story? But if she knew one thing about Ain, it was that he rarely did things without a purpose, so she continued listening carefully. Fior, for his part, was regarding the boy carefully, but didn’t seem poised to attack. He really was a good boy.

      “Although Athar generally would never raise a hand to defend himself, he doesn’t hold the same qualms when it comes to defending someone else. As soon as one boy shoved me into a mud puddle, he was like a man possessed. After that, they gave us a wide berth indeed.”

      Eist smiled to herself ever-so-faintly. “I cannot imagine him being actively aggressive for the life of me.”

      “He really doesn’t like to. It’s almost like he feels guilty for his size. Goodness knows if I had his kind of power…” The boy trailed off, so Eist finished for him.

      “You would be an even bigger threat than you are already.”

      She could almost hear the toothy grin below her. “You think I’m a threat?”

      “You did expose my weakness to the entire academy and tried to get me expelled.”

      “And yet you handled both of those situations like they were nothing. My inability to provoke you was more infuriating than anything else.”

      Now it was her turn to grin broadly. “You think I’m infuriating?”

      A soft laugh, and it was so strange to hear come out of his mouth. “Unequivocally.”

      “As much as I appreciate the insight, what does your story of Athar have to do with anything?”

      “It’s pretty much what started all of this.”

      “What? I don’t understand.”

      “Of course you don’t. Because you keep interrupting.” Eist shot him a look, but he was just smirking up at her, ever his confident self. Ugh, even in some sort of strange, drawn out, maybe-kinda apology, he was still irritating.

      “Fine. Continue.”

      “Anyway, as you can imagine, Athar and I became quite close friends. In fact, you could say we were each other’s only friends. And as we grew closer, his family took my mother in. We combined our estates, and it really was like we were a family.

      “And then puberty hit, and I started to look like this, while Athar grew even bigger and more intimidating. I found myself able to curry favor with noble women and he intimidated noble men. That helped us eventually wiggle our way into this academy, where I was sure we would be able to restore my family’s estate to its former glory.

      “You have to understand, even though I had gained friends and alliances, I was still Athar’s only friend. I spoke for him. I was his one true companion. I was used to being his everything, and I won’t lie, I enjoyed being that important to the person I considered my brother.

      “But then you came in.” He paused for a moment, as if he was struggling to keep his tone even, and Eist waited breathlessly to see how any of this possibly made sense. “I remember that moment like it was yesterday. We were just standing in the hall, talking—well, I was talking—to a group of hopefuls, and suddenly his head jerked to the side like someone had punched him.

      “For a moment, I thought that maybe he was possessed or something. But then I followed his line of sight and he was staring at you.

      “You! Of all people! Can you imagine it?” No, she couldn’t. “At first, I assumed that he was just gawking at your features to make fun. But I quickly realized that wasn’t it. The way he was looking at you, it was like you were the sun itself.”

      Eist didn’t know what to say, or even think, about that. She wasn’t the type of person that happened to. She was short and stout, a peculiar mix of fat and muscle. Her hair was dish-water blonde, and her blown-out pupil often put people off. In fact, she was about the opposite to the type of person that had that happen to them.

      “And I was jealous. Because I could tell, in that moment, that you could take him away from me.”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      “I know,” he cut her off. “But that didn’t matter. I was just mad that you could. Someone like you, who didn’t have the looks, charms or mannerisms that I so carefully cultivated could take my brother away without a single word.

      “And so, I wanted to destroy you. If you were gone, then Athar would never see you again and I would return to being his only confidant in the world.”

      “But you don’t want to destroy me anymore?”

      He shrugged. “The only person I care about other than Athar is my mother. We’ve always been close and I’m going to become a great dragon rider, so she can live the easy life that she deserves.

      “If someone tried to take her away from me, I would do whatever I could to make sure that they never touched her again. I would move the ends of the world if I had to.

      “So, when I heard that the healing lady was trying to kill your grandfather, who’s your only person, I realized that perhaps, maybe, we’re not as different as I had assumed.”

      “…how magnanimous of you.”

      “I try.” He let out a breath that was probably supposed to be a laugh, but it was far too bitter for that. “Look, I’m not saying we’re friends now. And I’m not saying that you have to forgive me. I’m not even saying sorry. I just think…that after all you’ve been through, you deserve to know how all of this got started.”

      “I appreciate the information,” Eist murmured, unsure how to feel. “I’m not sure this changes much of anything.”

      “Perhaps it will. Perhaps it won’t. I promise that I won’t try to sabotage you anymore, though. Maybe I could even help you from time to time…but don’t depend on that last part.”

      “I won’t.”

      “And, Eist?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Please don’t steal my brother.”

      “I don’t plan to.”

      “Yeah, you say that now.”

      The conversation stilled from there, the two of them just watching the dragons. But Eist’s mind was full, wondering if he was just imagining Athar’s supposed stare or if that had really happened.

      And if it had happened, what did that mean for her?

      She wasn’t sure. The thought that Athar had been staring at her in any way that was significant was certainly off-putting, but not…awful. Mostly it was just curious. Bizarre.

      But no matter if he did stare, or didn’t, or for whatever reason. None of that was going to help her become a dragon rider, so she tucked it away to hopefully never think about again.

      Even with her grandfather awake, she had enough to deal with.

      They sat like that until her eyes started to droop and her head loll forward, Fior gently snoring against her chest. Ain didn’t offer to walk her to her room, but his steps fell in line with her until they reached her dorm hall before wandering off.

      She knew as she slipped under her covers again that she was going to be quite tired the next day, but it seemed to be a good thing that she had wandered about.

      Pulling the still snoozing Fior to her, she nuzzled his head and slipped into sleep.

      This time, she didn’t dream.
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      Eist licked her lips, eagerly shifting from foot to foot as she and the other students in their class all stood, waiting for Ale’a and the weapons master to arrive. She could see the racks of wooden weapons just a few yards in front of them, and her mouth was practically watering.

      Their first two days back had passed quickly, most of the time being used to explain what was coming during the year, who would be in the morning group, who would be in the evening group, and what grounds their dragons were allowed to visit. Since all of their charges were still younglings, they weren’t allowed to interact with active duty dragons and dragon riders, lest they get them sick. It seemed the young beasts, much like young human children, carried around particularly virulent germs that were prime to take down those that didn’t hang around babies that much.

      That was probably why Eist had never been too keen on little ones. That and the fact they had no problem pointing out anything that they saw as strange, and Eist certainly had plenty of strange about her.

      But none of that mattered because now she was standing at the cusp of another big milestone in a dragon rider’s journey.

      Weapons training.

      Her heart thundered in her chest as her mind echoed the words. Yes! Although her mind had been mostly preoccupied with getting her dragon and his growth, or lack thereof, weapons training had always been at the back of her mind.

      As a dragon rider, it was necessary to be proficient in short and long-range weapons, covering both melee and air battle. It was probably the third most important thing she would learn at the academy, next to riding her dragon and understanding how to control her dragon’s abilities.

      Assuming Fior had any. So far, he hadn’t shown any copper dragon indications, but he was still very young. In fact, so far, the only dragon that had hinted at any sort of power belonged to a girl name Belldydi, who had a red dragon that had repelled all the water around it in the tub for a moment when she had been giving him a bath. Although the shield had only lasted for a breath, it certainly had enthused her, and she told the story every chance she got.

      Finally, Ale’a and the weapons master walked out of one of the far doors, taking their time as they crossed the grassy field. Eist found herself wishing that they would put at least a little pep in their step before realizing that they were probably amused with all the fidgeting of the expectant young dragon hopefuls.

      They seemed to finally get their fill of torturing the trainees, however, and soon the weapons master was standing in front of them with a serious expression.

      “Alright, younglings,” he boomed, his voice reaching even Eist loud and clear. “I’m sure many of you are excited for this part of your training. Visions of swashbuckling and grand sword fights filling your heads.

      “Get those fantasies out of your mind!” He paused and looked over the entire group. “This isn’t play time, where you get to live out your dreams. This is how you learn to survive.

      “Fact is, most of you will be dead before you can ever become a master of any weapon.” Oh. That was sobering. Eist certainly knew that, but she wasn’t sure about people delivering it so matter-of-factly. “And you are a lucky lot. During the war, nine out of every ten of us died before our first decade after earning our full dragon wings. Now, almost half of you will probably see ten years.

      “Some of you will die of your own stupidity, whether it’s riding during a storm, or a bad fall, or enjoying drink or drug. Some of you will get overwhelmed by bandits or brigands. Some of you will get lazy and lose your skills until even a roving band of savages can take you down. And some of you, well, some of you will be so poisoned by the need for fame, wealth, and gain that you might even turn on your fellow dragon riders.

      “So look at the person next to you. You see them? Either they or you are gonna die, so your job is to be better than them. Got it?”

      The group all nodded, the mood having gone from eager to decidedly worried. Eist only felt her excitement relatively dimmed, though. Her mother and father had been brutally killed in a battle; she knew through and through what the dangers were of being a dragon rider.

      So if she died, at least she would be fulfilling a family tradition.

      “Alright, split into two groups. Part of you will be taken to the archery range outside of the walls, and the other part will be introduced to melee weapons. After three hours, you’ll have a short water and rest break, then you’ll switch.

      “Your muscles will hurt. Your shoulders will scream. Your arms will be bruised and bleed while your hands will be covered in blisters and then they’ll pop, and you’ll get more blisters.”

      Yacrist leaned over, close enough to her ear that she could hear him as he spoke. “Why do you get the feeling that they’re always trying to tell us how awful everything is?”

      But in order for him to be loud enough for Eist to hear, of course the weapons master was going to hear too. “You there, the romantic with the floppy hair. You have something to say?!”

      Yacrist snapped up straight while Eist kept her eyes straight forward as if she hadn’t been involved at all. Thankfully, the weapons master moved right on and went straight to splitting the groups.

      He walked through, switching between one and two, which unfortunately meant that Dille and Yacrist were in the first group while Eist was on her own in the second. She didn’t mind terribly, however, because it would give her more time to concentrate. She loved her friends, but sometimes she let herself be distracted by them.

      After everyone was sorted out, she went with Ale’a toward the weapons rack while the archery group headed out. It took several more moments to get organized, but eventually the weapons group arranged themselves in a semi-circle around the rack while Ale’a stood in the center.

      “So, you’ll see we have several weapons here. All of you riders will be given a short sword when you graduate along with whatever your main weapon is. You will all start with the sword for today, but I might switch you depending on what I observe.

      “Now, keep in mind that me assigning you a weapon isn’t a brand you must carry your whole life. You are merely children now—or at least most of you are.” She gave a nod to one of the older men, who was in his twenties. Apparently, he had fallen ill with a terrible fever and blisters not too unlike Eist’s before he had gotten his dragon in his first year. Having missed the window, he was invited to come back at the next hatching, which he obviously had. He wasn’t the only one in that boat, with maybe three or four of the older students along with him, but it certainly wasn’t the norm.

      “Most likely you will grow, and your preferences will change. And that is fine. But for now, I want you all on the same, even playing field.”

      “Now, go up and grab one of the wooden swords so I can take you through some basic forms.”

      They all rushed to do so and soon they were in a wobbly sort of formation with Ale’a in the center. She took them through several basic holds, thrusts, and blocks. It was seven moves in total, but they went through them again.

      And again.

      And again.

      The weapons master was right. By the time their water break rolled around, her entire upper half was aching. Even her neck was protesting angrily, squeezing the base of her skull like a vice.

      She flopped on the ground, Fior happily climbing over her chest and middle. Of course, he was fine, he wasn’t the one who had gone through hundreds of weapon swings in such a short amount of time.

      A few breaths later, she felt several sets of labored steps then two bodies flopped down on either side of her. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know that it was Yacrist and Dille.

      “Ow?” she murmured questioningly.

      “Ow,” they both groaned.

      Eist let out the weakest laugh she had probably ever uttered and the three of them laid there for not nearly long enough before both Ale’a and the weapons master came by to round everyone up again.

      And then she was off to the archery fields.

      The walk was also a nice break, as her legs and lower back didn’t hurt nearly as much as her upper body. The sun was shining gently and there was a faint fall breeze. Soon it would grow chilly, but nothing like the freezing plains of Baeldred. That was the wonderful thing about Rothaiche M’or: while it had all four seasons, it kept relatively temperate year-round.

      “We’ll start with the short bow, as many of you are still short. Men, I know that this is the part where you like to brag about how tall you are, but trust me, most of you are actually not done growing. I know, your own backs are groaning at the thought right now and your knees are protesting, but fact is fact. I didn’t stop growing until I graduated with my dragon.

      “Alright, line up and I’ll hand them out. I don’t want a single arrow fired until I say so. In fact, I don’t even want you touching the arrows in one of those quivers until I tell you to. Understand?”

      There was a murmur of agreement and they went through the process of everyone taking a bow and standing a distance away from a painted hay bale target a bit away. Ale’a stood in front of them, the only one with an actual arrow, and showed them several important moves. Nocking the arrow was surprisingly difficult, requiring a specific hand hold, arm hold, and way for the fingers to grasp the arrow.

      Once she explained it, she then went to the quiver and grabbed it, handing out arrows one by one. She checked each person’s stance before allowing them to fire for the first time.

      Well, it was Eist’s first time. While her grandfather had taught her hand-to-hand combat and some weaponry, long-range projectiles had been a hard no. According to him, he was never properly trained, so he didn’t see any point in teaching her incorrectly, forcing her to unlearn it later.

      So, for the first time since she had joined the academy, she found herself at the same level of experience as all the other initiates. Maybe even less. It was a foreign experience, and she found herself quite nervous as Ale’a finally reached her and offered her an arrow.

      “Were you able to hear my instructions?” she asked, smiling in a familiar sort of way. Eist didn’t know why the tall, beautiful red-head had decided to be a friend to her, but she certainly wasn’t complaining.

      “Yes, I was.”

      “Alright, then nock your arrow and take aim.”

      Eist did so, and looked to Ale’a, whose expression was quite intense. “No, you’re holding your arm wrong, you’re going to smack your wrist. Only the heel of your palm, by your thumb, should be touching the handle.”

      She adjusted her arm slightly, which was shaking from the weight of the bow, then looked to Ale’a again.

      “Your stance is at the wrong angle. Try this.” She moved her booted feet into a specific position and Eist followed it. Once she was adjusted, she tried to look to Ale’a for approval once more, but her hand cramped and the string slipped through her fingers.

      THWACK!

      Eist yelped and nearly dropped the bow, and for once she was grateful that she couldn’t hear the giggles around her.

      “You moved your hand after you fixed your feet. Keep trying your form without the arrow and I’ll come back.”

      Eist nodded, her cheeks flushing, and Ale’a moved on.

      But not one to be discouraged, she kept on practicing, trying to adjust her feet, back, and wrist how she was supposed to. That seemed to last forever, until Ale’a finally finished with the last student then gave everyone the okay to go get their arrows.

      They all rushed forward and then the whole cycle started again.

      By the time it all ended, Eist’s wrist was swollen and red, with several welts arranged in vibrant lines. If she thought her upper half was in pain before, now it was literally screaming. She was incredibly grateful that the next two days would be classes only, because she certainly needed a break.

      She limped back to the inside fields with the rest of her group, the muscles in her upper body so tense that they were affecting her gait. She was immensely jealous when she saw Dille and Yacrist already laying on the grass, not too differently from how they had found her.

      “By the Three,” she groaned to them on approach.

      Yacrist clearly tried to sit up but ended up flopping on his side. “Everything hurts,” he replied.

      “Eist, help me up,” Dill implored, “we’ll both go to the heated baths.”

      “I don’t know if I can help you up.” Nevertheless, she did offer her friend her non-injured arm and together they managed to get the slight girl on her feet. It helped that she was back to her thinner frame, but hopefully that would be changing soon as she got more regular meals into her.

      “No fair,” Yacrist groaned. “I wanna come.”

      “You can go to the boys’ baths,” Dille sighed, offering him her hand along with Eist. Together, along with their dragons, the two of them managed to pull up his much larger frame.

      “But that’s not as fun.”

      Eist just rolled her eyes and kept limping onward. Sometimes that was the only way to deal with Yacrist’s flirtatious ways. He did that with everyone, but she and Dille sometimes seemed like the only ones to be immune to it.

      He limped after them, his stride soon overtaking them due to his longer legs. He gave a very weak wave then disappeared down the hall leading to the male baths while Eist and Dille continued onward.

      “Goodness,” Dille breathed, sweat covering her noble features. “I cannot wait until we get to the part where this doesn’t hurt at all.”

      Eist agreed, but deep in her stomach, she had a feeling that point was a very long way off.
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      Somehow, life began to settle into a bit of a rhythm, even if they were training harder than ever before. After their weapons day, they had a full day of rest with only classes, but the very next day, it was the morning spent on their usual physical training, then the afternoon with even more classes.

      They were still learning history, but now other things had been thrown into the mix. Their battle strategy now involved sieges, and properly utilizing dragon abilities. Each of the type of creatures had inherently magical ability—although the teachers never used the word ‘magic.’ No, they used phrases like ‘natural gifts’ and ‘blessings of the Three.’ It made Eist think of that book she had found and the woman who had written it, but she mostly kept those thoughts to herself. The last thing she needed to do was stick out in any other, stranger ways. She wanted to be the best of the best, not that one disabled rider that weird stuff always happened to.

      Unfortunately, her small dragon—who was now constantly chewing on hardtack—didn’t exactly help her blend in. But such was the way. She wouldn’t give up Fior for the world, even if the other students’ dragons seemed to get bigger by the day.

      She was idly staring at Verelda, who really was growing chunkier and more scarlet with every passing meal. Dille had taken her to the healers, worried she was overfeeding her charge, but after a thorough examination, the healers told her that she was just a big red dragon and most likely would end up being one of the largest in their entire class. Eist wondered what that would be like, riding around on a mountain of muscle and scale, but it was probably something she’d never—

      “Lady W’allenhaus, can you tell us where we last left off?”

      Eist’s gaze moved to the teacher, who was staring down her hawkish nose at her pupil. Eist knew what she was doing. The woman was pretending to be gracious and checking if she could hear her, but really the teacher just wanted to single her out for not paying attention. But four years of living with a hearing impairment had the strict teacher beat.

      “We just finished off with the raid of Balvaych M’or, which would become one of the founding points for outer Rothaiche M’or and how we got our name.”

      “Oh…” Eist really loved that part, when the teacher was surprised by her answer but didn’t want to show that she was. “Very good. And now we’ll move right on to the beginning tensions between our fledgling country and two city-states which would later combine to make Margaid.”

      Eist nodded, as if that was perfectly normal, before her brain caught up to the situation. That actually wasn’t right at all. They were missing about two hundred or so years between those events, including the foul dragon uprising and the first sightings of the Blight.

      She thought about raising her hand and asking why, but again, she didn’t need that kind of attention.

      Dille, however, clearly had no qualms, because her hand shot up like a flash of light.

      “Yes, Dille?” the teacher asked, her thin lips tucking downward. Eist didn’t know if it was because of her lack of a family name, her skin color, or her social class, but the teacher was terrible at hiding that she didn’t like the dark-haired girl. Too bad she was never actually outright about it or said anything, because Eist would have reported her to the headmaster so fast that the teacher’s head would spin.

      “Aren’t we leaving out a couple centuries of information?”

      The teacher’s watery eyes narrowed. “I know you like to think yourself clever, but you’re going to have to trust that I, a teacher who has worked here longer than you have been alive, might know what I’m doing.”

      Dille, however, was never one to back down easily. Eist found herself wincing for her friend as she tried to continue. “But—”

      “No buts, Miss Dille. If you feel the need to prove yourself by trying to grandstand, please do it in one of your physical sessions where teachers have time to tolerate those things. I, however, have a class to teach and I would oh so appreciate it if you would let me do so without interruption.”

      Dille quieted, but Eist could feel her seething in the next seat over. She wondered if she should have backed up her friend, but before she could come to a conclusion, Dille was speaking again.

      “Is it because you don’t want to talk about the Blight?”

      Even Eist could have heard a pin drop in that moment. The teacher stalked over to their table, but Dille wasn’t one to back down and stood to face the woman. It was certainly a sight, the elder in her official robes, eyes narrowed into slits and her lips pulled back from her teeth while Dille was as cool and placid as a frozen over lake. They were two opposites, in every meaning of the word.

      “Even speaking that name gives it power, so you would be careful of saying it in my class,” the woman breathed, her voice low and dangerous.

      Now that was a line that Eist wasn’t interested in letting her cross. She stood as well and joined her friend, staring up at the teacher like she dared her to take a step closer.

      But it never came to that because then another student cleared their throat.

      “Why does that matter if the Blight is gone?”

      That seemed to stall the teacher, and all the power in her fury drained from her face. Standing straight, she retreated to the front of the room where she clapped her hands together.

      “Class is dismissed.”

      “But it’s—”

      “What has happened in this academy that makes all of you think that it’s appropriate for you to question your teacher?! Class is dismissed! Do not question me and leave!”

      The class quickly got to their feet and hurried out, scrambling to snatch up their parchment, ink, and quills. Most of them were completely mystified, but Eist had a feeling she knew why the teacher was skipping over such a large part of their world’s history.

      They were being more careful, because they weren’t certain if the Blight was back or not.

      And they weren’t certain because of what her grandfather had said.

      But certainly, the white dragon would know if the Blight was back or if the black dragon had been reborn.

      Once, long ago, the black and white dragon had been two halves of a whole. They ruled all of dragonkind together, a nearly unstoppable union. When he or the white dragon died of old age, the nations mourned until a new white or black dragon was born. There was only ever one at a time, and the twenty years it took for them to mature were always fraught with danger. Never had either of their kind died of violence, or a lost battle.

      Until the present era. It had been the trigger of the last great war, actually, the one that had taken Eist’s parents from her. Traitors within the ranks, corrupted by the Blight’s influence, brought him down and nearly the white dragon too. The black dragon and his rider sacrificed themselves to give her and Elspeth time to escape.

      Another one hadn’t been born since.

      While no one knew why that was, Eist had a feeling that also was involved with the Blight.

      Or maybe she was just Blight obsessed, seeing it everywhere since her grandfather had spoken of his dreams. Either way, she was glad to be out of class early. It gave the students extra time to do all of their favorite thing together:

      Eat.
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      THWACK!

      Eist suppressed the long string of curses that she wanted to let out, her wrist stinging like someone had set it on fire. In the two weeks that she had been doing weapons training, she had improved much. However, she still had her occasional mishap, and those mishaps usually resulted in the tender, inner flesh of her wrist being slapped by all the power in her bow.

      “You alright?” Yacrist asked from beside her. Today it had worked out that she and her friends all ended up in the same group, and Eist was comforted by their presence. Especially Dille, who seemed to have a natural talent for the bow and had permission from Ale’a to help Eist from time to time.

      “I’m not used to not getting things,” Eist grumbled, pulling another arrow from her quiver and lining it up.

      “That’s alright,” Dille said from beside her. “It wouldn’t be fair for you to be good at hand-to-hand fighting, melee weapons, and archery. You have to leave something for the rest of us.”

      “You say that like you’re not good at all three,” Eist grumbled, loosing her arrow and this time managing not to hit herself.

      But her bolt wobbled in the air before only just burying itself on the very edge of its target. She sighed and reached for her next bolt.

      “No, I’m not good at hand-to-hand. I’m good at dodging quickly. You have to be in order to survive as an orphan.”

      “You know, whenever you say those kinds of things, I always feel woefully inadequate,” Yacrist said, aiming his arrow and loosing it to hit nearly dead center. “Look at that. I’m good at something other than being handsome and rich.”

      “It’s about time,” Dille teased.

      “Just you wait,” Yacrist said with a wry smile. “I may be average at everything so far, but I’m going to find my hidden talent soon and then the two of you will be really jealous.”

      This was one of the times that she appreciated Yacrist’s self-deprecation and humor. He sold himself short—he was actually quite talented at several things and not a bad student. He just didn’t have things to prove like Eist and Dille did. Without that fire, he didn’t need to push himself nearly as hard.

      But at least he knew that. And that was what made him charming.

      Not that Eist thought he was charming.

      No. Not at all! That would be silly-

      THWACK!

      This time, it wasn’t her hitting her wrist. She looked down the way to see Athar a few people away, rubbing his bright red wrist. Ain was on him in almost an instant, fixing his larger friend’s stance and his arm position.

      The taller boy must have felt her stare, because he turned her direction, his eyes quickly meeting hers.

      Eist felt her cheeks color and she whipped her head back to her target. How terribly awkward. She wished that Ain hadn’t told her about that whole staring thing, because now she felt like she couldn’t look at him without causing more trouble.

      She quickly nocked another arrow and took aim, but before she could loose it, a screeching sound thundered from overhead.

      Instantly, all of their dragons reacted, jerking to attention, with those that could standing on their hind legs. Barks, chirps, and yips sounded as they looked upwards. The initiates craned their necks as well, searching for the origin of the noise.

      All of that happened in only a moment, and then the clouds shot apart as a red shape plummeted down. There was the deep, bass-like feeling of the downbeat of wings before that shape crashed to the ground in the middle of the archery field, sending dirt and grass flying everywhere.

      Suddenly, everything was chaos. A heavy bell sounded from inside while Ale’a raced forward, yelling at everyone to get back. But all the youngling dragons were trying to run to the dragon that had fallen from the sky, giving their companions scratches, bites, and even a few small shocks.

      And of course, Fior wanted to be in the center of it, trying to pull Eist toward the massive dragon that was just lying in the field, blood seeping from a multitude of wounds. What had happened to it!? Everything was confusion as sounds all overlapped each other so that her poor hearing couldn’t differentiate one thing from the next. It was just all white noise.

      But then more attendants came running out to the field and helped herd the students back inside. Eist could read a couple of scattered questions on what was happening from the mouths of those around her, but as far as she could tell, no one answered. While normally she felt that her lack of hearing was something that only occasionally slowed her down, now she felt completely overwhelmed by it.

      She made a note to herself that she needed to train for more high-noise, panic situations, but that quickly faded as the outside door was slammed shut behind them and the attendants rushed them to their rooms.

      But as they were being herded, they passed by the area that looked out into the dragon caves and Eist could see dozens of dragons taking to the sky, flying off to places she couldn’t see while even more bells rang.

      Eist decided to take a shot and looked to the closest attendant. “What is going on? Is something wrong?”

      “Just get to your room, please,” she saw them say, unable to hear their tone over the din.

      Thankfully, they weren’t paying much attention and Yacrist, Eist, and Dille all ended up in Eist’s room instead of just the two girls. Naturally, they all rushed to the window, where they saw even more dragons flying away.

      “This is bad, isn’t it?” Yacrist asked, for once sounding completely serious.

      “I think so,” Eist murmured.

      “That was a red dragon,” Dille said, clutching Verelda to her chest. “Did you see it? It looked like it was nearly ripped apart. What could do that to a red dragon?”

      None of them had an answer, and no one gave them one as the hours passed. When night eventually came with none of them having been let out of their rooms to eat, Eist and Dille huddled together in one cot while Yacrist pushed the other next to theirs.

      They stayed awake for a long while, talking while their dragons all paced the room in concern. When they eventually did fall asleep, they still had no answers and far too many questions.
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        * * *

      

      When Eist awoke, she was excited. Not for weapons, or food, or new lessons, but because she figured now at least someone would have some answers as to what was going on.

      Except that didn’t happen either. The three of them stumbled through the halls toward the cafeteria, their dragons bee-lining with a purpose, but when they asked any of the attendants, nobody had anything to say.

      “This is weird,” Eist said, sitting down with her friends. “Why won’t they meet our eyes?”

      “Maybe these are all attendants who had off yesterday,” Yacrist supplied helpfully. “And they’ll explain to us soon what’s going on. After all, the sun’s not even up yet.”

      “Maybe…” Dille said doubtfully, her dark eyes scanning the room. They narrowed when they seemed to spot something over Eist’s shoulder and she pointed. “There, getting food. Isn’t that the attendant who led us to our room?”

      “You remember that?” Yacrist asked, his head swiveling around.

      “You don’t?” she retorted.

      “No. It was frantic, and everyone was asking questions at once while we were being herded. I didn’t even realize that we were all in your room for several breaths.”

      Dille shook her head, resting her chin in her palm. “How are you alive?”

      “Extraordinary luck and a talent for being glib.”

      “I’m gonna go ask her,” Eist said, getting up from the bench and striding purposefully to where the woman had just sat. She faintly heard Yacrist trying to stop her, but promptly ignored him.

      She reached the woman as she was taking her first bite and cleared her throat. “Uh, excuse me?”

      The woman looked up at Eist, her dark eyes flashing. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes, uh, I don’t know if you remember me from yesterday, but you led me back to my room. I was wondering if you had more information on what happened.”

      “I’m sorry,” the attendant murmured, taking another huge bite. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

      Eist blinked at her, surprised by the blatant lie. “W-what do you mean? We spoke yesterday, in the hall. You practically shoved me into my room.”

      She shook her head. “You must have mistaken me for someone else.”

      “Uh, I highly doubt—”

      Another flash from her eyes and then she was finally putting her fork down. “I realize that we attendants are just background figures to your life, but I assure you, we are actually different people. I never herded anyone anywhere, and as far as I know, nothing exciting happened yesterday at all.”

      Eist stood there, blinking several times and utterly at a loss. Why was this attendant clearly lying to her?

      “Can I help you with anything else?”

      “Uh…no. I suppose not.”

      Eist wandered back to her friends, who leaned in conspiratorially, and she felt bad that she had to disappoint them.

      “The attendant says that she never saw us yesterday and that nothing happened.”

      “Wait, what?” Yacrist objected. “How are they denying it? We were all there! We all know something happened.”

      Eist shrugged. “I don’t get it. I really don’t.”

      “Maybe they’re not allowed to say anything because someone in charge wants to do an assembly and make sure that all of us hear the same story at the same time, so rumors don’t start.”

      “Maybe,” Eist agreed, chewing at her lips. She was feeling an uncomfortable mix of confusion and uncertainty bubbling inside of her. It was like something dangerous was sneaking up behind them, and they were all being kept completely in the dark.

      That made her feel like prey, and Eist didn’t like feeling like prey. She liked being proactive and making sure nothing ever crept up on her and nothing tricked her.

      It seemed like she was going to be hanging out in the library again.
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      It was a bit strange to return to the library after so long without a single visit. Eist walked along the bookshelves, her fingers tracing the bindings of the old tomes that she had desperately poured over. Thinking back to those times and how scared she had been that she was going to lose her grandfather made her nervous, and she was glad this time her method would be far less urgent.

      She wasn’t even sure what she was looking for. Perhaps a book on academy protocol. Or even something on dragon injuries. Maybe more on dreams and green dragon gas?

      The healer’s eyes flashed into her mind, how they had been almost entirely black and glowing with malevolence. How they’d hungered for her blood, and violence in general.

      …maybe something on possession as well.

      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      Eist shrieked and whirled with her fists raised. Yacrist jumped back, and Alynbach squawked from behind him, clearly alarmed by her reaction.

      “Don’t you know by now not to sneak up on me?” she said testily. What was he doing here? She hadn’t mentioned anything about her intent to go to the library, and she knew from experience that he didn’t really frequent this place of his own volition.

      “I wasn’t exactly quiet about it. Bach has just recently come into bellowing and Alyn was screeching trying to mimic him.”

      “Bellow?” Eist repeated, unfamiliar with that phrase.

      “Yeah, like this.” Yacrist opened his mouth and let out a single note, deep and pleasing to the ear. Bach’s head shot up immediately, and his jaw widened only to release a rumbling, baritone of a punch into the air.

      Before Eist could be impressed with any of that, however, Alyn’s head jerked up as well and he tilted his little maw back, taking a deep breath only to let out a sound that was somewhere between a cat getting its tail stepped on and a child crying at the top of their lungs.

      “Ow!” Eist cried, covering her ears with her hands until it stopped.

      “See? Like I said, not very quiet. I just figured you were concentrating really hard on something.”

      “No, just reminiscing.”

      “Right. You found that book here, right? The one that tipped you off about your grandfather.” Eist nodded. “So, what are you looking for now? Hoping another mystery will fall into your lap?”

      “I… I’m not sure what I’m looking for. All I know is that it feels like something else is going on, but for some reason, all I’ve got is surface knowledge.”

      “Ugh. That’s frustrating. This probably has to do with the runaround they’ve been giving all of us and how our classes have been cancelled today, right?”

      Another nod from Eist as she looked back at the books. Did she even know where to start?

      “Maybe I can help out? Why don’t you start at this case, and I’ll go to the other ones? What am I looking for?”

      “Anything on red dragon physiology, what can cause large wounds on a dragon, or anything about how the academy should respond to emergencies.”

      “Huh, well, that’s a mouthful. Let’s get cracking, shall we?”

      Eist nodded for the third and final time, and they went to work.

      The hours passed quickly, with Yacrist often asking her if the book he had chosen was one he should check or not. They pored over tomes and tablets, learning plenty, but nothing that was really relevant to the present situation.

      By the time they were due to leave, Yacrist was leaning over the table, his face pressed against the old wood.

      “By the Three, did your head feel like this every night you used to hang out here?”

      “You get used to it,” Eist said, picking up their books and putting them back on the shelves.

      “I’m not sure I want to.” He sighed, and one of his blue eyes opened to look up at her. “I don’t know if your paranoia is rubbing off on me, but I feel kind of nervous too.”

      “That’s just my survival skills leaking onto you.”

      “Ugh, when you say it that way, it sounds gross.”

      She laughed and reached over to ruffle his thick, dark hair. “Come on, let’s go.”

      “Uh, Eist. I have something I need to tell you…”

      She looked over her shoulder at him, already halfway to a bookshelf. Something about his tone stood out to her, and she gave him a curious look. “What’s that?”

      He stared at her a moment, as if he was thinking, before seeming to suddenly deflate. “Do you think I could stay with you and Dille again? I just… I don’t want to be alone tonight with all these thoughts bumping in my head.”

      “What about your dormmate?”

      “Oh, you didn’t hear?” Eist shook her head. “He broke his leg during weapons training. He’s living in the healer’s hall for the next few months.”

      Eist paled at the thought of being there for so long. “All that time for a single break?” She knew there was a particularly long recovery with a leg bone, but surely, he would be able to get around with a crutch and good binding?

      “Apparently he hit his head pretty hard on the ground. His memory’s pretty spotty. He only really remembers his dragon and his mother and that’s it.”

      “Wow. That’s really something.”

      Yacrist shrugged. “That’s the life of a dragon rider, right? Half of us will be dead before we’re thirty.”

      Something about the way he said it made Eist’s heart squeeze for him. He sounded concerned, and a little worried, which was quite different from his usually playful tone. “I’m sure Dille will be alright with it.”

      He perked up almost instantly. “You think so?”

      Eist nodded. “Our beds are already arranged for you to stay, and given the weirdness that’s going on today, I don’t think anyone will stop us.”

      “If they did, I’m sure you’d just have to stare them down and they’d go running.”

      “I doubt that but thank you.”

      They finished cleaning up after themselves and then headed back to her room. Like she predicted, Dille didn’t mind, but she was interested in why the two of them were together.

      Eist told her the truth, because she always tried to be honest with her friend, and they all settled down for the night, Eist and Dille in one bed with Yacrist in the other. The dragons were still prowling, clearly aware of something that the three humans didn’t know.

      Hopefully more answers would come in the morning.
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      They didn’t, and the initiates returned to their training as usual. It was decidedly bizarre, but every time Eist asked someone, even a teacher, they changed the subject firmly or said there was nothing to worry about at all. But with Ale’a missing from training, and the dragon glen and caves seemingly empty, Eist couldn’t help but wonder if the administration thought they were all complacent, or just stupid.

      Naturally, with such things going on and suspicion tearing at her mind again, it was a bit hard to concentrate. Weapons training was cancelled and replaced with more physical training, yet she couldn’t get on cadence or control her breathing like she normally did so easily. And listening in class was completely out the window.

      So, when dinner finally rolled around, she was exhausted, cranky, and feeling that paranoia coil quite deeply in her middle.

      “Whoa,” Yacrist said, joining her across the table. He had been a few minutes behind her and Dille due to Alynbach insisting on eating a whole squash at their own dinner despite the fact that they knew it took them forever to do so. Even with two of them going at it at once, both Verelda and Fior had finished well before them. “Someone’s grumpy.”

      “What do you mean?” Eist asked with a sigh, not even bothering to look up from her plate.

      “You always eat a lot of meat when you’re grumpy, and I spy a whole lot of it on your plate.”

      “You noticed that?” Dille asked teasingly.

      “Of course. Someone has to pay attention to you two busybodies to make sure you actually care for your bodies.”

      “Oh,” Dille replied wickedly, her tone meaning that she was about to verbally trounce the handsome boy. “So, you’re saying you notice Eist’s body?”

      Before he could answer, someone cleared their throat loudly behind Eist. Or at least she assumed it was loud if she could hear it over the general din of the dining hall.

      Both Dille and Yacrist looked upward, their necks craning and their eyes wide with surprise. Given that, Eist was pretty sure she knew exactly who was behind her.

      “Yes, Athar?” she asked smoothly, managing not to sound awkward.

      “M-may I s-s-sit with you th-three?” Interesting. His stutter seemed to get worse when he was nervous. Or at least Eist assumed that he was nervous judging by the fear radiating from him.

      Funny to think that someone as large as him could ever be afraid of someone like her.

      The others were still gawking at him like he was some strange giant, but Eist just shrugged. “The seat’s empty.”

      There was a beat of silence, then the groaning of the bench as his large, muscled form settled down. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t say anything else and the three just continued with their conversation as normal.

      That was, however, until Ain came along.

      To his credit, he played it quite cleanly, just sliding in next to his friend without a word and starting to eat. Yacrist and Dille both stared at him, but Eist just shrugged.

      A truce was a truce. Eist was willing to let him exist if he was going to do the same for her.

      After all, wasn’t that what all of them were trying to do?
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      Eist sat down to her new mountain of books, her belly full and her mood improved. Sure, their table had gotten a whole lot of stares when Athar and Ain had joined them, but she was used to stares. The strange thing was that all of them together made her feel less paranoid. Safety in numbers perhaps? Or was Athar so massive that being near him just exuded protection? She wasn’t sure, but even with the slight bit of comfort it allowed her, she still wanted to try to get ahead of what was going on.

      Sure, it had only been three days since the incident, but Ale’a was still gone, as were the dragons, and no one was saying anything. Yacrist had been staying in their room every night, and she didn’t mind either. It felt safer that way.

      She looked up to the empty seat he had been in just the night before. She had thought that he would come with her to the library again, but he said that he needed to handle something and had disappeared shortly after dinner. She didn’t want to admit that she missed him—having handled her research about her grandfather all on her own—but she was beginning to think that she did.

      However, she didn’t even get halfway through one book before she felt heavy footsteps striding toward her and looked up to see none other than Yacrist.

      “Oh, hey there,” she said, surprised to see him.

      “Hey. I finished up what I needed to do. Do you want me to get my own book pile or split yours?”

      “We can split mine,” she said, pushing a couple tomes toward him. “After all, two heads are better than one, right?”

      “Is that a purple dragon joke?” he shot back, grabbing a book and diving in.

      The conversation lulled as they buried themselves in their books, but that only lasted for so long before there was a loud crack at her feet.

      Eist jumped, looking down to see that Fior had finally cracked one of the large disks of hardtack in two.

      “Wow, that was an awfully dramatic sound for just a snack,” Yacrist said, reaching down to grab one of the halves.

      But that turned out to be a bad idea, as Fior pounced on his hand, growling that it dared go near his previous teething relief. Naturally, Alynbach screamed at that and tried to wriggle out of the large pack Yacrist had on his back. It was different than the one he normally carried them in, but Eist assumed that they had just outgrown the last one.

      “Alright, I get it!” the boy said, yanking his hand back. As soon as it was above the table, Eist saw bright lines of red across it.

      Guilt instantly kicked in and before she could think it through, she gripped his wrist and pulled his hand toward her. “Are you hurt?” she asked, even though she could see the three scratches across the top of his hand.

      “It’s fine. Nothing compared to all those bruises you had when he was young and liked to just clamp on your whole lower arm.”

      But Eist wasn’t having that. She reached into her own bag, one that she had tried to get in the habit of bringing with her ever since Fior had started growing his teeth and accidentally nipped her during feeding.

      She pulled out a bit of cloth and looked around to see if there was a water pitcher. Sure enough, there was one near the door of the room. While Eist wouldn’t recommend drinking it, it was enough to wet down the cloth and wipe away at the slight rivulets of blood running down his hand.

      Normally such shallow cuts probably wouldn’t have caused any bleeding, but dragon spit worked naturally to make blood thinner. It was a dangerous thing in battle, but many healers used it to their advantage for certain situations.

      But this was not one of those situations, so she made sure to wipe it thoroughly, then grab a roll of bandages from her pack. Once she wrapped his hand up, she secured the bandage with a thin pin and sat back to examine it.

      But as she did, she didn’t let go of him. She didn’t realize it right away, until his fingers slid through hers, almost like he was trying to hold hands as a couple might.

      She looked up, both surprised and confused, but Yacrist was just smiling slightly. “You know, you and Dille might be the best friends I’ve ever had,” he said, his tone…strange again, though she couldn’t put her finger on exactly how.

      “You have a lot of friends,” she said, aiming for a neutral response since she didn’t know how to respond.

      “I have a lot of people I’m friendly with, but I’d say that you two are my only real friends. You challenge me, and you don’t care about wealth or status or anything like that. I could be the son of a baker instead of the Lord of the House, and you would treat me the same.”

      “Actually, we might have more in common if you were—”

      “Shh, don’t ruin this moment with that wonderful practicality of yours. I just wanted to let you know that I really, really value you.” It seemed impossible, but his tone grew even more serious. “When I was standing over your bed in the healer’s room, seeing you covered in bruises and your face like someone had really tried to kill you, I realized that we came very close to not having you in this world at all.

      “And that made me realize how much you’ve helped me be a better person.” His other hand came up now, gently stroking the top of hers that was intertwined with his injured one. “By helping you make up training after your grandfather’s accident, I became a way better student than I normally would have been. By seeing how you and Dille thoroughly examine everything so you can use every advantage possible, it made me more thorough. She’s barely the weight of a feather, and your hearing isn’t anything guaranteed, but you always find a way to make it work.

      “I know that I wouldn’t be as good of a dragon rider as I’m going to be if I didn’t meet you. So, I just wanted you to know that, okay? You really are important to more people than you know.”

      Finally, he pulled his hands away and Eist was left staring down at the table. She didn’t know how to reply to these things. While her grandfather had taught her a lot about life, none of those lessons involved such emotional speeches.

      She had lost a lot of time after her injuries, often forcibly kept under with medicines because she physically tried to fight the healers every time she woke after a deep sleep. Just the start of her night terrors, it seemed.

      “I…”

      “It’s okay,” he said, back to his usual grin. “I know that this isn’t your bag, so you don’t have to say a word. But why don’t we change gears now, and I give you a present that I think you’re gonna love?”

      Thank the Three, he was switching the subject. He really was a great friend.

      Or something more? His speech seemed a bit like someone who wanted something more.

      But Eist quickly shoved that away. First of all, she wasn’t the beautiful and enigmatic warrior that handsome young men like Yacrist pined over. Secondly, she wasn’t kind, compassionate or very in touch with her emotions. What she was, was determined to be the best dragon rider she could and loving mother to Fior.

      And she didn’t have time for anything else.

      “Close your eyes!” Yacrist said, already back to being excited. Eist did so nervously. She hated giving up her sight considering her hearing was not something to rely on. But soon enough, she felt a thump on the table in front of her, then Yacrist gently squeezed her arm.

      She took that as her cue to open her eyes, only to see a very familiar tome in front of her.

      It was the book.

      The book.

      The one that she had found that told the truth about dragon gas and had disappeared after the fight.

      “You had it?” Eist asked incredulously, her eyes going wide and her heart skipping a bit. Seeing that intense cover put her right back into the last year, with all of the pain and fear rushing through her system.

      “I did. I’ve been holding onto it this whole time.” He was grinning like a madman, and she could tell that he was completely oblivious to how quickly she was growing upset. “I’ve read a lot of it too. It’s really interesting and there’s all sorts of things in here that our teachers usually tell us aren’t a thing.”

      “How did you even get it?”

      “I happened to be going by the healer’s hall to drop off something that I thought might help your grandfather when there was a huge commotion. By the time I got there, they were carrying your body to the hall.

      “At first, I thought I would follow you, but the crowd was quite massive, and everyone was trying to get a word in and say how to help you. So, I went to the room with the shattered door and I saw this sitting right there in the middle like it was important.”

      “What about the scroll?” Eist asked, swallowing harshly.

      “Oh yeah, that scroll.” Yacrist whistled. “I picked that up too, but when my fingers touched it, it crumbled into dust.”

      “Really? Dust?”

      “Yeah. Kinda proves a lot of what this book is saying, doesn’t it?” He sounded so excited and finally, Eist found her words.

      “Why did you hide this?” she snapped, her voice sharp enough to make even Fior drop his hardtack. “This is important! The council needs to have this!”

      “Really? I’m surprised to hear that considering how we’re only here because the people in charge are trying to hide things from us.”

      “That’s different!”

      Yacrist’s smile finally dimmed as he seemed to realize that she was not happy at all. “How is it different?”

      “We’re just trying to find a clue to tell us what’s going on. You’re playing around with a book that’s dangerous!”

      “Oh, so you can use it, but not me?”

      “I didn’t know at the time what it was. And at that point, I hadn’t almost died because of what I learned in this book.”

      “And yet the book is what kept your grandfather from dying!” He reached out for her again and she drew her hand back. “Look, I know you’re scared because the last time you held this in your hands, someone proceeded to almost beat all of the life out of you. I remember how both of your eyes were swollen and blood-red, how some of your fingernails were gone, the bruises everywhere, and I can’t imagine what it was like to have those things done to you.

      “But don’t blame the book for that! There’s so much information in there that I know you would love—”

      But all Eist could see was the healer lunging for her, all she could smell was blood and bile. All she could hear was her heart thundering in her ears, telling her that she was going to die.

      Abruptly she stood, angry and scared and knowing that she needed to get away.

      “Get rid of it. Deliver it to the council, burn it, I don’t care.” She grabbed her bag and Fior chirped at her curiously, sensing that something was wrong but clearly not knowing quite what to do about it.

      Eist sped away, Yacrist chasing after her and asking her to stay, to talk. But she just ripped her arm away and fixed him with a look that she hoped told him just how serious she was.

      “You should stay in your own room tonight. Dille and I would like to sleep alone.”

      And then she walked off, unable to shake the fear curling in her gut and her leg throbbing again.

      Maybe she wasn’t as healed as she thought she was.
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      Eist woke up sore and still feeling the general melancholy. It had been three days since the incident in the Library with Yacrist, and she had done her best to avoid him.

      Dille seemed to understand, even if Eist hadn’t told her what had happened.

      She hadn’t told anyone actually, and perhaps that was contributing to her discomfort. The only secrets she liked holding were her own, but she didn’t want Yacrist to get in trouble if she tattled on him.

      She couldn’t be sure, but considering how dodgy everyone was being, she wondered if they would kick him out of the program entirely.

      Which she didn’t want, even if she was mad at him at the moment.

      But still, it was market day, and Fior was sitting up at the foot of her bed, looking at her expectantly. It was clear that he had missed their trips during the academy months over the summer and was anxious to get going. She almost felt a little guilty since it had been months, but she hoped he understood.

      As much as a dragon could understand, that was.

      “Hey, Dille?” Eist asked quietly, her stomach still churning.

      Yacrist and her had gone to market together every week the previous year. Would he remember? Would he be hurt that she had left him behind?

      She supposed that didn’t matter since she was too uncomfortable around him to invite him on her first trip of the year, but still, she would prefer it if it didn’t stir up a fit of dramatics.

      If Dille had been anyone else, she might have asked why Eist just didn’t ask Yacrist. But like usual, the girl had a knack for understanding her hard of hearing friend, even when she didn’t speak.

      “Huh? Are we leaving earlier than usual?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are we avoiding a certain someone?”

      “Yes?”

      “I think we might be able to take a less common route out by going to the baths and slipping through the attendant door.”

      Eist’s breath caught as she realized her friend was right. “I do recall that. I think it opens right in front of the hatchery.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it does. If you give me a few moments to get dressed, I’ll be up and ready.”

      Eist looked out the window to see the sun was just barely peeking over the horizon, turning the night sky from obsidian to a jeweled sort of periwinkle.

      “That should do perfectly.”

      True to her word, Dille was ready to go quite quickly. To be perfectly honest, the majority of her time was spent trying to awaken Verelda, who was snoozing happily at the foot of her cot. Eist could be wrong, but it seemed that the red dragon was growing about an inch a day. In another month or two, she would probably be bigger than even the largest breeds of dogs.

      But eventually they did get Verelda going and were sneaking off to the baths. Maybe it was a bit paranoid to be acting so covert, but Eist just didn’t want to deal with Yacrist, or Athar, or anyone really.

      She just wanted to go to market.

      Thankfully, Dille’s plan went perfectly and they ended up at the bazaar without running into anyone they knew. She was relieved, and she went to take Fior to his favorite vendor—a trader who kept a large amount of rawhide and dense animal bones that were usually meant for pastes and gelatins, but the little dragon went crazy for.

      She let the sounds of the market fold over her head, buzzing, confusing, and oh so wonderful. It was like being whisked away to another world. One where no one knew her, or really cared about her, other than cooing over her young dragon. Which, of course, Fior loved. The only thing he cared about more than food was attention and loving pets from people who Eist gave permission to.

      “Oh hey! There you are!”

      …of course.

      Eist and Dille both turned to see Yacrist jogging toward them, his face flushed pink while Alynbach clung to his chest. She debated whether to turn and run, but figured that would make even more of a scene, so she just waited patiently for him to reach them.

      “You left early,” Yacrist said, heaving a breath when he was in front of him. He looked down at her, a familiar smile on his face. “You’re not still mad at me, are you?”

      Sometimes Yacrist was a bit too clever for his own good. It seemed that he knew her well enough to be aware that she wouldn’t want to make a scene in public and had gambled that she wouldn’t want to expose him in front of Dille either. So, by meeting her in an open place with plenty of witnesses, he’d put her in a place that it was quite unlikely that she would reject his company.

      Or maybe he really didn’t know that she wanted her space from him. But that seemed unlikely. As much as Yacrist liked to play at being affable, he was the son of the Lord of the House and had to develop quite a few social skills to survive.

      “I had a nightmare,” she lied. How uncharacteristic of her. She wasn’t normally one to do that, and yet she found the words tumbling out of her mouth. If Dille thought anything of it, she didn’t say anything. It was times like these that Eist especially appreciated her friend. “I needed to go get air.”

      “A nightmare?” Yacrist asked, the mischievous look on his face switching to one of concern. “Was it about the attack? Are you still having night terrors?”

      Unfortunately, it had been largely impossible to keep that fact from the two of them considering how often the three of them slept in the same room, but Eist had tried to downplay it as best she could. However, seeing his obvious worry for her made her loosen a little.

      Yes, Yacrist had done something stupid and dangerous, but in the end, he was a young person like her. They all made mistakes. Maybe it wasn’t fair to ostracize him for one dumb thing.

      “They’re getting better,” was all she said before changing the subject. “We were just going to Fior’s favorite stall. Want to join us?”

      “Ah, bones and rawhide, a truly dazzling sight that I’d love to start my morning with. Proceed.”

      They strolled to the vendor, the air a bit awkward at first but quickly trending back toward normal as they walked. It wasn’t long before they were all in conversation like usual. And by all, that mostly meant Yacrist dramatically monologuing about various things while Eist and Dille added in their own comments every once in a while.

      Naturally, Fior had a great time as well. His vendor had a brand-new set in from his hunter and trapper daughters, so the little guy really had a variety to choose from. Eist had been saving up from the allowance given to her by the academy since she couldn’t work over the harvest season, so she bought him a particularly large bunch.

      Why not, after all? He deserved a treat. Having his human companion injured, then whatever happened with the red dragon, had been particularly stressful for him. Plus, she wasn’t even sure if they’d be able to come to market regularly anymore. Something in her gut was telling her that intense change was right on the horizon, and she couldn’t tell if it was bad or good.

      “I’ll hold that for you,” Yacrist said, taking the relatively neat parcel from the vendor and slipping it into one of the packs he brought. Ever since he had become guardian to his needy purple dragon, he had taken to always bringing multiple carrier bags along.

      “I can handle it myself,” Eist said tersely, her eyes flicking to the vendor to see if he was watching. But the man had already moved onto the next customer, so she didn’t have to feel too embarrassed.

      “Oh, I know you can, but that doesn’t mean you have to. You still get a limp toward the end of the day, so I know that your leg can get to hurting you after a long day. Since this is supposed to be a fun trip, I thought it would be better without all that aching.”

      “I do not have a limp!” Eist protested stubbornly.

      Surprisingly it was Dille who spoke up. “You do. You need to rest more. The harvest was just barely enough time to heal, and if you always keep pushing yourself as you are, I believe you could develop a permanent hitch to your gait.” Her pretty eyes slid down Eist’s leg. “In fact, right now you’re standing on your non-dominant foot to try to give the other a break. We’ve been walking too fast.

      “Please, if Yacrist wants to actually be helpful for once, let him.”

      “Actually helpful for once?” he parroted in mock hurt. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      Turning it into a joke allowed Eist to accept the gesture a little easier, and she was sure that Dille knew that. It was just that, even after all their time together, Eist worried about seeming weak.

      She couldn’t be weak.

      She was already hard of hearing and her blown-out pupil sometimes made it hard to see in particularly bright light. There was enough stacked against her that she needed to be perfect in every other way.

      Except…maybe she didn’t have to do that with her friends.

      Handing over the bag, they returned to their shopping. Now that Fior was anxiously clambering up Yacrist’s back, trying to nose into the closed bag, they were free to go to the other vendors they liked.

      While Dille’s visits with them weren’t as often, Eist still remembered the stall she spent the most time at. Back in the day, it might have been called a witch’s shop, but no one dared say so now. An older woman ran it, just past her childbearing years but not yet in her grey. She had long, red hair that fell in messy, voluminous waves and lavender eyes that probably shouldn’t have been that color but were anyway.

      The woman seemed impossibly tall, almost like Athar, and she kept her little stall in a haphazard sort of order. There were herbs and crystals, pretty stones and little glass creations. There were handkerchiefs with pretty stitching on them that seemed important, and little vials of liquid that supposedly had the cure for several small things.

      And then the runes.

      Some made of bone, some of obsidian, and some of a swirling green and white stone Eist wasn’t familiar with. The girl had seen her friend hover over these runes quite often, her slender fingers gently gliding over everything she was allowed to hold. Eist didn’t really understand why her friend liked these things so much, but she was just glad that she found something she liked.

      “Ah, hello my young warriors, and her royal highness.” The woman stood as she saw them, her shadow washing over them like a soothing form of a greeting. She had taken to calling Dille royalty since the moment she had first seen her, telling her she had the profile of nobility and the spirit of ancient kings in her. At first, they had all thought it was just her way of trying to get a sale, but the woman didn’t mind when they didn’t buy anything. It seemed she really did find the thin, dark-skinned girl to be just as queenly as she said. “I haven’t seen ye in a while.”

      “We’ve been home for the harvest,” Dille answered with a small smile.

      “Ah, I see.” Her lavender eyes slid to Eist, and they shuttled up and down her body. “You have been injured, warrior.”

      She had also taken to calling Yacrist and Eist warriors. While certainly not as prestigious as royalty, Eist definitely liked the pet name. It made her feel strong, and like someone wise was recognizing her ability.

      “There was an…accident.”

      The woman frowned. “All three of your faces do not say accident. Someone hurt you purposefully.” Eist was fairly certain, now that she had read the book and knew that magic was indeed real and not just beholden to dragons, that this woman was indeed a real witch. “And something else has changed…” She tilted her head, her lavender eyes sweeping over all of them now. “You warriors see what you’re not supposed to.”

      “What do you mean?” Dille asked, looking up from the new runes the woman had laid out. She didn’t know about the book, and Eist didn’t like the idea that she was out of the loop, but this was not the right time or place to tell her.

      “I…” The woman’s voice caught, and she looked away, her brow troubled. “I… Do you feel a storm coming?” she asked, her eyes in the distance.

      The three exchanged looks before shaking their heads.

      “Ah. I… I think I feel a rain coming on. I think I’ve made enough for the day and should pack it in before I’m drenched.” She indeed started to do that, much to the surprise of the trio, who watched her sudden about-face with curiosity.

      Before they wandered off, however, the woman spoke once more.

      “Your highness!”

      Dille turned to look at her and saw that the woman was holding out a small crystal pendant, sharp at the bottom with twine wrapped in a very specific pattern at that top.

      “This is for you on your travels. Everyone knows a queen needs protection.”

      And then she went right back to her hasty packing, leaving the three to wander away wondering what had happened.

      “That was a bit odd,” was all Dille said, although Eist didn’t miss how she slipped the thing into her bindings under her shirt. Normally the girl would have never been able to afford such a pretty thing, so it was nice to see her get something out of the bizarre experience.

      They continued on, their mood quickly returning to normal as they went to get food next, Eist’s belly grumbling from skipping breakfast. But as they walked, Fior started to misbehave. He stopped trying to get into Yacrist’s pack and instead dropped to the ground, scuttling in anxious circles around them. It was almost like he was trying to herd them, and he almost tripped her twice.

      “Fior,” Eist tried to say authoritatively. “Stop that. You’re being a walking hazard.”

      He stopped circling and they went to move on, only for him to grab onto her booted heel and yank so hard backwards that this time, she did fall.

      “Fior!” she snapped, now actually angry. “Why are you being such a bra—”

      Her reprimand faded when she saw her little boy. His eyes were narrowed and sharp. She hadn’t seen them like that since the attack, when he had tried so hard to defend her. His dark, brindled mouth was pulled back into a snarl, showing pink gums and the tiniest rows of ivory teeth.

      She knew better than to ever ignore a message like that.

      “Uh, guys, I think Fior needs to get away from the crowd for a little while. Something is bugging him.”

      “Maybe it’s that storm Abremma mentioned.”

      “Who’s Abremma?” Yacrist asked, leaning down to extract Fior from Eist’s foot and then handing the violently-wriggling dragon over to her.

      “The woman at the herbal stand we like.”

      “You know her name?”

      “You don’t?”

      As much as Eist normally loved their banter, she didn’t have time for it. She quickly got up and started heading away from the crowd. Somewhere that she and Fior could breathe.

      He didn’t seem to be calming as she increased her pace, his shovel-like head turning this way and that like he was looking for something. Eist was so engrossed in his actions, and if they were getting worse or better, that she didn’t even look up until Yacrist grabbed her shoulder and roughly yanked her backwards.

      “What are you—” she started to hiss at Yacrist but stopped when she noticed that they weren’t alone.

      In fact, it seemed that they were surrounded.
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      There were seven burly men, all dressed in bits of armor and thick clothing, and all with weapons at their sides. They were in no way guards, or military men, which left thieves, mercenaries, assassins, brigands or bandits.

      None of those boded well for them.

      “Alright, easy there,” Yacrist said, his hand leaving Eist’s shoulder and slowly going for one of his packs. “I’m reaching for my coin purse now. I’ve got a few gold crowns in there, that should help you live large for a couple weeks, right?”

      Gold crowns?! Eist had only held one of those once in her life, and that was when she was burying it at her parent’s funeral. Since there were no bodies to lay at rest, the academy had provided her family with a coin forged from gold melted by the white dragon herself. To think that Yacrist had several of them was mindboggling!

      And yet it certainly wasn’t the time to focus on money. Not when there were seven enemies so close that she could smell hints of whatever game they had last eaten.

      But as Yacrist stepped forward, his purse held aloft and non-threateningly in his hand, the closest brigand knocked it to the side and dove forward.

      That seemed to be some sort of signal, because suddenly all the men were swarming forward.

      Eist dropped into a fighter’s stance, although she knew she didn’t stand a chance, but instead of attacking her, two of them dove straight for Fior.

      “No!”

      And suddenly she knew exactly what was happening.

      They were trying to take Fior.

      It was like the healer situation all over again. Her blood started rushing through her, her heart beating so hard that she was sure they could hear it. Anger, and the need to protect him. She couldn’t let them take him. She wouldn’t be alive without him.

      She’d die before she let them take him from her.

      Now it was her turn to tackle someone, and she did it with all of the momentum that she could build up, her shoulder slamming into his spine. He let out a gasp and rolled away, but another kicked her right in the ribs, sending her rolling across the ground.

      But the rest of her friends seemed to understand what was going on as well and set upon the ones trying to wrestle Fior into submission. Dille rushed forward, grabbing the hair of one of the men with both of her hands and twisting as hard as she could while Yacrist was swinging his pack of bones around as a bludgeon.

      As for Verelda and Alynbach, they were going at the men’s legs, biting and yanking and snarling in a way that was actually quite intimidating.

      All of that washed over Eist, but she didn’t let it distract her. She lurched to her feet and ran at one of the men trying to wrap a chain around Fior, bringing her leg up right into his chin.

      He tumbled backward, blood leaking from his mouth, but two more men replaced him. Eist realized that more were joining the fray, and now there were ten of them—with only two being down and out for the count.

      Eight full-grown men, and six younglings—three humans and three dragons. It wasn’t nearly a fair fight, but Eist didn’t let that stop her.

      She grabbed one man’s armor and yanked it as hard as she could, kicking her foot toward where his legs joined.

      She missed, but it was certainly enough to get his attention, and he flung himself backward. Eist barely managed to dive out of the way, but then the man righted himself and she found herself face to face with a fighter who was twice her size and double her height.

      He threw a punch and she ducked under, aiming her own blow toward his armpit. But before it landed, something snapped into the side of her head and the world spun.

      Pain bloomed like a cloud in her head and she couldn’t see or really comprehend anything for a moment. She was faintly aware that she collided with the ground, but it took several moments for her vision to clear.

      When it did, she felt something warm and wet down the side of her head. Blood? Probably blood, but she didn’t have time to clear it. Because the first thing she saw was three men hauling Fior off, chains wrapped around his writhing, fighting form.

      No!

      No!

      She couldn’t let them be separated. She knew that if she let him out of her sight that she would never see him again. It was clear that these men didn’t understand that they were a package deal.

      Picking herself up off the ground, she ran forward with all of her strength, swinging her arms and pushing herself to her absolute limit. She closed in on them just as a wagon came thundering out of the trees that led toward the forest.

      One of them flung Fior into the wagon as it pulled to a stop before getting in himself. She knew that she had to be in that wagon. She had to.

      The next guy got in and the wagon started to roll forward again. Eist was almost there, and she could hear her friends frantically calling as they chased after her, but she didn’t pay them any mind.

      Her whole world was Fior. All that mattered was getting to him.

      The third of the men that was holding Fior got in, and for a moment, her stomach dropped, but then she noted the two that they had injured had picked themselves up and were also rushing for the wagon.

      Tucking her head down, she forced herself to go even faster, her feet to hit the ground even harder. She had to reach the wagon before they did.

      And she was close, she was oh so close, but with the wagon moving away from her, the recently-recovered bandits were at a better angle. She was going to lose them.

      No! She couldn’t. It was either die or get into that wagon.

      A high-pitched keening filled the air. She didn’t need to be close to have it strike her right down to her core. She knew Fior’s crying for her when she heard it.

      That gave her a final burst of strength, and she was almost to the wagon. She was slowing though, and she could feel her limbs turning to lead. The last of the bandits jumped onto the back of it, his thick, calloused hands grabbing the wooden back, and Eist knew what she had to do.

      With all of the energy she had left in her body, she pushed off the ground, flying through the air and just barely managing to grab onto the back of the man’s leather jerkin.

      Her fingers bit into the cloth and she prayed he didn’t fall off as her full weight hit him. Holding on for dear life, she pulled upward until her legs were able to wrap around his hips, effectively sealing her to him.

      “Get her off me!” the man cried, unable to reach behind him while he was holding onto the wagon. Someone inside punched for her, but Eist moved her head to the side and took it on the shoulder instead.

      “Blast it, just pull them both in. We’ll deal with her later!”

      Sure enough, more hands gripped them and hauled her into the wagon, viciously prying her off. She was thrown toward the back, and yet relief filled her when she heard Fior whine beside where she landed.

      They were together.

      She glanced back the way she had come, seeing the men glaring at her, and behind them her friends still trying to run toward the wagon. Other people had finally noticed what was going on as well and were running too, but just like in the healer’s hall, they weren’t going to get there in time.

      Bit by bit, she saw her friends grow smaller in the distance until something hit her head again and she slid into darkness.
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      Eist came to in waves, as if her consciousness was trying to abandon her and all the stress she caused. With each new surge of reality, she became a little more aware of just how much her body hurt and her head thundered like the sky in a storm.

      She didn’t know how long it took for her to open her eyes, but it certainly was a while, and it took even longer for her to actually see. But slowly, the swirling and foggy world solidified enough for her to know that she was in some sort of camp in the middle of the woods.

      Her face was pressed into the cool earth, grass and leaves providing a thin blanket to protect her from the dampness of the dirt. Her eyes slowly took in as much as they could without her turning her head only to make out more trees and a group of four horses.

      Four?

      Hmm. That was interesting. The wagon had only had two, which meant that the camp she was in contained more than just whoever was in the wagon. That didn’t bode well for her, and she guessed it was time to check on her enemies.

      But when she went to sit up, she found that she couldn’t. Wiggling a bit, she realized that her arms and feet were bound, with her hands tightly trussed up behind her. Smart. That way she couldn’t even chew on the ropes and get her hands loose.

      It seemed that she clearly wasn’t the first captive that these men had dealt with, which didn’t bode well for her either. Then again, since they were clearly in the dragon-taking business, they were most likely used to more challenging prey.

      Fior!

      As if he could hear her mind calling out for him, she heard a whimper somewhere by her feet. He was worried, and he was scared, and her entire body called out that she needed to hold him.

      Eist rolled onto her back, ignoring the protest of her hands and forcing herself to rock forward. She finally managed to get into an upright position, and her whole heart squeezed tightly. She wanted to reach out for him, to pet him, but the only thing she could do was weakly rise to her knees and lean to rest her cheek on his head.

      She didn’t realize that it was encrusted with dried blood until she felt the uncomfortable sort of cracking when she pressed it to his cool scales. But Fior didn’t seem to mind and warbled gratefully that she was awake.

      She treasured that moment, soaking it into her memory as much as she could. But she couldn’t stay that way forever. She knew that if she was going to survive this, she needed to take full inventory of the situation and find whatever advantages she could.

      After all, wasn’t that what Yacrist said she was good at?

      Thinking of the tall, handsome boy made her stomach twist. If he had been upset seeing her after the healer incident, he was probably beside himself now that she had pitched herself into the wagon of a dragon poacher.

      Oh well. He could tell her off when she got back home.

      And she would.

      She had worked too hard to let her story end like this. Besides, Fior hadn’t finished his hardtack yet and he’d be pretty upset if they both died before it was thoroughly chewed.

      That thought gave her hope, and she finally turned to see what was waiting for her.

      It was night, something that she hadn’t noticed before, which was curious. She certainly seemed to be able to see much better than she should, but perhaps that was due to the roaring fire in the center of the camp.

      She could clearly see the men milling about and counted them up, taking note of any possible injuries when she could. There were fifteen total. One with a limp, two with very swollen, busted lips, and three with black eyes. She recognized one as the man she had laid out with her knee, but other than that, everything had been such a rush that she couldn’t really recall who had been doing what.

      Alright. So, fifteen opponents, and she needed to get both herself and Fior free. That was certainly a difficult task. But not impossible…

      Right?

      The closest bandit caught her gaze as she thoroughly examined everything, trying to spot weaknesses or weapons. Her stomach dropped as he arrogantly strode toward her, a smug look across his brutish features.

      “Ah, so the crazy lass is finally up now.” He chuckled as if seeing her bound there, glaring up at him, was so hilarious. “I’ve never seen a dragon rider straight-up pitch themselves at us after we’ve taken their youngling. You’re quite something, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just a kid,” she answered back, figuring she would start with the easiest and least likely to succeed option. “I’m addled, as is my dragon. If you were looking to fetch a price for either of us, you won’t get much of one.”

      If she undervalued them, there was indeed a chance the bandits would just outright kill them. But it was better than actually getting to whatever black market or slave auction they intended to take them to. Once there, Eist was sure she would have no chance of escape.

      “We don’t have to worry about selling either of you at auction. Someone was looking for this little guy specifically. You, you weren’t requested, but the way we figure, you’ll either be a bonus, or we’ll just kill you.”

      Eist ignored the threat to her life. It wasn’t useful information, so it could be ignored. But the other half of what he said… “Who would pay for a stunted dragon? He barely has his teeth in. You can clearly see that he’s not normal.”

      Of course, Eist didn’t really care about any of that stuff beyond it affecting her boy’s health, but it seemed like a good thing to make this brigand doubt their contract. She doubted this mystery person had paid them up front, because who would for her dragon? As far as the outside world was concerned, he was damaged. They didn’t know the amazing, loyal champ that he was.

      They probably didn’t know that he had saved her life.

      “I don’t care if he’s normal,” the bandit snorted. “He’s bringing in a lot of gold, and that’s all that matters.”

      He gripped her chin, pulling her face up to him. “You two do seem to go together. There’s something a bit freaky about your eyes, ain’t there? That could fetch a good price if the buyer doesn’t want you. There are some real degenerates out there who like a girl who looks possessed by something.”

      Wait. What? “Eyes? What do you mean? You mean eye, right? As in singular?”

      The bandit just snorted and walked away, leaving Eist thoroughly confused. Was he trying to trick her? Was he just uneducated and didn’t know what singular meant?

      He had done well in riling her up, and Eist fought internally to get back to neutral. She needed to be calm and examine the information she had.

      But it was hard to do so when Fior started whining and a cold shiver went down her back. The kind that happened when one was alone in the middle of the night and felt something watching them. The kind that made one look over their shoulder and wonder what was there.

      She didn’t like it.

      She tried to call out to another bandit, to get more information on who this mysterious buyer was, but they all ignored her. It seemed they too sensed whatever was making her so uncomfortable, and some of their hands went to the weapons at their sides.

      A shadow drifted across the sky ominously as a cloud covered the moon overhead. Dread filled Eist’s middle, growing as a man stepped out of the line of trees, as if his entrance was completely normal.

      He was still too far away for her to catch his features, but she knew that she should be afraid. It clawed up her spine and tainted the taste in her mouth, making her heart thunder in her chest. Something was inherently wrong with the man, and it felt like all of nature was trying to expunge him from existence.

      He strode forward slowly, deliberately, and the bandits parted for him. In any other situation, it might have been amusing to see such massive, intense men so cowed by a relatively slender stranger, but she was too drenched in apprehension to feel any sort of levity.

      He made his way straight for Fior, who was growling and snarling in his chains like Eist had never heard. Not even with the healer. Whoever this man was, he was clearly dangerous, and Eist didn’t want him anywhere near her charge.

      Finally, he was close enough that she could make out his features, and she was surprised to see that he was relatively nondescript.

      He was tall, but not quite as tall as Athar. He seemed relatively fit, but he wasn’t muscled like the hulking men around him. His hair was dark and straight, and he bore no scars or other markings. His eyes were the color of what would have been a comforting hazel on anyone else, but in his, Eist only saw a threat.

      “What is this?” he asked, sounding curiously amused rather than upset.

      One of the bandits stepped forward, his expression somewhere between apprehensive and outright terrified. “She’s his rider. She threw herself into—”

      The mystery man threw up a hand, and the bandit stopped short. “I know exactly who this is.”

      He crouched before Eist, a smile on his face. If it was daytime and she was in any other situation, she might have thought him charming when he grinned at her. But all she could feel now was her body panicking, trying to flee from the danger in front of her but not being able to.

      “You’re the little rapscallion that fought pretty, pretty Persinnia, aren’t you?”

      That name made her whole insides lurch, calling up so many things that she had fought so hard to forget. Everyone made great care not to mention the name of the healer that had attacked her and Eist appreciated that, but now she found herself plunged right back into that nightmare.

      “Who are you?” Eist hissed, her voice barely escaping from between her tightly-clenched teeth.

      “Oh, that doesn’t really matter now, does it? I’ve heard a lot about you, though, young lady. Do you know that you’re the talk of my little circle?”

      “How flattering.” Her tone grew even more venomous. Even though she was utterly terrified inside, that fear just made her angry. She hated feeling weak. She hated feeling threatened. And she resented that this man was putting her back into the position where she felt powerless. If he hadn’t paid for these brigands to get Fior, she would be back at the academy and listening to her little guy gnawing away at his new collection of bones and rawhide. “And does that circle also talk about how rude it is to try to ruin the only free days that Fior and I have?”

      “There’s that fire. I remember watching you as you fought.” Watching? Was he there? That didn’t make any sense! That was impossible! “You were completely outmatched, and she was ready to send you to the All-Mother right then and there, but you kept fighting, clawing your way to survival.”

      His eyes crinkled as his smile grew. “It makes sense that you were the one meant for our special friend there…” His kind gaze swept to Fior before returning to her. “You know the things I could accomplish if more of my followers were like you?”

      “If more of them were like me, then they wouldn’t be followers.”

      Although her body was pumped full of terror like her experience with the healer, telling her that she needed to run, needed to get away, this man was making no move to touch her. He just crouched there, looking her over as if she was greatly entertaining.

      But she didn’t want to be entertaining. She wanted to take his smile, turn it into a toothy dagger, and shove it down his throat. She wanted to rip her bonds and whisk Fior away from any hint of danger.

      She couldn’t, however, so she was left with just her sharp words and even sharper glares.

      “You have a point there. I’ve been told you were clever. I’m glad to see that you are.” His gaze roved over her face finally and she felt a bit like he was seeing her naked. “I thought I saw that you had something different about your eyes,” he murmured. “Perhaps it’s too dark to notice that witch’s kiss?”

      “Maybe,” Eist said sweetly. “Or maybe you’re just not looking close enough. Just lean a little closer.”

      He laughed at that, looking utterly pleased. Eist was so confused by the whole situation. She could feel that he was dangerous, that he could kill her at any moment, but he seemed content to just talk to her like they were old friends.

      “You lot did well to bring her to me,” the man said. “I’ll pay you double.”

      Eist paled at that. He didn’t want her dead? Sure, that gave her a chance to try to free Fior and escape, but the thought of going with this man made her sick.

      “I’ll kill you,” Eist hissed, hoping that he could feel how incredibly serious she was.

      Suddenly his hand shot out, large fingers wrapping around her throat and squeezing tightly. “You are a fun little soul, but do not mistake my amicable nature for softness. You are afraid of me, as you should be, but you’ll need to learn to respect me as well.”

      Eist’s vision was going grey, but this wasn’t the first time someone had tried to manhandle her in such a way. Collecting her spit toward the front of her mouth, she used the last bit of her breath to propel the gob toward his face.

      It hit, alright, but not his face. It seemed to hit a sort of invisible wall in front of him, then sizzled into nothing.

      Fior was going insane beside her, screeching and hissing and ripping at his bonds. If he was the age where he could spit fire, she was sure that he would have the entire forest alight. She needed to stop scaring him, but it was hard when she was so outclassed yet again.

      “Well, that wasn’t very ladylike,” he murmured, releasing pressure ever-so-slightly to bring his thumb up to her lips. She bared her teeth at him, but he just pressed the digit against them, harder and harder until she gasped in pain.

      He continued, thumb pinching down her tongue, and she could feel his nail cutting into the slick flesh there, sending blood leaking into her mouth. She coughed and wretched, trying to pull her head away, but he held her fast. “I know most people let you run wild because they don’t know how to deal with you, or they’re intimidated, but I assure you that I have no such compunction.” He leaned in, his eyes sparkling with what looked like sheer joy as he threatened her. “If this tongue continues to offend me, I’ll cut it off.”

      Eist blubbered something, her words just turning to unintelligible gibberish around his thumb. He laughed and finally the digit was pulled away, allowing her to speak.

      “What was that? An apology?”

      Eist didn’t answer him, however, instead using his close proximity to headbutt him with all of her might. The front of her skull slammed into the side of his, catching him right in the temple. Eist actually managed to make him rock backwards a bit in surprise, but she was quickly reminded that using her head as a weapon after taking two direct blows to it and losing consciousness wasn’t the best idea.

      “I see you’re going to be difficult.” The man’s voice dropped and his whole demeanor started to change, growing more and more menacing by the moment. “You know, your grandfather fought me too. He tried to cling to your reality so hard, and particularly to you. I wonder how he would feel if I sent him your head without that waggling tongue of yours?”

      His hand reached for her again, but this time, his fingers were crackling with what looked like tiny bolts of lightning. Her breath left her again, but she refused to meet her end crying, so she righted herself and braced for death.

      “I’m sorry, Fior,” she whispered. She hated to leave him alone, but it was clear that she had tumbled into something far beyond her capabilities.

      That seemed to trigger something in the little dragon because he stilled, and finally fell silent for the first time since the man had approached them. The stranger noticed him, and his smile was back.

      “Peculiar, I expected that this would be the time that you would really—”

      He never finished that sentence.

      Eist looked back to Fior just in time to see his chest puff up, his eyes bulge, and then a mighty bellow burst from his mouth in a percussive blast.

      Eist was thrown to the ground, the cry from her charge’s throat so loud that she could hear nothing else. But if it was loud for her, it was clearly excruciating for everyone else, as the rest of the men were rolling across the ground, their mouths open in screams that didn’t reach her ears and their hands holding the sides of their heads.

      Her head was swimming from yet another fall, but she knew her opportunity when she saw it. She rolled over to Fior, presenting her back to him where her tied hands were.

      She felt his claws tearing at her bonds, scratching her several times while the continued roar from his mouth sent her hair flying around her face. She knew that she would be able to hear nothing for the next few hours, but that didn’t matter. As long as everyone stayed down, and she stayed up.

      Finally, her hands were free, and she lurched to her feet, her head still spinning. Turning around, she saw that most of the chains around Fior’s front had burst, leaving only the back ones, which were easy to wiggle him out of.

      Tucking him under her arm with his mouth still aimed toward the men, she ran toward one of the horses. They whinnied, clearly displeased with the cacophony, but Eist reached for the calmest one.

      “Hey there,” she said, having no idea how to interact with such a large creature, nearly double her height and staring at her with dark eyes. “I don’t know how to ride you, but please, I need your help.”

      The horse continued to stare at her and she didn’t know whether she should give up and just peel out on foot, but after a beat, it turned around and knelt for her, allowing her to get onto its bare back before standing upright.

      Fior was still bellowing away, his voice a mighty roar pointed always behind her as they took off. Eist held on as tightly as she could with her free hand and her knees, but she still bounced around on the horse’s shiny back.

      Trees began to whip by, and then they were on some sort of a vague path. It was clear the bandits used this camp often and there had to be some sort of path to civilization. She couldn’t believe it! They were actually getting away. Somehow, someway, Fior had saved her life yet again.

      It was probably too soon to be sure, but she couldn’t help but let out a happy, almost manic sort of laugh. Sure, her mouth tasted like blood and her head was spinning, and her ears were ringing from Fior’s piercing call, but they were running. They were free!

      But as she sat straight, letting a breath of relief rush through her, there was the faintest of whistles before suddenly, what felt like a crack of lightning went right through her left shoulder.

      Eist cried out and nearly toppled off the horse. Fior loosened from her grip, but she forced herself to hold on through the pain.

      “By the Three,” she gasped, looking down at her front as if her brain was trying to puzzle out what was going on.

      It seemed like her mind was on a bit of a delay, because she was looking down at her front, but it still took her several more ragged breaths to realize that she was seeing an arrowhead sticking out of the flesh between her arm and chest.

      That wasn’t supposed to be there.

      She wobbled again in the seat and finally Fior stopped screaming, climbing up her shirt and tucking his head under her chin. He lapped at the wound, his spit soothing it. She knew that would probably just make her bleed more, but it was taking all of her strength to hold onto the horse and not end up on the side of the road to be retaken.

      Because if that man found her, whoever he was, she was absolutely sure that he would kill her right then and there. That was a man that one didn’t want to anger, and she had ruined his plans twice. Eist had never felt such a target on her back before, and she knew that if she somehow did get away, she would never be able to go back to just being the crippled girl at the academy.

      They rode for what felt like hours, time meaning nothing. All that existed was the galloping of the horse and Fior’s worried whines. Pain and heat alternated in domination over her mind, turning all of the world into a wobbly, runny sort of mess that blended together in a string of discomfort. Eventually, however, torches came into view and they stumbled into a town.

      Or at least she thought it was a town. She couldn’t be quite sure.

      Someone ran to her, asking if she was alright. She wanted to tell them that was a stupid question considering there was a literal arrow poking through her body, but the horse collapsed before she could get a single word out.

      Huh, the fellow really had pushed himself to get her to safety. She would have to thank him. Not that he would understand her, and not that she would live till morning, but still… It would be the polite thing to do.

      She let out the tiniest of chuckles at the idea that her last thoughts would be about manners with a horse, and it was in that breath that she slipped into the dark.
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            Out of the Cauldron and into the Fire

          

        

      

    

    
      Eist was aware that she was moving as she came to, although that was about the only thing she was aware of. Reality was still wobbling and bobbling this way and that, not making any sense as she rumbled along.

      “Oh, she’s awake!”

      Eist blearily looked up to see what might have been a familiar face over her, but it was too slippery and mired with strange colors.

      “You’re back at the academy now, Lady W’allenhaus,” the other face said. They sounded familiar. Did she know them too? “You just arrived, and you’re being taken to the healers. Do you remember what happened?”

      Eist wanted to shake her head, but she couldn’t really move. She couldn’t really do much of anything, except stare up at them while sweat ran down her face and her tongue flopped uselessly in her mouth.

      It seemed an eternity until they had her somewhere else and were gently laying the gurney she was laid across onto a cot. The soft bed felt nice under her, but she realized that she shouldn’t be able to lay down at all with an arrow in her.

      Looking down, she saw no arrow, only haphazard bandages and blood-soaked cloth under that pressed to where the bolt once had been.

      One of the faces seemed to understand the question she couldn’t say. “They told us when you and the horse collapsed, the fall pushed the back of the shaft through you. It’s too bad, because that’s what caused you to lose a lot of blood.”

      “And she’s still bleeding,” someone else said. “Why is she still bleeding?”

      Because a dragon licked it. Obviously.

      Wait.

      Dragon?

      Fior!

      Where was Fior!?

      Her eyes shot opened and she tried to reach up, but instead her whole body just shook, and something filled her mouth. The faces grew alarmed, and more faced joined them, until finally Eist slid back right where she was before.

      Huh, this was turning out far too similar to the last year for her taste. And the academy had only just started. How was she going to get to her classes?

      And where was her dragon?!
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      The next time Eist rolled to consciousness, she heard voices. She couldn’t open her eyes, so she just hung there, pain enveloping every one of her senses.

      “I don’t understand. We’ve cleaned the wound, packed it, but her fever is going up and her blood is…turning.”

      “There has to be an infection somewhere in there. Did you check her head? She had bruising and cuts up there, and one of her friends told us that she took a direct blow there.”

      “They’re angry, but no puss, no indications of infection.”

      “We have to have missed something. What of her dragon?”

      Dragon? Fior?

      “He’s recovered. He never leaves her side.”

      Recovered? Had he been hurt?

      “Good. Let’s hope he doesn’t have to.”

      “…you think it’s that bad?”

      “If we don’t get the fever in check, it will be.”
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      “Where is she?!”

      That voice she knew, it was Yacrist, but why did he sound so angry?

      “You really can’t be in here!” someone else said. They sounded familiar. Were they important? Eist couldn’t tell. Her head hurt.

      No. Wait. Everything hurt.

      “I don’t care! Let me see her!”

      Suddenly his face was over hers, but it looked like it was melting down into his neck. Did he know how silly he looked? He looked silly. Strange boy.

      “Eist, can you hear me?” he asked, his fingers roving over her face. He opened one eye, then the other, which made her flinch away, but he held her in place with the other hand.

      Then he opened her mouth, which felt like it was pasted shut. When he finally pried it open, the cool air felt nice against it, but she could tell he was recoiling.

      Oh.

      Did she have bad breath?

      She thought she had an excuse for it, the situation being what it was. He didn’t have to be so rude about it.

      “I know what this is,” he whispered, his eyes going wide. Or they seemed to go wide. Like really wide. Did he know that he looked silly?

      Eist sighed and wanted to slip back into sleep. Nothing made sense and thinking was so incredibly hard already.

      “I know what this is!” he cried, louder. Suddenly he was gone, and Eist heard more commotion.

      “Sir, unhand me!”

      “Listen! I know what’s going on! She doesn’t have an infection, she’s being poisoned!”

      “I know you’re her friend, but she isn’t showing any symptoms of poiso—”

      “That’s because you’re not looking for the right poison! I read about this! That arrow she was shot with had water of the blood moon on it, and I would guarantee my life on it.”

      “That’s a spell,” the healer murmured, and Eist felt herself quickly fading into blackness again. “That’s not real.”

      “I assure you, it’s real and it’s killing my friend! So, you better do something about it or I will!”

      “Young Lord, I know that your father is the Lord of the House, but I think that perhaps you should leave and think about what that means when you interact with public servants.”

      Ugh. They sounded annoying. Why was everyone so annoying?

      Eist didn’t know, and she was pulled down again.
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      As she pushed up toward consciousness again, Eist knew it would be her last time. She couldn’t say how, she only knew that it was.

      She was going to die.

      The tiniest warble drew her attention, and she felt a familiar head nudge against her. She couldn’t open her eyes to look at him, or move her hand to pet him, but she knew that it was her little dragon.

      But there was something else there, and she heard another familiar voice.

      “Don’t worry.” It was Yacrist. Was he alone? Why was everything so quiet? Was it night? “I’ve got you. Here, open your mouth, love.”

      She couldn’t, and she felt his fingers gently pry her cracked lips apart. Then something poured into her mouth and she nearly choked on it.

      “Shh, shh, I know it tastes foul, but you have to get it down.”

      Foul was an understatement. Eist had been dying for goodness knows how long and she’d rather go back to that than drink anymore of the rancid concoction.

      “Fior, I need you now. Can I have your tail?”

      Eist couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard a knife being drawn, then a sharp whimper from Fior. She tried to flick her eyes open in alarm, but when she did, she still couldn’t really see anything.

      The bandages were being pulled away from her wound and then more liquid was poured into it, then something else shoved inside. It felt like someone was ripping her whole ribcage out and she lurched upwards, gasping and clawing.

      “I know! I know! I’m sorry, but I have to do this. I have to save you, okay? You’re not allowed to leave us, Eist!”

      Yacrist pushed her back down and quickly began muttering things in a language she didn’t understand. Her whole body seized as he did, whipping around the cot weakly. She felt like she was on fire, and something was harshly yanking her limbs in all sorts of directions. Why was he doing this to her? She was already dying, so why was he trying to kill her?!

      “What are you doing with her?”

      There were more voices, then running feet, and then she was vaguely aware that someone was yanking Yacrist away. But he fought to stay at her side, and both Alynbach and Fior backed him up.

      All Eist could do was writhe, her mind scattering. Her vision was only coming back to her in flashes.

      Yacrist fell against her bed, something in his hand that he pushed into her mouth before pressing against the bottom of her jaw. Eist’s jaw closed despite herself, finding some sort of bitter herb.

      The moments passed as more voices joined and tried to pull Yacrist away, but as they did, Eist felt herself relax. Her seizing stopped, her muscles relaxed, and after a long bit, she was able to chew.

      Slowly her teeth ground together, and the more of the herb that mixed with her saliva, the more she felt the agony consuming her fade.

      “I need to finish curing her! There’s just one more step!”

      “You need to get control of yourself now, young Master!”

      “Gilcrest, look!”

      The sounds of scuffle stopped and Eist felt as if all of the eyes were on her. She still couldn’t see entirely, but her vision was slowly coming back at the edges. Her body was going limp, while the sweat seemed to dry from her form.

      “What in the Storm’s name is that?!”

      “That’s the poison!” Yacrist snapped. He must have wrestled from their grasp because she could hear him running toward her. How loud were all of these people being that she could hear them? Especially considering that she no doubt had some more damage from Fior’s bellow.

      “Eist, your finger is going to have a bit of a poke and burn, but I promise that it’s worth it.”

      Sure enough, she felt a blade on the pointer finger of her right hand, then the digit was engulfed by a flame. There was more sizzling and hissing, then finally, Eist fell into a peaceful slumber.
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      This time, when Eist awoke, she didn’t feel gripped by death or rotting from the inside out. She also could think clearly for the first time in what felt like an eternity. And the first thing she realized was that, while she was indeed quite sore, she was mostly incredibly thirsty.

      Her eyes flicked open and she saw her grandfather, Dille, Yacrist, Athar, and Ain all there, sitting around her bed in almost a perfect mirror of the end of last year. Fior was at her legs, curled into a weary-looking ball with a bandage around part of his tail. She really needed to stop doing this whole injured thing, otherwise people would start to think she was doing it intentionally.

      “Eist?”

      Naturally it was Yacrist who spotted her first. Her eyes slowly slid to him, and she noticed he had a black eye and a busted lip. Were they from the bandit fight? Or had he procured those trying to heal her?

      “Water,” she rasped, her tongue feeling like rock in her dry cavern of a mouth.

      He scrambled to get her some, and suddenly everyone was roused from their sort of half-slumber. Her grandfather’s hands wrapped around hers and he peppered her fingers with kisses.

      “Oh, my little girl. I really thought you were going to leave this old man all alone.”

      She tried to rasp an answer, but her body refused. Thankfully, Yacrist gently helped her up and held a tankard up to her mouth.

      Eist tried to chug it down gratefully, but he wouldn’t allow more than sips to trickle into her mouth at a time. She supposed she should be grateful he wasn’t letting her make herself sick, but she was just so thirsty!

      But Yacrist had patience where she did not, and he continued to hold the tankard as long as she needed, which was quite a while. When she eventually was done, he set the cup aside and tried to lay her back down.

      “No,” she whispered, barely able to hear herself. “I’ve had enough of that. I want to sit up.”

      Dille rushed forward, arranging pillows behind Eist so she could lean in an upright position. Yacrist was still incredibly careful as he set her against them, his hands strong and comforting against her. Normally, she wasn’t much for being touched, but considering everything he had done to save her life, it made her feel a bit safer.

      “So…” she muttered to all the faces once she was settled. It was strange to feel like the center of a theater production, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. At least with the healer incident, she was drugged up. Now, she mostly felt clearheaded and entirely aware of the situation.

      “You just had to throw yourself into the wagon, didn’t you?” Dille said finally.

      That seemed to break the uncertain tension, and they shared a weak sort of laugh. Eist couldn’t help but glance at Ain and Athar, the people she knew the least in the room, and saw that they mostly looked relieved. She should get to know them a little better, perhaps. If there was one thing this whole experience taught her it was that she needed more allies, because she had just made one powerful enemy.

      “They were going to take Fior,” she answered matter-of-factly. “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “Uh-huh, sure you didn’t. You just had to be the natural-born hero that you’ve always insisted on being,” her grandfather groused. “You’re lucky you’re hurt, or I might tan your hide myself for being reckless.”

      “You haven’t tanned my hide since I was seven and I insisted on trying to play with logs in the fire.”

      “That doesn’t mean I won’t now.”

      “Uh-huh. Go ahead if you want to. I was hurt much worse the last time I was here. Turns out being poisoned has a really quick recovery time.”

      “Oh…” It was Yacrist who murmured that in surprise. “You heard all of that?”

      Eist nodded. “Probably not all, but enough. I guess it’s a good thing that you didn’t listen to me.”

      “Didn’t listen to you about what?” Grandfather asked.

      “Have none of you n-n-noticed her eyes?”

      It was Athar’s low voice that cut through the relieved banter and they all fell silent. Eist looked to him uncertainly, and she flushed as she felt everyone’s gaze on her.

      “Oh…” Yacrist breathed again before standing. “I’ll get a healer.”

      “What’s going on?” Eist asked, panic rising in her for the first time since she had awakened. “What’s wrong with my eyes?!”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” her grandfather said, holding her hands once more. “What’s important is that you’re alive and you and your dragon are both here.”

      That only made her panic worse, as did the healer’s expression as they approached.

      “Oh!”

      “Would everyone stop saying that and just tell me what is going on!?”

      “Your witch’s eye,” Dille murmured as if the words didn’t want to come out of their mouth.

      “What about it?”

      “You’ve got two of them now.”

      “What?” No! That wasn’t possible! “Get me a looking glass! Now!”

      Her smallest friend rushed off, coming back a few moments later with an ornate looking glass. Eist grabbed one of the candles from her bedside and peered into the thing, her breath catching as she did.

      Both of her pupils were blown so wide that there was barely any color left, leaving her looking like an owl, or perpetually terrified. It wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but Eist found herself close to tears that there was yet one more thing setting her apart.

      “It might have been the blow to the side of the head,” the healer said just loud enough for Eist to hear. “Such injuries have been known to cause this phenomenon.”

      Eist just leaned closer to the mirror, the candle almost close enough to her matted hair to light it. But a curious thing happened as her face was illuminated by the small flame; the closer the light got to it, the more her pupil shrank until it was back to normal.

      “What?!” she repeated with even more surprise as she looked up at the others. It was only then that she noticed that it was actually nighttime, the hall cloaked in restful darkness with the flickering of candles where they were necessary.

      “Curious,” the healer said, leaning toward Eist’s still-battered face. “Would you mind closing your eye and putting your hands over it gently for a moment?”

      Eist did so, waiting until they spoke again.

      “Now open them up.”

      She did, and once more, the room seemed as bright to her as if it was mid-afternoon, with shadows just beginning to cast themselves over the hall.

      “I see.”

      “What’s going on?” Eist asked, feeling more confused than anything.

      “It seems that your injury has given you a sort of adaption. When you’re in the dark, both of your eyes are expanding to be witch’s eyes. When you’re introduced to a bright enough light, this one returns to normal. I have to say, I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      “No,” Eist mumbled, her mind spinning. “Of course you haven’t.”

      “I guess you and your dragon match even more now. The two of you really are special, aren’t you?”

      “I guess so,” Eist agreed numbly.

      The conversation settled, and everyone returned to gently talking about how grateful they were that she was alright, and asking how she was, and plans for the future, but it all sort of fell as background noise onto Eist’s ears.

      Her world was changing. Magic was real and vibrant and there were people out there doing what they shouldn’t, piercing the veil and reaching into places that no mortal should tread. It made her wonder what was fairytale and what was truth, and even if the Three themselves were far more tangible than she had ever thought. It was alarming, and her feet felt like they had no place to plant themselves.

      Something had changed. She could feel it. What was once certain was now uncertain, and facts were quickly turning to lies. But what she did know without a doubt was that the man she had met was not only important, but he now had a personal vendetta against her. She could feel it in her bones that it was far from the last time the two of them would face off.

      And she also knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that they were trying to bring the Blight back. It was the only thing that made sense, considering the spells that both he and the healer had used.

      And if they wanted to bring the Blight back, she shuddered at everything else they were capable of doing.

      She needed to alert the council.

      But she looked to the faces around her, loving, caring—or just mildly concerned when it came to Ain—and she realized this might be the last time she got to see them like this if her feeling was true.

      So, she sat back and let herself enjoy the peace while she could.

      She was going to need it.
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      Eist stood outside the academy gates, her eyes searching the horizon as the road filled with her fellow dragon hopefuls and their families saying good-bye for another year. They were all right in the middle of their education and would soon reach a turning point toward independence.

      It was certainly exciting, but Eist was anticipating someone else even more.

      “She’s coming all the way from Margaid,” Yacrist said, sidling up beside her and handing her a warm mug of soup. “It’s far too early for her to be arriving.”

      Eist shrugged. “I know. But I want to be here the moment she does.”

      “You’d think you hadn’t seen her in years rather than just a single harvest break.”

      She didn’t respond to that, knowing he was just teasing. Normally, while she missed her friends, she enjoyed being home and just having leisure time with Fior and her grandfather. But the last break had been anything but normal.

      Due to her injuries—and mostly the poison—she’d spent much of the schoolyear healing and then the break catching up on what she missed. They’d required her to live in the healer’s hall for far too long before finally letting her stay in the dorm she would eventually share with Dille. Even then, she still had to return to them twice a day for further recuperation from her wounds.

      Apparently getting shot by an arrow was a bigger deal than she thought. That, on top of the poison that had eaten a lot of her musculature, left her needing to relearn how to do a lot of simple things at first. Like write. And change her clothes. Thankfully, she was almost one hundred percent back to normal and ready to take on the new academy year.

      Too bad the healers were far too obsessed with her new…ocular abilities.

      They weren’t that exciting. So she could see in the dark now, it wasn’t a big deal. The only real difference was that occasionally, she didn’t look like she had just one witch’s eye but two. That was a real improvement on her fitting in.

      Sometimes, she swore the only thing that kept her from going mad was that Yacrist had been by her side the entire time. He had no problem using his political weight to make healers leave her alone or bringing her treats when everything was especially glum. He even read to her when the nightmares bit into the night, making her chest heave and her stomach clench with fear. Sometimes he looked at her a bit too intensely, too deeply, in a way that made her nervous. But mostly, she took great comfort in his presence.

      “I can’t believe it. Our third year.”

      Fior let out a little chirp in agreement with Yacrist and sidled up to him, nosing for snacks in the pouches hanging from the young man’s belt. It was a trick the dragon had learned only a month or so ago, when he realized he was finally tall enough to do so. Despite what the healers had said, her little dragon was growing. Sure, it wasn’t as much as all the others, and no, he was nowhere near being able to hold a full human’s weight, but she could still tell.

      It seemed everyone was growing, Eist noted as other students continued to file past her. She herself had grown an inch or so, with her shoulders and hips both broadening once she was back on a full meal and recovery schedule. However, her lack of running or ability to fully train made a lot of her solidness slide away. Her thighs weren’t as thick now and her arms grew loose in their sleeves. Her middle, while shrinking a bit, had grown much softer and weak, which she didn’t like at all. Whenever she complained to Yacrist, however, he had just told her it was part of the healing process and then tried to feed her something else.

      Her eyes moved over her friend as she remembered all the pastries he had brought her over the past few months. Like he wanted her all soft and coddled. Unlike her, he had grown taller, broader, and leaner than ever. While he was no mountain of muscle or juggernaut, he was very clearly fit, with biceps that Eist often found herself admiring when he wasn’t paying attention. He had cut his hair again, reducing it to charming curls that framed a face which definitely belonged to a man now, instead of a young boy. It was strange to think that, if he had not chosen to pursue being a dragon rider, he would most likely be married and learning the things that nobles learned.

      Strange. Very strange.

      A shadow passed over them, Alynbach settling on the ground next to them. Fior trotted up to them and they began playfully tussling with each other, the two-headed dragon just as liable to tangle themselves up as much as pin the little brindled dragon. They helped make the time pass a bit more quickly, but even their antics couldn’t keep Eist from noticing a large, familiar red glint in the air.

      “Veralda!” Eist exclaimed without thinking, hustling down the path, pushing past people as best she could.

      “Hey now,” Yacrist called after her before she felt his footsteps fall in line behind her. “No need to go running toward her. She’ll be here in just a few minutes.”

      “I don’t care if it’s silly,” Eist said, still hurrying toward the glint in the air. Although there were several red dragons, none had the truly striking mass of Veralda. She was quite the portly dragon, and Eist couldn’t wait to see how large she got when she reached full maturity. “I miss my friend.”

      Year One Eist would have no doubt thought the same as Yacrist. That she was being silly and expending unnecessary energy. But Year One Eist had no friends and was an idiot. She’d learned a whole lot since then.

      “Hey, I’m your friend, and I’ve been here the whole time,” Yacrist said. Eist couldn’t be sure, but he sounded almost put out. No… That wasn’t it. But there was a strange lilt to his tone that didn’t feel comfortable.

      “The academy doesn’t like students underfoot during their harvest break and prep and you know that. I was only able to stay because they couldn’t move me, and you had to use your father’s influence to get to stick around too. You don’t think that Dille would like to stay where she can have three meals a day instead of going back to Margaid where she’s all alone?”

      “Well, I offered for her to stay as a guest in my home, where she would be close, but she didn’t want to. That seems kind of strange to me.”

      Eist thought of Dille having to live alone in the Grand Palace, which was where the family of the Lord of the House resided. Given what she had learned of most nobility from Ain, Eist didn’t think that would be the most pleasant experience for her.

      “You don’t understand,” was all she could say as she continued up one of the small hills of the path.

      Yacrist didn’t say anything else. Perhaps he let the conversation drop, or perhaps he was distracted as the red glint lowered quickly, as if it was trying to dive bomb them.

      “Veralda!” Eist called again, opening her arms wide. The dragon let out a truly impressive roar, whipping the girl’s hair back, before landing with an incredibly solid thunk!

      “You had no idea she was going to stop in time,” Yacrist scolded breathily from behind her. Eist looked over her shoulder to see his eyes wide and his face a bit gray. She was amused for a moment before she remembered that he had almost watched her die twice already and tended to be a little protective. It wouldn’t hurt her to try to be a little more considerate of his feelings. She couldn’t imagine what she’d do if she saw either Dille or him laid out on a healer’s cot, barely clinging to life.

      “I trust her,” Eist said before throwing her arms around the shoulders of the red dragon. Her hands couldn’t meet behind the reptile’s neck, but Veralda didn’t seem to mind, letting Eist hold on until Fior and Alynbach scampered up to steal away her attention, the purple dragon practically tripping over itself. Eist couldn’t be exactly sure, but she had the sneaking suspicion than either Alyn or Bach fancied Veralda a bit.

      A loud shout sounded across the path, and Eist looked to see a wagon rolling up to them with a familiar dark figure standing next to the driver. “See, I told you that she missed you terribly!”

      “Not as much as I missed her,” Eist retorted before jogging forward once again. But as she drew closer to the wagon, she realized the figure wasn’t quite as familiar as it once was.

      Like everyone else, Dille had grown, clearly gaining a couple of inches. But instead of the gaunt figure that Eist had expected, the young woman had apparently…filled out.

      Eist stopped in her steps, mind whirring. It made sense, both she and Dille were sixteen going on seventeen winters, but she’d expected her friend from Margaid to have lost weight like she had during her previous break from the academy. She’d had a whole plan on how to fatten her up and get her back to a healthier size, but it didn’t look like that was needed anymore.

      Finally, the wagon pulled up close enough for Dille to vault out and close the distance between them. Her hair had grown bigger, no longer kept tight to her head in a stern braid and instead surrounding it like a curly cloud. Her lips were fuller, and there was a slight softness over her normal lean muscle.

      The next thing Eist knew, they were hugging tightly. She dismissed her shock at her friend’s changed body and wrapped her arms tightly around Dille.

      “Huh, I see you haven’t become weak and sickly while all those healers coddled you,” she joked.

      “You think I’d let them do that?” Eist laughed, feeling her belly warm. She had missed Dille so terribly, her dry wit and the way she just understood things.

      “I don’t know, you did fight tooth and nail to get into a caravan with a bunch of brigands.”

      “Fair point.” Finally, Eist stepped back, allowing herself to truly look her friend up and down. The dark-skinned girl was also dressed in finer clothing, and sported a very thin, silver necklace about her neck. “You look well,” Eist said finally. “Did your situation in Margaid change?”

      “You can say something like that,” she answered, a look of mischievousness on her face.

      Before Eist could ask her to clarify, there was a thump of someone else jumping from the wagon to the ground. Flicking her eyes away from her newly beautiful friend, and not quite sure what to think of it, she saw none other than Ain walking toward them.

      He was different too. Taller, and his fair skin had a golden tint to it. He looked far less stressed than she had ever seen him, which would have been nice if Eist wasn’t so suddenly concerned with why he had been riding in the same caravan as Dille. There was no reason for him to be anywhere near Margaid.

      “What’s going on?” Eist asked uncertainly.

      “Relax,” Ain said dryly, just as full of crooked smirks as ever. “We’ll explain later. I’ll have the manservant deliver our things to our dorms, so why don’t we go see if the cafeteria is as miserable as ever?”

      Eist didn’t know quite what to do but nodded. It was only then that Yacrist joined them, feeling strangely stiff beside Eist.

      “I like the cafeteria,” he muttered, quiet enough that only Eist could hear before they all ambled along the path with everyone else.

      Eist could already tell that it was going to be a strange year.
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      Eist dug into the chicken before her, happily gorging herself on the first dinner of the new year with her friends. Yacrist was to one side of her, Dille was to the other, and Ain was across from her, looking happy to be back despite his constant sarcasm.

      Their dragons were a different matter. Veralda was now officially too big to fit into the cafeteria and was relegated to the outside courts and caves along with Ain’s dragon, Belfryst. Alynbach and Fior were still small enough, however, and scampered about in the periphery with the other metallic and undersized dragons. It was the one advantage of Fior being such a slow grower—she got to spend almost all of her day with him. She wondered what she’d do if there was a day where he couldn’t fit cuddled up beside her in her bed, but she’d figure that out when the time came.

      Because it would come. Despite what the healers said, he was still growing. His teeth had finished coming in, and his scales were still a beautiful mix of copper, bronze, and black. Her beautiful, brindled little dragon boy.

      “So why were you traveling with our Dille?” Yacrist asked out of nowhere, his tone a bit perfunctory. Eist looked up in surprise, not having expected that from him. While she never had told her friends about the sort of truce and late-night conversation that she’d had with Ain, they had both seemed to understand that the enmity between them had faded. Eist had thought that all of that was long buried, but if that was so, why was Yacrist’s voice so close to being cutting?

      “Your Dille?” Ain echoed dryly, biting lazily at a piece of bread.

      Eist looked to Dille, who just rolled her eyes. “Humor him. He’s still in mothering mode since one of our friends likes to repeatedly almost die every year.”

      “It’s not like I try,” Eist objected, feeling her cheeks color ever-so-slightly. “I just have a knack for getting into things I shouldn’t.”

      “That’s one way to say it,” Dille retorted with a laugh and a gentle elbow to her friend’s ribs.

      “I’m just saying,” Yacrist continued, not seeming to entirely catch the mood. “What was a debtor’s son doing all the way in Margaid?”

      Now that definitely wasn’t nice, and Eist stepped on Yacrist’s foot with her heel. He flinched, but that just made Ain smile a little too happily.

      “Ex-debtor’s son, actually,” he answered as cool as water. Eist was reminded of how flustered she had been by Ain those two years ago when they had first met. While she had been able to ruffle his feathers, Yacrist didn’t see people’s insecurities like she did. “Dear Father died in an attack on the border where he was stationed. His debt was wiped away with his life.”

      Eist’s stomach twisted at that, remembering when she had lost her own parents. “Ain, I’m sor—”

      “Don’t be,” he interrupted blithely. “It’s the best thing he’s ever done for my family.”

      “Still doesn’t explain how you got all the way to—”

      “By the Three, Yacrist, would you give it a rest?” Eist snapped.

      “It’s fine, I don’t mind explaining.” Ain gave one of those shrugs, but his eyes were oh-so-sharp on Yacrist. For once, Eist couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “A Margaidian noble happened to take a fancy to my mother. Invited my whole family down to one of his estates for the summer. We were more than happy to oblige, and he took quite good care of us.”

      “And me too,” Dille added softly. “It was strange. I had this dream that I had the most delicious pastry from the market and when I woke up, I knew I had to have something sweet. We ran into each other just in front of a Rothaichian bakery, and he insisted on taking me home for dinner.”

      Eist looked to Ain uncertainly, surprised by him insisting on anything. He shrugged once more, but she saw a bit of color rise to his cheeks. “With me and my brothers, I just figured my mother would like a little female company. I didn’t expect her to fall in love with you.” He narrowed his eyes at Dille on that last sentence, as if he was playfully accusing her. “Didn’t realize I’d be near twenty years old when I suddenly got a little sister.”

      “Is that true?” Eist asked. Not that she didn’t believe Ain, but in the two letters she’d received from her best friend, Dille had never mentioned being taken under anyone’s wing.

      “Lady Hihdhean is very generous. She insisted I stay the night after finding out I didn’t really have a set home outside of the little hidey hole I found in a crumbled building. Then she just kind of convinced me to never leave. I didn’t even realize it until my third day there.”

      “That’s exactly what my mother is like,” Ain said with a sigh. “She asks you a little thing here, a little thing there, and the next thing you know, you’re one of the family.”

      Eist just kept looking between them, uncertain what to say or think, but the primary feeling was mostly happiness. Warmth that Dille had found safety and kindness, and also that Widow Hihdhean might have found a sort of daughter that she had always been missing. In the background, there was a strange sort of confusion at thinking that Ain and Dille had spent a whole harvest break together. They just seemed like such an odd couple, and yet, as they sat across from each other, they were clearly at ease.

      Huh. What a strangely small world.

      “Well, I’m glad you had some place warm and safe to be.”

      “Me too,” Dille said with an honest sort of nod. “Probably why I actually grew this year instead of just whittling away like usual. Looks like I’ll need you to teach me how to use those breast-bands you’re always requesting from the seamstress. Mine probably won’t be as big, though.”

      Eist nearly choked on her chicken at that, but Dille was just looking at her like she had said something boring and matter-of-fact. The short girl didn’t like to think about her chest, and the way that it had grown steadily since she had arrived. Becoming a woman just seemed to be largely inconvenient, and she’d rather forget about it if she could.

      “Isn’t it a little early to be killing your friends?”

      Eist looked up at the low rumble of words, grateful for the reprieve. But while she had been expecting a teacher, or perhaps an older dragon rider stopping in for a rest, she didn’t expect to see Athar standing there.

      And she especially didn’t expect Athar to look like that.

      If everyone else had grown, then Athar had flourished. Eist had thought he was large before, but now he was bordering on ridiculous.

      He was twice as broad as her, his chest seeming to span an impossible distance. His biceps had grown from as big as her head to seemingly as big as her waist, straining against the woven fabric of his tunic. And his face, oh goodness, his face.

      Eist felt her eyes grow wide, but she couldn’t school her face into a normal reaction. His dark, dark hair was long enough that it was pulled into a ponytail at his crown. The lack of hair in his face allowed her to see his high cheekbones and broad, square jaw. He looked very much like a hero of legend, or one of the fantastical princes of myth, all strong features and masculinity.

      It made sense, if she stopped to think about it. The boy was either eighteen or nineteen winters, if she recalled correctly. He was right at the age where his body was going into its final bit of growth. But still, it didn’t seem to be fair that he was hogging all of the muscle and height while she was growing soft and fighting for every inch that she could get.

      He was smiling at her, teeth so white while his full lips were parted in a sweet sort of grin. It was such a nice expression, so open and trusting, that it made her stomach flip. Was she breathing? She didn’t feel like she was breathing.

      “When did you get so fetching?” she felt herself gasp before she could stop herself.

      And then the giant of a man turned red from the collar of his straining tunic all the way up to the roots of his hair. “I, uh, I—”

      “Oh, good job, Eist,” Ain said with yet another smirk. “He just got here, and you’ve already broken him.”

      “I-I didn’t mean to,” Eist said, collecting herself. She was not the type of girl to get flustered by someone’s looks. She had resisted Ain’s sort of ethereal prettiness with his fine features and white hair, and Yacrist’s classic charms with his green eyes and curls. She could ignore giant Athar and his earnestness.

      In a minute or so, when the shock wore off.

      “What, do you eat a whole goat every day?” Yacrist asked, laughing as Athar sat down across from him. But that just made the tall man blush even harder, and Eist felt a bit guilty. She didn’t like making him feel embarrassed. Her mouth had just gotten away from her.

      “Ignore him,” Dille said with a sigh. “He’s just jealous that he’s going to have competition in his courting pool now.”

      Yacrist snorted at that. “I don’t need a courting pool. I’ve got everything I need right here.”

      “Ugh, I forgot how annoying it was to have everyone tripping over you,” Ain said, his piercing gaze settling on Eist. “How do you tolerate it?”

      “No one is tripping over me,” Eist objected on principle. “I’m sure we’re all just glad to be back.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s exactly what it is. I would say that I missed you, but your friend is just as good at mouthing off as you are.”

      “Oh, she’s better,” Eist answered, baring her teeth in a playfully spiteful grin. “She just usually doesn’t waste her time on people who aren’t worth it.”

      Ain leaned in conspiratorially, for all the world looking like a wolf who was about to corner a lamb. “My dear, are you saying that I’m not worth it?”

      Eist ignored how she could see Yacrist stiffen in her peripheral vision and how Athar’s gaze flicked between the two of them. “Good to see that you still have basic speech comprehension. That skill will get you far.”

      “Lucky me.”

      He sat up, looking quite pleased with himself, and returned to his food. Soon the conversation settled, and they were all catching up with various stories of how they had occupied themselves over their break. Laughs were shared, and more barbs, until bellies were full, and smiles were wide. Once they had their fill, they all filtered outside together to make sure their dragons also ate.

      There was an interesting change with the third year. While smaller dragons still needed to be fed by hand, there were feeding troughs and pits in the caves maintained by many of the academy workers. All of the larger dragons were welcome to eat whenever they were hungry and would often see to themselves without their rider.

      Still, the transition could be a rocky one, so of course Ain, Athar, and Dille wanted to check on their little ones—even if those little ones weren’t quite so little anymore. Eist couldn’t blame them and contentedly watched as the three called to their charges, who happily coasted out from the caves.

      Eist watched them, Fior winding around her legs excitedly. One day, that would be him. She knew it. But for the moment, she was very happy that he was still small enough for her to spoil and cuddle.

      She didn’t like to think about it, because thinking would be admitting it, but she felt something in the air. A heady sort of change coming, like a wall of lightning, or a shaking of the ground that made her hair stand on edge. Occasionally, little things caught the corner of her eye, flashes of color like a warning, but whenever she turned her head, they vanished just as quickly.

      She determined to enjoy things while she could and hope that she was wrong about the feeling in her gut that told her there wasn’t a whole lot of time for happiness left.
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      “As I’m sure you all know, right now your dragons are going through a special time in their growth. Not too unlike the changes some of you are experiencing, except they’re developing the ability to breathe fire. If any of you find yourselves burping up embers, please see a healer immediately.”

      There was a murmur of laughter as Ale’a addressed the day one group. Although the number of their class had slipped down again, there were still too many of them to effectively train in one group. After letting everyone settle in, the dragon rider hopefuls were sorted into two groups that switched off between physical training, inside learning, and dragon training.

      Eist was beginning to think that perhaps the schoolmaster had a soft spot for her, because this time, she was in the same group as all of her friends, including Ain and Athar. Usually she only had Yacrist and Dille, but she was looking forward to having a whole group. It would be refreshing.

      And probably give Yacrist something to distract himself.

      Eist winced at that, feeling a bit guilty. But sometimes, the looks that Yacrist gave her were too much, too layered in concern and happiness that she was alive. Whenever he stared at her like that, it made her stomach flip and her heart pound, which certainly couldn’t be healthy.

      “I’ve heard through the little birds and nettles that some of you have had to deal with rudimentary fire-breathing over the break. And for that, I am sorry. I lost my entire bed to one of my girl’s first belches.” Another small wave of laughter.

      “So, how we’re going to run this is we’re going to march out of the academy to the barren fields where we have several strawmen set up. Your job is to get your dragon to set it on fire. Most of you will fail this, and that’s fine. The important part is you work with your dragon and learn what works for them. This isn’t about building fires, it’s about communication and strengthening the bond that will keep you alive. Understood?”

      There was a murmur of agreement from everyone and a rumble from the dragons around them.

      “Alright, everyone march out! Stop when you see your instructor.”

      The crowd started to move and Eist looked to her friends excitedly. She only managed to get a few steps, however, before she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      Turning, she saw Ale’a smiling at her, but the grin didn’t reach her eyes. In fact, she looked like she didn’t want to say whatever was about to come out of her mouth. “Sorry, friend, but not you.”

      “Not me?” Eist echoed like she didn’t understand. And she didn’t. Not her what? Surely, they weren’t going to—

      “Because of…” She seemed to struggle to find the words for a moment. “…the attack you endured last year, Fior was never trained properly on gliding and flight basics. I know we caught up on most of your training, but he needs to get caught up on that before he can move onto fire-breathing.”

      It was like someone had dumped cold water over Eist’s head. She knew what the woman was saying made sense, but it stung right down to the core of her. “But… I—”

      Ale’a pressed on, ever practical and firm. “Besides, your little one’s teeth just came in, right? It’ll be a long while before he develops the spit pouches to cause a flame.”

      “I… I thought I saw a little swell in his cheek last time he ate.”

      “That’s good,” Ale’a said soothingly, squeezing Eist’s shoulder. The girl could feel her friends standing behind her, silent and tense the moment they noticed Ale’a was holding her back. “By the time we get flying basics down, I bet he’ll be ready to spit fire with the best of them.”

      That was true. Dragons had three pockets within their mouths, one in each cheek and one under their tongue. These filled with liquid and would combust on when mixed, which was what caused dragon fire. If a dragon had no pouches, then there would be no flame. And as far as Eist knew, Fior hadn’t developed them yet.

      Turning to her friends, she tried to hold her face steady. “You lot go ahead. I’ve got things to do here.”

      “But—” Yacrist stepped forward, his face stormy as if he wanted to defend her. But this wasn’t a thing to be defended against, it was just an unfortunate circumstance. Someone had tried to steal Fior, and Eist had gotten hurt getting him back. If given the choice, she’d do the whole thing over again.

      Except for that cold, smiling man whose nail had left a crescent shaped scar in the center of her tongue. She hoped to never see him again or feel the cold violation of the power that emanated from him.

      “It’s fine,” Eist interrupted before Yacrist could get anything else out that made her feel worse. “You guys go show everyone how it’s done.”

      They seemed reluctant, but they filed off. Dille lingered behind, giving Eist one last uncertain look, but she just nodded to her friend. When they were all gone, she turned back to Ale’a. “Alright, who’s going to be teaching me?”

      “Well, that’s where you’re in luck, friend. I’ve been assigned as your personal tutor. Now come along, I’ve got a whole area set up over by the dummy weapons.”

      Eist followed her, trying not to feel bitter. It was just another little hump that they would get over. Besides, seeing Fior finally be able to glide would make up for not being able to play the part of a fire-starter.

      Or at least she hoped so.
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      “Come on, Fior, why are you being such a little rascal tonight?”

      Eist held out a flank of salmon for her dragon, but he just looked behind her, his rounded snout pointing in another direction. Normally, they would be in their rooms and doing work with Dille at that point, their balcony doors open so Veralda could visit or sleep there, but Fior had been so obstinate that feeding him was taking three times longer than usual.

      “I think you should listen to him.”

      Eist turned her head to see Dille standing just at the steps that led up to the feeding porch. She had a tome in hand, like she had been studying, but her hair was mussed like she had fallen asleep at their desk again.

      “How did you know we were still down here?” Eist asked.

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I think I had a dream?”

      “A dream that I was stuck feeding this ungrateful brat?”

      “A dream that he was trying to tell you something.”

      Oh.

      Eist turned to Fior, looking at him while he stared at her. Normally, he was great at telling her if there was something he wanted, but his crystalline eyes were just on her, staring like it was obvious.

      “What do you need, li'l guy?”

      He stared some more, as if she was supposed to just know, before walking up and putting his front paws on her chest. Sitting up, he tilted forward until his snoot was resting right against her nose.

      That brought them eye to eye, and for a moment, it felt like he was looking into her soul.

      “I, uh, I don’t get it, Fior.”

      “…I think he wants you to see.”

      “I’m seeing right now,” Eist retorted before she realized what her friend meant.

      Oh.

      “No,” she said quickly, her eyes flicking to one of the lanterns that was hanging from the ceiling of the porch. As nice as it was to be able to see in the dark, there was something else about her vision that she hadn’t told anyone. Something that she was afraid to acknowledge.

      Something else.

      She couldn’t describe it, but when both of her eyes shifted into a witch’s gaze, it was like she could see other things. Little tendrils that curled in the air, trying to drag her vision this way or that. People glowed with certain colors and so did the things that belonged to them.

      Eist didn’t want to think about those things and what they meant. She wanted everyone to think that her vision change just allowed her to see better in the dark and that was it.

      “I don’t think he would ask if there wasn’t a good reason,” Dille said, sitting behind Eist so that their backs were flush to each other. It helped that she didn’t have to look at her friend’s face. She didn’t want the far-too-smart girl to see the fear and nervousness that were no doubt etched into her gaze.

      “What would he need me to see in the dark for?”

      “…is that the only thing you can see when you have both witch’s eyes?”

      Eist stiffened. Of course her friend had noticed. That was the downside of knowing someone as keen as Dille. She missed nothing.

      “How did you know?”

      Eist felt her shrug. “I didn’t. Not for sure. It’s just I…” Eist waited, not used to hearing her friend search for words. “When we first met, did you ever feel like we were…familiar?”

      “Familiar?” Eist repeated. “As in we’ve met before?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No. I can’t say I did. I noticed you because you seemed like me, and then you did the best out of everyone, but that’s it.”

      “Like you?”

      “Yeah. You know, someone that everyone would underestimate. Small. Not hero-ly.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      Eist let the silence hang for a moment before persisting. “You thought I was familiar?”

      She nodded. “Yes. It was like I’d met you before, but I couldn’t say how, why, or when. It was just this feeling that I couldn’t shake. One that told me I could trust you. That being friends with you was exactly what I was supposed to do.”

      “Huh,” Eist murmured. “That’s strange.”

      “I suppose it is. Back then, it was really the only time I’d felt it, but nowadays, I feel it more often about different things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Well… That there’s something going on. Something lurking just under the surface that’s too dangerous to ignore, but that’s what everyone’s doing. That you can see more than you let on. That…” She went quiet again for a long moment. “That maybe magic is real beyond dragons, and it never should have been outlawed.”

      “Ah,” Eist murmured, her gut churning at that. “Maybe…I feel that same thing that everyone’s denying. It’s hanging in the air, like smoke, and we’re all breathing it, but no one wants to cry fire.” Another deep breath. “Maybe I can see…” She swallowed. Even after all these years, it was hard to admit certain things. “…more than I let on.”

      “You didn’t say anything about the magic.”

      “That’s because I know that’s real. I’ve seen it myself.”

      “Oh.”

      More silence between them, and Fior wouldn’t stop staring into Eist’s eyes.

      “Will you tell me after we find out he wants?”

      Well, in for a copper, in for a gold. “Sure. Will you turn out the lanterns for me?”

      “You can’t call upon it at will?”

      Eist shook her head. Even though her friend couldn’t see her, she knew that Dille could feel her movement. “No. It has to be dark.”

      “Huh. Alright. I’ll extinguish them.”

      She felt Dille get up and do just that, blowing out the lanterns one by one. Before she finished, Eist closed her eyes and focused on the strange sort of sliding feeling that she’d first discovered in the healing ward.

      When she opened her eyes, it was bright as day around her, and everything was a little too sharp, a little too clear. Fior let out an incredibly happy chirp, apparently pleased as punch, then leapt down to the ground.

      But Eist was still caught up in how her little lad looked. He was brindled as he always was, but glowing so golden that it almost hurt her gaze. It was like he had a whole sun buried under his skin and suddenly, she needed to touch it more than anything.

      She reached under him and pulled him up to her chest. He was getting too heavy to do that, nearing the weight of a large hunting dog, but she hadn’t grown that weak during her healing.

      He let out a happy chirp before wiggling out of her arms again. He arranged himself dutifully at her feet, staring up at her expectantly.

      “What do you see?” Dille asked from behind her.

      Eist looked around, taking in all the detail. It was even better than how she normally saw in the daylight, and there were so many things she had never noticed. Turning, her eyes swept over all the details before coming to a stop at Dille.

      “By the Three,” she felt herself whisper.

      “What?” Dille asked uncertainly.

      Eist couldn’t say, because she didn’t know how to describe it. Although Dille was standing there, hand on her hip and book in hand, she also wasn’t there. It was like she was transparent, not enough of her present to make a lasting impression.

      But what was solid around her were dozens of different bonds, all glowing in different colors. Eist saw a blue string of energy about her neck, bound tightly and trailing up into the air.

      Her wrists were tied in gold. Her legs in red. Her arms in green. It was like too many things were laying claim to her, wanting to whisk her off somewhere else, far away.

      And then, at the center of her, was that familiarity that she had talked about. It was golden, just like Fior, and burned brightly.

      “Do you see something?”

      “No,” Eist answered quickly. Too quickly. Dille clearly knew but didn’t say anything else. At least she knew when to push and when not to.

      Eist turned away quickly, grimacing at herself. It seemed that all of her time in the healer’s hall had robbed her of her normal ability to remain largely impassive. Or maybe it was just too much time spent thinking and denying only to have everything she was avoiding shoved in her face.

      Either way, she picked up on something immediately. It was just behind Fior, a thin, golden string. Quivering and almost too weak to see, she walked toward it.

      “This way,” Eist said softly.

      It led them back inside, up a staircase that they normally didn’t use, and then out to one of the walkways that had balconies set up facing the training fields and front gate. There Eist could see a group of riders finishing their preparation and taking to the air.

      All of them were armed, and most of them were in full regalia. Wherever they were going, it certainly wasn’t expected to be safe.

      “I wonder what that’s about,” Dille said, coming up beside Eist to lean against the railing.

      “Me too. I haven’t heard them ring the alarm since…”

      “Since they brought you back from the village you were found in.”

      “Actually, I never heard that,” Eist admitted. “I was talking about the time that red dragon crashed into the middle of the field.”

      “Ah, yeah. I’d almost forgotten about that.”

      “I never have,” Eist murmured. “That was the day the feeling started.”

      “The feeling that something was coming?” Eist nodded and Dille let out a breath. “Well, I guess we’re stuck just having to sit back and wait to see what happens. In the meantime, you can tell me about the magic you encountered.”

      “Later,” Eist said, pulling away from the edge of the balcony. “For now, let’s go get some sleep. I’m exhausted.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      They walked to their third-year dorm, Veralda already pacing their own balcony with concern. She settled down as the girls did, but even under her covers, Eist couldn’t help the concern that worried at her gut.

      So much had changed since she had first entered the academy. Her vision. Her thoughts on magic. Her trust in both the system and the council. And, try as she might, that man from the clearing felt like he was still looming over her, weaving a web that was going to entangle everyone she loved.

      She just hoped that being attacked twice had made her paranoid and all of her nightmares would turn out to be just that: dreams that turned sour in the night.
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      “What are you doing during this week’s break?” Yacrist asked, plopping down beside Eist at dinner. Ain and Athar sat with them. It had become a bit of a routine for all five of them to eat together, instead of just the usual trio of Dille, Yacrist and Eist, and she liked it. It almost felt like a family. It helped that from time to time, her grandfather would also swing by and regale them with tales of other dragon hopefuls and riders of yesteryear.

      “Why?” Ain asked dryly, looking Yacrist over with that dissecting gaze of his. Eist didn’t quite know why, but there seemed to be a strange sort of tension between the two men. Not outright hostility. Not even enmity. Just…friction. Like they were competing over something that she didn’t get.

      “I was talking to Eist and Dille, actually,” Yacrist answered smoothly, grinning just as toothily at Ain.

      “You didn’t actually make it clear who you were addressing, though,” Dille said with a smile. “And Eist and I were thinking of working on Fior’s flying.”

      “While that does sound productive, I have something far better in mind.” Yacrist turned bodily toward them, beaming proudly.

      “More important than my future as a dragon rider?” Eist retorted teasingly.

      “Yes. Perhaps the most important moment of your life!”

      She could tell when Yacrist was putting on his overly charming and dramatic act, and it made her chuckle slightly. He always knew how to make situations less serious. Sometimes people like her and Dille needed someone like that. “Oh wow, and what such glorious event could you be talking about?”

      “Why none other than my nameday! We’re having a celebration at the Grand Palace, and it would be quite nice if you could come.”

      Eist’s eyes widened at that. The Grand Palace? The closest she had ever gotten was watching the dragon rider tournament back when she was eleven.

      “And your father is fine with having the four of us join you?” she asked, her mind trying to catch up with everything a celebration at such a noble place could mean.

      While Eist did have a family name, it had been granted to her parents because of their heroism for the country. In truth, her mother had been a foreigner and her father had just been a commoner whose parents just happened to do well for themselves before they had died in one of the great wars against the Blight long ago. W’allenhaus was only a generation old, and Eist was already the last surviving member. She wasn’t the same as the nobility and great names that would be present there. She didn’t have any court training or know how to address people. It wasn’t like her grandfather could teach her either. He’d been a sculptor from Baeldred before immigrating to Rothaiche M’or.

      “I, uh, actually wasn’t inv—”

      “Why would we want to go to one of those overwrought affairs?” Ain interrupted. “Please, one of the best parts of being here at the academy is avoiding all that fluff and drudgery.”

      “…I w-wouldn’t mind going.”

      All four of them looked to Athar, whose gaze was firmly on his plate piled high with food. Eist wished he would look up more often, so she could see his face. It was a nice face.

      “Really?” she asked. “You want to go to the Grand Palace?” She knew that there had to be people there that had mocked him when he was younger. Spending time with them didn’t sound like all that great an experience.

      “Will th-th-there be dancing?” His eyes flicked up hopefully, strangely to Eist and not Yacrist, before flicking back down again. She had noticed that the big guy always had a bit of trouble with his TH and CH sounds, but he seemed to be improving steadily.

      “Uh, yeah. I guess,” Yacrist said, looking a bit chuffed but Eist couldn’t figure out why.

      “Well, if you want me to go, and Athar wants to go, I don’t see how I can say no.”

      Dille sighed beside her. “If Eist is going, then I suppose I’ll be there as well.”

      There was a bit of silence as Ain chewed methodically. It stretched on past the point of discomfort before he swallowed. “Fine. I’ll go. But only because Athar is going, and I need to make sure he doesn’t accidentally crush anything precious in his giant golem hands.”

      “Th-they’re not that big,” Athar objected quietly.

      “Sure, they’re not. Just know that if you keep growing, Mother is going to have to sew two of your tunics together to actually clothe you decently.”

      “I dunno,” Dille remarked with a confident drawl that had Eist blinking at her in surprise. “If he went around without a shirt, would it really be that great a loss?”

      At that, Athar blushed a deep vermillion, and Ain tilted his head back with a laugh. “Careful. Don’t go breaking my best friend.”

      “That sounds like a challenge I wouldn’t mi—”

      “Right! So, my nameday,” Yacrist interrupted, clapping his hands. “No need for presents but please come prepared for cake and celebration! No being sour pusses over in the corner.”

      Eist leveled her gaze at him. “What makes you think that we would be anything less than enthusiastic?” she managed to ask in her driest tone possible.

      He laughed at that and clapped her gently on her back. “Don’t worry. You’re going to have a great time, I promise.”

      Somehow Eist doubted that, but sometimes one had to do things they didn’t want to for their friends. Besides, it probably wouldn’t be too bad if all of them were together.
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      It was that bad.

      Eist plucked at the dress she was wearing, turning once more in the looking glass they had in their dorm. She hadn’t worn one since before she joined the academy, and it seemed to demand an entirely different way of moving.

      “You don’t have to wear it, you know,” Dille said, sitting at the desk in her own gown.

      “I know,” Eist said with a sigh. “But if Yacrist sent these to us, I think we should. For his nameday, you know? Besides, it’s not that I dislike dresses. I just didn’t realize how…restrictive they’d be.”

      Or how she would look in one. Every day, she mostly wore her battered tunics or practice armor. They were genderless, and not exactly formfitting, but the contraption she wore now was neither.

      It was the prettiest shade of seafoam that she had ever seen, with a thick underlayer that felt secure but another layer over that that seemed as light as air. The sleeves were flush to her body, as was the bodice, but the bottom was voluminous and would probably trip her on the stairs. There was delicate, pink stitching all along the hem of tiny little flowers and green vines, showing that someone very skilled had spent quite a lot of time constructing the garment. It was pretty without being pretentious, but it was one hundred percent feminine.

      It clung tightly to her chest, pushing it up and holding it in place. It pressed in her middle, which had once again started to become thick and solid in the month that the academy had started up again. It made her look…

      Pretty.

      It was too bad about that witch’s eye. Without that blown-out circle of black in one eye, she’d almost look like an actual lady. Of course, it helped that Dille had helped brush her long, blonde hair into a braided crown around her head instead of the loose, wild mess she normally favored.

      “It would be a bit difficult to punch someone in these. I bet we’d rip the shoulders.”

      Eist appreciated that Dille was lumping them together, but there was no threat of the dark-skinned girl busting out of anything. While Eist was wide and solid, with broad shoulders that fit her wide hips, Dille was more in line with how a lady’s body should look. While parts of her had certainly grown during their time apart, she was still lithe, with a body that reminded Eist of a dancer.

      Granted, a dancer who could beat almost everyone in their class in hand-to-hand combat, but the point still stood. She looked absolutely ravishing in her dark, burgundy dress, black accents to the garment that complemented her umber skin and halo of curls. She had borrowed some supplies from some of the other girls and had painted her lips a deep, dark garnet while lining her eyes with kohl. She had offered to help Eist with hers, but the thought of having a sharpened stick near her eye was nauseating.

      There was a knock on their door and Eist jumped, her heart in her throat.

      “It’s probably just Athar and Ain come to escort us,” Dille said calmly, sweeping over to the door. “Are you ready?”

      Eist swallowed and nodded. She wished that Yacrist was there to do that thing where he made everything less serious, but he had departed the night before to spend time with his family and finish preparations. It seemed that after all her time in the healer’s hall, she might have grown a little dependent.

      But then the door was opening, and both Ain and Athar were standing there, both of them dressed in formal tunics and clean leggings. They had shaved too, leaving their faces bare. Well, Athar had shaved. Ain’s visage was always flawlessly smooth and without shadow.

      “I hope you ladies are ready. I’d hate to—” Ain made a startled sort of sound as his eyes landed on them while Athar flushed a vibrant red beside him. That in turn made Eist color, and she found the entire situation utterly ridiculous.

      “Hello, gentleman,” Dille said, a smirk about her lips. “Come to escort us to the ball?”

      Ain seemed to recover quickly, but Athar’s face was locked into one of shock. “You two clean up nice.”

      “Do we?” Dille asked, lifting her palm and holding it out expectantly. It took all of them a moment to realize what she wanted, and Ain belatedly took her arm in his.

      “Yeah, I can actually tell you’re female now. Let me guess, your charming princeling bought you these?”

      “He’s not a prince,” Eist retorted quickly. “Rothaiche M’or doesn’t have a king.”

      “He’s close enough,” Ain said with a roll of his eyes. “And of course he’d want to dress you up like his little dolls. He seems like the type.”

      “Don’t,” she murmured softly. “It’s his nameday. We should be nice.” Even if Yacrist was a little bit silly sometimes, it was a sweet sort of silly. The kind who would send presents out to his friends for his own celebration and ask nothing for himself.

      Ain looked like he wanted to argue with her, but instead he sighed. “Fine. I’ll save all of my comments for tomorrow.”

      “Such a good sport,” Dille teased.

      “I’m nothing if not gracious.” He looked from Eist to Athar. “Well?” he asked. “Are you two coming or are you just going to stare at each other?”

      “I wasn’t staring,” Eist objected.

      She had been staring.

      It wasn’t her fault. Athar was so tall, so broad, and his face looked like it had been chiseled by her grandfather in his heyday. While she’d always noticed his formidable presence, it had never been so extreme before. Surely, she was just still getting used to the newer, bigger him.

      That was all.

      “Yeah, I’m sure you weren’t. Come on now, Athar. She won’t break if you touch her.”

      At that, Athar colored even more and offered his arm to her just like Ain had to Dille. Eist looked at it for a moment, noticing the thick cords of muscle along his forearms and the veins about his hands. If he wanted, he could probably break any of her bones with ease.

      And yet she knew he wouldn’t. Athar was one of the gentlest people she knew, which was decidedly ironic. So, she just took a breath and looped her own limb through Athar’s like it was no big deal.

      Oh…goodness, he made her arm look so small. “Lead away,” she managed to murmur without sounding like an idiot. Or at least, she hoped that she didn’t.

      Thankfully, they started moving, which helped quell the awkwardness between them. Just like he had said, there was a plain carriage waiting for them at the gates of the academy, just large enough for the four of them to pile into. Eist had the sneaking suspicion that the thing was supposed to be able to fit six, but between Ain’s long legs, her wide hips, and Athar’s…well, whole Athar-ness, they were fairly cramped.

      Eist wished that they could bring their dragons with them, but considering none of them had developed enough to fly to the Grand Palace directly and were too big to fit under the banquet tables without a fuss, it was better for them to stay behind.

      It wasn’t like they would be alone. They had her grandfather and all the other dragons, and Ale’a, but still…Fior and Eist hadn’t really been apart ever since he had been taken. It was hard not to worry that the absolute worst would happen if he wasn’t in her line of sight.

      They were relatively quiet as they trundled through the city. While the lower quarters were the same as ever, the closer they drew to the Grand Palace, the more decorations they began to spot. It wasn’t until they reached the point where flags and streamers were common that Ain spoke.

      “I haven’t celebrated a nameday since I was thirteen winters,” he muttered. “It seems like a terrible waste of time.”

      “I haven’t celebrated s-since before I met you,” Athar agreed.

      “Not since my parents were killed,” Eist added, grateful that all of them seemed to be equally uncomfortable and unfamiliar with such an event. Besides, even if any of them were regular celebrators of such things, she doubted very much that their namedays would be handled anything near how the son of the Lord of the House’s would be.

      “I don’t even know when my nameday is.”

      Eist looked to Dille, surprised. “You never told me that before.”

      She shrugged. “It never seemed relevant.”

      “Did you ever pick a day?” Ain asked much more smoothly from across the carriage.

      She nodded. “The first day of my memory. Before that, there’s just flashes, ideas. But I do remember smelling something good and wandering up to a firepit where several fisher-folk were cooking their dinner. They shared with me, kept my belly full, and let me stay with them until their next outing a few days later. I always considered that my first day of being me.”

      “So if you don’t know when you were born, how do you know how old you are?”

      She shrugged again. It was a habit they all were picking up, and Eist couldn’t rightly say who had started it after three years of being together. “I just know.”

      Eist wanted to press her further, something gnawing in the back of her mind that there was more to the story, but then the carriage was slowing to a stop and they had finally arrived.

      Ain stepped out like it was no problem, offering his arm to help Dille gracefully step onto the ground. Athar left next, giving Eist enough room to exit, but as she stood in the doorway of the carriage, she realized that the step down to the stool was quite a ways for her short little legs and she worried about damaging the dress.

      Before she could even voice her worry, Athar’s large hands were on her waist—practically spanning it—and he pulled her out of the carriage and set her lightly on the ground.

      “Oh,” she felt herself whisper, her fingers gripping the top of his arms like a lifeline. She hadn’t been physically lifted like that outside of fight training since her father had last swung her around. It made her stomach twist and her heart flutter in excitement.

      “Sorry,” Athar murmured. “I didn’t th-think.”

      “No,” Eist said hurriedly, her voice warbling a bit herself. “It’s fine. I was just surprised, that’s all.”

      “Okay.”

      He went to take his arms away, but her fingers were still digging into the muscles of his forearms, as if they thought she was still in the air and in danger. He gave her an uncertain look, and she let go hurriedly.

      “Sorry,” she blurted, feeling her cheeks color.

      “I do not mind.”

      “Eist! Eist!”

      She practically jumped away at the sound of her name, looking away from Athar to see Yacrist quickly striding toward them, a wide grin across his face.

      “You look stunning,” he breathed, sweeping Eist up in a hug and twirling her about. Being lifted off her feet twice in so many moments left her a bit breathless and feeling much smaller and daintier than she ever had before.

      Thankfully, he set her down before she grew too dizzy, and she tried not to notice the scowl on Ain’s face or the blank mask on Athar’s.

      “I worried that you might not like what I sent. I do appreciate you wearing it. You didn’t have to.”

      “It was very kind of you,” Eist said diplomatically, looking him over.

      For all that she was dressed up, he was certainly done over in decidedly royal regalia. His tunic was made of some sort of cobalt velveteen, soft to the touch with gold embellishments. His hose were thick and clean, while his boots were up to his knees and looked like they were made from some expensive animal skin.

      His thick, dark hair was pulled into a warrior’s braid atop his head, showing more of his appealing features that girls were so liable to swoon over while his fingers had several rings on them that no doubt cost more than all of Eist’s allowances over the year combined. Lastly, a cloak was attached to one of his shoulders by an expensive looking clasp, hanging over half of his back and ending just below his knees.

      “You look well-kept as well.” Was that the right thing to say? It seemed polite.

      “This ridiculous getup?” he said with a laugh. “Just something my father insists on me putting on every time we have a special event. Something about representing pride in our duty, or something. Like I need any help with my vanity.”

      “That’s the first thing I’ve agreed with you on in weeks,” Ain said cheerily, walking right between the two of them. “Come on, I’m sure you’ve got many other important guests inside who are missing you.”

      “Ah, of course, why would I expect special treatment on my nameday? It’s good to have you here, Ain.”

      “Someone has to make sure you don’t get a big head,” he said with a wink, offering his arm to Dille once more.

      She took it, and Eist instinctively went for Athar’s again, but suddenly, Yacrist had looped her arm through his own. He was already happily talking her ear off, leaving Eist to look uncertainly back at their giant friend.

      His face didn’t say anything, just carefully blank as he stood there a moment. He caught Eist’s worried gaze and sent her a small smile before following along behind. Once she was sure he was coming, she looked back to the front and tried to figure out what was going on.

      She felt like Ain, Athar, and Yacrist were all playing a game of chess on a table that was too far above her head to see. She didn’t like the feeling of thinking that there was something going on with them and she had no idea what. Maybe it was some adulting thing that she wasn’t quite old enough to understand—they had two to three years on her. Or maybe it was just a man thing and she would never understand.

      Whatever it was, she just hoped it stopped soon. The only thing she had learned about such competitions was that someone always had to lose.

      And she didn’t want to lose anybody.
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      “Come on, dance with me!”

      Eist looked dubiously at Yacrist, who was grinning at her like a cat who had eaten the canary.

      She’d gotten through the grand introductions, the polite milling about, and even the banquet without having to really deal with anyone outside of her friends. Yacrist came and went, going about his many obligations as the one everyone was celebrating, but all in all, Eist found she didn’t mind the grand affair.

      It helped that the food was absolutely delicious, and she had stuffed herself to the brim with rich meats and sweet fruits and anything else that caught her eyes.

      Everyone else seemed equally contented, and they dispersed to multiple bits of entertainment. There was a singer with a harp who stood in the center of the large banquet hall, singing like a celestial being and bringing some people to tears. Eist missed whole parts of her song when it fell below the range she was able to hear, but she enjoyed it nonetheless, kicking off one of her dainty little slippers to press her foot into the floor and feel the vibrations of the harp as they traveled across the stone.

      There was a team of dancers from Margaid that flipped around and looked both sleek and graceful. Eist was grateful that their music was loud and raucous. It was much easier to clap along with the thumping rhythm of the drums and the pounding of their feet.

      There was another set of musicians, equipped with instruments that Eist wasn’t familiar with. She saw someone mutter that they were from Baeldred, and she was reminded of how little she knew of her mother’s people. They played prettily, from what she could hear, but just like the singer, entire sections drifted away.

      Once, not too long ago, Eist would have been endlessly frustrated by her inability to catch every detail. But she seemed to have learned along the way that while her impairment could be inconvenient, it certainly wasn’t world-ending, and she could enjoy things in her own way.

      Between each performance were little bits done by the court jester. He was a slender, pale man with an easy smile and a hook for one of his hands. He didn’t seem to mind his disability, however, and he often had the audience laughing or groaning while they waited for the next display to set up. He spoke loudly enough for Eist to catch almost all of his jokes, most of which she understood. Nobody seemed to mind his lack of a hand as he emphatically gestured and she wondered if the whole of the family was just as understanding and kind as Yacrist was.

      When everything was all finished, and the last performer filed out, Eist was more than ready to call it a day and head back to the academy. But that was right when servants began clearing everything away and Yacrist eagerly led them into another room where music was already gently lilting out.

      And that was how she ended up with him looking to her so happily, hand extended expectantly.

      “I don’t know how,” she answered shortly, crossing her arms. She felt like too many eyes were on her, no doubt wondering why the handsome son of the Lord of the House was talking to a short, fat girl with an unsettling eye.

      “I’ll show you.”

      “I can’t really hear the music.” That wasn’t a lie. Just like the singer, it floated in and out of pitches that she could make out, sometimes being loud enough, and sometimes barely a whisper on the edge of her perception.

      “Come on,” he said lightly, taking a step toward her. “Don’t you trust me?”

      She narrowed her eyes as she looked up at his handsome face. “It’s not a matter of trusting you or not.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows at her in a pleading look. “Are you going to make me have to pull leverage because it’s my nameday?”

      “You would do that, wouldn’t you?”

      “If it works.”

      “Fine,” she said with a sigh. “But it is entirely your fault if I step on your feet.”

      “A fair enough price to pay.”

      He pulled her to him as the music swelled back into her hearing, and they began to move across the dance floor with all the other couples. Lords and ladies, dignitaries and foreign royals, they all floated with grace and practiced ease. All Eist could do was hold on with her head pointed right down at Yacrist’s feet.

      “My face is up here, you know,” he laughed gently, one of his hands squeezing hers.

      “Your face isn’t going to tell me what step to do,” she answered shortly, concentrating as he took a stride forward and she took one back. “I can’t hear the beat and there are too many people stepping around us at different times for me to be able to get it from the floor.

      “You don’t need to see my feet to know what I’m doing. You can feel it from my movement.”

      “Maybe you think I can, but I don’t think I have that ability.”

      “You never know unless you try.”

      Eist let out another sigh and risked it, looking up at Yacrist’s face. Just like she knew they would, his blue eyes were staring at her far too intensely.

      “What?” she asked, perhaps a little more tersely than she had meant.

      “Just thinking that you look just as beautiful as I thought you would.”

      Eist wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

      He laughed again at that, and she liked the sound. She liked it much more than those weighty compliments that made her feel so strange. So discomforted. No matter how bad her hearing was, she knew that she would always be able to hear that laugh cut through anything. “As gracious as always.”

      “You’re not friends with me for my graciousness.”

      “No,” he admitted softly. “No, I am not.”

      Something about his tone made her flush, and the air seemed to thicken between them. It hung, heavy and blanketing, and she felt Yacrist’s arm about her waist tighten as he leaned closer.

      But then the song ended, and the moment evaporated as people all around them parted and applauded the musicians playing against one wall.

      “Well, that was fun. Happy nameday, Yacrist. I think I’ll go refresh myself.”

      He caught her hand before she could even turn away. “Just one more dance?”

      She hesitated, wondering if she should say no or push through her discomfort, but before she could decide on her answer, someone else placed a hand on Yacrist’s shoulder.

      “If I may request the lady to dance,” he asked smoothly.

      Eist looked to the stranger with wide eyes. They looked to be only slightly older than her, with blond hair and green eyes surrounded by thick lashes. He was definitely dressed like a noble, and judging by how unfamiliar he looked, he wasn’t a dragon rider.

      Yacrist swallowed before his expression turned more serious. “Actually, I was just—”

      “Come now, you had first dance, now be a good host and don’t dominate the lady’s time.”

      “What if I don’t want to dance?” Eist said, yanking her hand from Yacrist’s and looking at the newcomer challengingly.

      “That would be quite a loss considering this is a party and you look so charming.” He winked at her, and she felt herself blush again. There was that feeling again that everyone was playing a game that she didn’t understand.

      “I believe that I h-had requested th-the next dance,” she heard Athar’s deep, rumbling voice behind her as his shadow washed over her like a blanket. She knew he was being loud enough for her to hear on purpose since she couldn’t watch his mouth for his words like she normally did. “If the lady permits it.”

      The blonde’s eyes widened as he looked up at the giant of a man and it took him a moment to recover. “Fair enough. Perhaps I would be lucky enough to occupy your time later.” He gave a short bow then quickly walked off, disappearing into the swirling bodies.

      “Right, well, thank you for the interference,” Yacrist said with a tight smile. “So, about that dance.”

      “Wait a moment,” Eist said, turning to look at Athar. He was still staring after the blonde, his gaze intense. “I think it’s Athar’s turn.”

      “I’m sure he was just trying to get the guy to leave,” Yacrist said. “And it’s definitely appreciated.”

      “No,” Athar said quietly. “I wanted a dance.”

      “Oh.” Yacrist stood there a moment, and Eist could tell that the spoiled side of him wanted to demand more of her time, but in the end, he sighed and nodded. “Very well. I should go make my rounds anyway. I know Pricilla has been looking for a dance since last nameday.” He too gave a quick bow and wandered off, leaving Eist alone with a near giant.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” he muttered, his voice as low as ever.

      “I don’t mind,” she answered, holding her hands up like Yacrist had shown her.

      The smile that spread across his face was so sweet, it almost made her teeth hurt. Carefully, like she was made of glass, he pulled her nearer to him.

      It should have been ridiculous. His hand completely swallowed hers, and her head came to just under his chest. She craned her neck upward to look at him and was surprised to see that his eyes were closed, a look of contentment on his face as he led her through several simple steps to the lilting music.

      She watched him for a bit, taking in everything she could about his expression. It was a bit of a shame that he was always so silent, lurking in Ain’s shadow like the most faithful guard dog. “You’re entirely too shy for someone so handsome.”

      His eyes opened at that and he looked down at her with a slight pink to his cheeks. His tongue came out to lick his lips nervously. “I’m not handsome.”

      She let out a snort at that, because how could she not? “Are you kidding me? Look around. I bet nearly a dozen women are drooling over you right now.”

      He frowned, which surprised Eist. She knew both Ain and Yacrist enjoyed their prettiness, even if it could occasionally be inconvenient. “No, they’re not.”

      “What, you saying you don’t trust me?”

      He shook his head at that, not falling for her Yacrist-like trap. “No. You’re just too nice.”

      Another snort. “Nice? I’m known for being many things, but nice is not one of them.”

      “What do you mean?” he objected. “You’re one of the nicest people I know.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m clever and churlish and determined. But not nice.”

      “I don’t th-think you see yourself how others see you.”

      “Well, I guess the same could be said of you.”

      “I guess it could.”

      They both chuckled lightly, and they sank into a comfortable sort of silence during the rest of the dance. The music surrounded them, all floating and pretty and full of dreams. Pretty dreams, too. Not the dark, haunting ones that lingered too far into the daylight.

      When the song ended, they both stood there, looking at each other like they didn’t know what to do. Eist swallowed and gathered her thoughts enough to figure out what she wanted to say.

      “Would you be willing to walk me to the wall?” she asked. “I don’t feel like dealing with anybody else asking for another dance.”

      “Had your fill?” he answered with a wan smile. It looked nice on his features. Then again, probably anything would look nice on his features. They were nice features in general.

      She nodded, and he turned without question, leading her to a wall where she could sit on one of the many benches set out for those that wanted a rest.

      “Do you want company?” he asked, eyeing the seat next to her.

      “Actually,” she murmured, her gaze skittering around the perimeter of the room. On her survey, she saw Ain dancing with Dille, Yacrist with a lady in a truly resplendent gown, and a few other highborns from the academy. Feeling better that she now knew where everyone was, and that no one would bother her for a moment, she looked to him uncertainly. “I wouldn’t mind a drink.”

      “Of course. I can do that much for you.” He tilted his head then walked off, great strides taking him all the way out to the banquet hall where the refreshments were no doubt kept. Eist took the moment alone to take a deep breath and wonder what the heck was happening to her. She closed her eyes, trying to concentrate and dismiss all of the thoughts that were so focused on how pretty everyone was suddenly. Dille, Yacrist, Ain, Athar. They were all suddenly ten times more distracting than they had ever been, and it didn’t make any sense.

      “Surely you are far too pretty and young to be seated like an old crow.”

      It took all of Eist’s willpower not to groan at the unfamiliar voice in front of her. Opening her eyes, she half-expected another noble and was surprised to see it was actually the jester in front of her.

      “I was born an old crow,” she retorted lightly, looking him up and down, deciding what kind of threat he could be if it came down to a fight. “And I don’t look pretty.” He opened his mouth to object, but Eist kept right on going. “Pretty is dangerous. It makes you stand out and people take interest. It’s better to be plain, or even ugly, and have people ignore you.”

      “Why, my friend, that only would be useful if you’re trying to get away with something.” There was a glint of mischievousness in his eyes that some people no doubt thought was charming, but there was something about him that made her a little uncertain.

      It was probably that he was clever. Clever people were always the ones to watch out for.

      “Isn’t everybody?” she responded, giving him a wolfish grin.

      “Oh, I like you! Tell me, fair lady, how is it I’ve never met you before?”

      “Because I’m not really a noble. I’m a dragon rider. Well, dragon rider hopeful.”

      “Ah, I see! One of the young master’s companions that I’ve heard so much about. Considering your complexion, I’m guessing you’re not the foreigner and instead are the one who took on an entire camp of bandits on their own?”

      For some reason, she didn’t like the way he assumed Dille was the one who didn’t belong. Granted, it was a fair guess, but there was a judgement to his tone she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Actually, my mother was a foreigner and came here to become a dragon rider, so I guess I kind of am too.”

      “Oh, was she now? Funny, I think I would have heard of a beautiful dragon rider from Baeldred flying around. I’ve been a part of this court for an awful long while.”

      Eist shrugged. “You probably have heard of her. Myridepf of W’allenhaus.”

      His face did that thing that that all people’s faces did whenever they heard of her parentage.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yup,” she answered shortly, looking past him for Athar. Where was the giant man? How long did it take to get a drink?

      “Valatos, don’t you have the elder folk to entertain?” Yacrist said, coming up behind the man with a smile.

      “Ah, of course, young master. But I feared too much laughter might be a tax on their poor hearts. Surely you cannot blame me for testing my craft on someone who seems they might survive it.”

      “I don’t know,” Yacrist answered, offering his hand to Eist, which she happily took and stood up. Matters of court were so confusing. She felt like she had talked to far too many people in far too short a time. She just wanted to go back to the academy and hit something really hard with a wooden sword. Maybe even hit that something a whole lot of times. “I recall feeling decidedly ill after hearing a couple of your worst stinkers.”

      “We can’t always expect perfection,” the jester said with a low bow before wandering off. Yacrist gave Eist an exasperated look and rolled his eyes, leading her out of the hall.

      Eist felt relief wash over her. Finally, they were getting away from all the pomp and circumstance. She had wanted to be good for Yacrist’s nameday, but she felt much more comfortable amongst their dragons.

      She thought that perhaps they were heading for the outside, where they could walk in the waning light or maybe even just wait for the others to join them and all head home. But instead, he pulled her into a tucked away alcove under a flight of stairs.

      “You have the patience of a martyr, you know that?” he said with a laugh, looking so spent that Eist had to wonder just how hard the celebration was on him. No wonder he had wanted friends. “I swear, if I have to ingratiate myself to one more noble who is actually a pompous bootlicker, I just might pitch myself off a balcony.”

      “That bad, huh?” Eist asked, amused that he seemed just as done with the affair as she was.

      “Probably not. I have been told that I have a flair for the dramatic.”

      “Hmm, you know, that does sound familiar.”

      He shook his head at that and took a step toward her. Abruptly, Eist realized how close they were and that the subtle darkness of the alcove had shifted into something brighter than day.

      “Your eye changed again,” he murmured, staring at her face like it was some sort of miracle. Which it wasn’t. Now she just had two blown-out pupils instead of one. “You look a bit intimidating, if I’m being honest.”

      “Intimidating?” she questioned, trying not to snort again. Dressed in her seafoam dress with two eyes full of black hardly seemed like a recipe for intimidation.

      “Yeah. You look like something that a mortal shouldn’t see. Like a powerful fey or ancient spirit.”

      “I don’t know about tha…” Eist trailed off, her gaze being pulled by something glimmering on the floor behind him. Craning her neck to the side, she saw faint, glowing footsteps leading in a trail away from them. “What is that?” she murmured curiously, moving around Yacrist to follow them.

      “What is what?”

      “There’s a path. A trail, I think.”

      “What, really?”

      She risked taking her eyes away from it to send him a narrow-eyed look. “No, I’m making it up for laughs.”

      “Well, you never know.”

      She ignored him, turning back to the trail and following it. It led her to the very back of the alcove and a small entrance that she was pretty sure was a servant’s door, which she hurriedly opened.

      Head turned to the ground, she tracked it, concentrating on the urgent feeling she had within her. She didn’t even pay attention to their surroundings, afraid the looking up would let too much light into her eyes and she would lose the path. It wasn’t until Yacrist grabbed her arm and tugged gently that she allowed her focus to break.

      “Eist, we shouldn’t be here. These parts of the keep are still being renovated and repaired after the last war. It’s dangerous.”

      Only then did she look around to see that they were surrounded by a dank and dingy hall, spider webs and collapsed beams all around them between generous piles of rubble.

      “Come on, let’s go back to the party. This is making me nervous.”

      “No,” Eist said firmly, pulling her arm free. “I need to see something.”

      “What? What could you possibly need to see here?”

      “I don’t know. I just do.”

      Maybe Yacrist wanted to argue more, but she didn’t pay him much heed. Instead she went right on following the footsteps, which were growing brighter and brighter as they moved along.

      Eventually, they came upon a set of rickety stairs, and Eist didn’t even hesitate. They went down, down, down, and Eist guessed by the glimmer in the corner of her vision that it was quite dark.

      “Just for the record,” Yacrist grumbled behind her. “I have no idea where we are. We’re in my own home, and I have no idea where we are.”

      “The Grand Palace is a large place,” Eist answered him blithely, coming to a stop as they reached a door covered in cobwebs. “A very old place.”

      “Eist, I’m not sure we should open that door.”

      She looked over the entrance, taking in every detail of it, including how it glowed gold. “I’m going to open the door.”

      “Eist—”

      But she had already grabbed the handle. She yanked it open, revealing a room full of books and cobwebs and all sorts of magical, witchy things. Potion bottles lined certain shelves while tomes crowded others. Bones and feathers hung from the ceiling in purposeful formations, and strange statues were crowded across the fireplace’s hearth. What looked like dozens of dead, potted plants sat in the corner. Their leaves and vines had long since crumbled into dust.

      “What is this place?” Yacrist asked, stepping past Eist as she looked it over.

      It happened in a split-second. One moment, the room was bright and golden and full of possibilities, while the next, it was filled with an almost purple-black glow.

      “Yacrist, I think we should go.”

      “What?” he asked incredulously, turning to her with his hands on his hips. “All that bravado about opening the door and now you want to—”

      A bubbling, wretched sound echoed through the room, and he spun just in time to see shadows rise from the floor. The two stared, eyes wide with shock, as they grew taller and taller until inky, almost man-like specters surrounded them.

      “You know what, I think leaving might be a good idea.”

      Yacrist took a careful step back, and the shadows all turned toward him as if they were one entity. Eist swallowed, wanting to back out herself, but then a flash of gold caught her eye.

      There. The path kept going, leading to a decrepit table that had several books scattered across it. Atop the pile a particular novel was practically a beacon, calling to her, beckoning her to take it with her.

      Eist looked from the table to the shadows, licking her lips nervously. She knew she probably should just leave it be, that the strange being in front of her was most likely guarding it, but it was like her whole mind was fixated on the thing.

      “Yacrist, on my count, run.”

      “Why do we need a count? Why can’t we just run now?”

      “Because I need that book.”

      “Book?! What book?”

      “One…”

      “Eist, are you crazy?”

      “Two…”

      “Eist! You’re not going to—”

      “Three!”

      She dove forward, tucking herself into a roll just like Ale’a had taught them. She came up right beside the table and lunged for the glowing gold, but something wrapped around her ankle and yanked her viciously to the floor.

      Her breath was knocked out of her as she landed, her vision spinning for a moment. When it cleared, she saw nothing but flickering darkness over her. The shadows. She reached up to claw at them, to distract so she could get upright, but her hands passed right through them. Now that wasn’t fair, how could they grab her, but she couldn’t grab them?

      They didn’t seem concerned with fairness, and she felt them dragging her away from the table. She gripped it with all of her strength and kicked at whatever was wrapped around her feet.

      “Hey! Let her go!” Fire flickered toward the edge of her vision, cutting through the shadows. They squealed and scurried back, revealing Yacrist, who was spinning his cloak around in his hand, the edge burning brightly. She immediately wondered how he started the fire. But there was no time to ask.

      “Are you alright?” he said, running up to her and yanking her to her feet.

      “Yes,” she gasped before lunging back for the book. Yacrist let out an incredulous sound, but she quickly joined him again as they backed out of the room.

      “Grab one of those torches,” he said. “I don’t know how long this stupid thing will last.”

      “Not so stupid if it saved our lives, right?” Eist asked cheekily.

      “It wouldn’t have had to save our lives if you hadn’t risked it over a stupid book.”

      Eist ignored his irritated tone, her heart thumping in her chest as she grabbed one of the ancient torches. Thankfully, it still lit when she held it against his burning cloak, and the two of them backed up the stairs together.

      “How did you know that would work?” Eist asked breathlessly as they went up the stairs backward. One step. Two steps. Three. Eventually, they were nearly a quarter of the way up.

      “Shadows don’t like light, right? Seemed to make sense in my head.”

      “Well, it worked. Seems like you’re still saving my a—”

      There was a bone-chilling screech, then suddenly a gust of cold, clammy wind burst up from the room they had entered. It filled Eist’s mouth and nose, tasting of rot, tasting of death, and she nearly gagged on it. Washing over them like a storm, it felt like it might lift her off her feet and carry her up the steps on its own. But just as abruptly as it hit them, it moved on, leaving her and Yacrist ruffled but alive.

      “Eist…” Yacrist murmured quietly, his tone tremulous.

      “Yeah, that was weird,” she agreed, shaking off the goosebumps that had lined her arms.

      “I know you can’t really tell because of your new vision thing, but our fire is out.”

      Eist looked down at the torch in her hand to see that it was indeed black and useless. She understood just what that meant as soon as she heard the inky, wet slap of hands and feet against the stone.

      “Run!” she cried, flying up the stairs.

      Yacrist didn’t need encouragement, dropping his burned cloak and grabbing Eist’s hand. They pelted up the stairs, her blood rushing in her ears. The steps flew under their feet, one right after the other, and she looked over her shoulder to see the shadows rushing toward them, some billowing up the stairs more like clouds than men, some crawling on the walls, and others rolling up the ceiling like bilious, onyx water.

      They all shifted and surged on each other, merging and separating in a way that made Eist’s skin crawl. The most horrific noises were escaping them, somewhere between wails, screams and curses, making Eist feel like she might be sick to her stomach.

      And they were gaining on them.

      Eist poured her everything into her running, but she was a distance runner, not a sprinter. While she was still able to last longer than anyone else since she fully recovered, her legs didn’t carry her nearly as quickly as Yacrist’s.

      “Let me go,” she called, trying to pull her hand from Yacrist’s grasp.

      He risked a look back at her, but his eyes quickly flicked to the creatures roiling behind them. “What? No!”

      “You’re faster than me. Let me go!”

      His eyes were back to her, and she saw stony defiance. “If you think that after saving your life with forbidden magic that I’m going to let you just die in a staircase, then you’re a whole lot dumber than you seem.”

      “Yacrist—”

      They rounded one of the corners of the stairs and almost collided with a familiar form. They pulled up just in time not to slam into Dille, who was staring at them with wide eyes.

      “What’s going on?”

      “No time!” Eist shouted, grabbing her hand. “Run!” She pulled but Dille stood firm, her eyes going behind them. As she did, another wave of wails sounded from the mass and the girl gasped.

      “Dille, we have to run!”

      The shadows picked up in speed, rushing forward like water and threatening to overtake them. Dille wrenched her arm from Eist’s hold, lifting her hands up as if she was going to hold them off.

      “Stop!” she ordered, her voice echoing off the walls far louder than it had any right to.

      For a moment nothing happened, and the dark shapes were about to swamp the girl, but then it was like something snapped, and a ripple shot through the air.

      Several things happened all at once. There was a chorus of pained screeches, ear-piercing and vile, then the shadows were bursting into smoke that quickly began to sink down back toward the room.

      And then, silence.

      “How…how did you do that?” Eist asked, not able to stop her voice from shaking.

      “I…” She paused and turned to face them. Eist swore she had never seen her friend so scared. “I don’t actually know.”

      It was Yacrist who came to his senses first, stopping them from just standing there in shock. “Come on, let’s go back to the party.”

      They rushed back up, Eist repeatedly looking over her shoulder to make sure that the shadows stayed away. When they finally reached the alcove again, they all stood there, breathing hard.

      “So,” Dille said once she was capable of speech. “I think I might be a witch.”
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      None of them spoke about what happened at Yacrist’s party when they returned home. If Ain or Athar thought anything of the group’s silence, they didn’t say so.

      They didn’t speak about it the next day either. Eist was glad to use the remaining day of their weekly break to digest exactly what had happened and what it meant. Too much had happened in far too small a time, and she couldn’t wrap her head around it.

      The next day, they had intense exams from their strategies class. The next, it was the history of war. The next week was spent prepping for more weapons efficiency evaluations. Eist was finally getting better with a bow and wanted to move on to crossbows, so she poured her everything into making sure she would pass the test.

      Soon a week drifted into two, the academy settling into a rhythm, and none of the trio mentioned the nameday celebration at all.

      “Hey, what was the book you risked our lives to get?”

      Eist looked up from the bowl of fruit she was putting together for Fior, who was waiting patiently on the bench for his supper. He’d been doing brilliantly with his gliding lessons, and he was so close to passing that she wanted to give him a reward.

      “I don’t know,” she answered Yacrist honestly, tossing both Alyn and Bach a strawberry. They caught them eagerly and quickly swallowed them down without even chewing.

      “Don’t you think it might be important? Your vision led you there after all, didn’t it?”

      Eist shrugged, finishing filling the bowl from the food pantry and sitting in front of Fior. Yacrist busied himself with getting meats and other fare for his dragon, but she could feel his gaze on her back nonetheless. “I’m a little preoccupied with things right now.”

      “I’m sure you are, but still, shouldn’t we at least look at it?”

      Eist sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Just…not right now, Yacrist. Okay?”

      She felt him set down whatever he was doing and come around to her front. “Hey, are you alright? It isn’t like you to get flustered.”

      Eist looked up at him, feeling exhaustion and irritation swamp her. “I’m not sure I know what is or isn’t like any of us anymore.”

      “What do you m—”

      “I see things that aren’t there. Dille used magic, literal, ancient magic to banish a bunch of shadow things that shouldn’t exist. And you still have the book that saved my grandfather. I know you’re still studying it.”

      “It saved your life. It saved your grandfather’s life.”

      “That doesn’t mean we should treat it casually.”

      “Who says I’m treating it casually? I take everything it tells me seriously. And, I gotta tell you, there’s a lot in there that explains what we saw.”

      Eist ground her teeth. She didn’t know why, but she knew that book was dangerous. That it needed to be avoided. That it was opening a door that none of them could shut.

      But it had saved her life, just like Yacrist said. What if it helped again?

      She shook her head. “It’s just…too much right now, okay? Let me get past our mid-year evaluations, and then maybe I’ll have room in my mind for more turmoil and doomsday.”

      “What if mid-year is too late?” Yacrist asked plainly.

      Eist looked up sharply, wishing for once her new sight would kick in so she could see what colors he glowed. “Why would you say that?”

      “I dunno. But it feels like something’s coming, doesn’t it?”

      It was almost a mirror of her conversation with Dille, and Eist couldn’t help but sigh. “Yeah. It does.”
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        * * *

      

      Eist paced one of the hallways that faced out into the courtyard, going out onto each balcony and trailing around the borders before slipping back in. Her face was flushed, and she was covered with sweat, courtesy of the nightmare that had plagued her.

      It had been…confusing. It had started with her running from that healer with the black eyes, the first person who had purposefully tried to kill her. Then it had been that man in the clearing, looming over her with the shadows swirling all around his feet. Then it had been that woman in the darkness again, the one that Fior had so liked. She had been speaking and Eist knew it was important, but she couldn’t understand anything the woman was saying. Then it was her mid-year evaluations, and she was utterly naked in front of everyone.

      Fior chirped at her feet, looking up at her with concern. She wanted to soothe him, but she just didn’t have it in her at the moment. She felt tense, so stressed that if she was stretched any further, she would break.

      The beating of several sets of large wings caught her attention, and she drifted onto another balcony yet again. Curiosity piquing, she looked out into the night sky.

      The transition from her normal vision in the torch-lit hall to her new vision was smoother than ever, and soon the court blazed like daylight. Looking up into the sky, she saw several dragon riders landing wearily in the court.

      It took her a moment, but she realized they were the same ones that she had seen leave weeks ago. They were all battered and filthy, and Eist noticed there were at least three of them missing.

      That couldn’t be good.

      Several of the academy workers rushed toward them, and the riders practically collapsed off their dragons. The great beasts trudged along, seeming on the verge of fainting themselves, as the workers led the riders up to the healer’s hall.

      Eist watched them until they disappeared from sight. She hadn’t seen a group of riders so battered in her entire life, and she’d been at the academy for three years.

      Yacrist’s words echoed in her head as she stared at the empty courtyard.

      What if mid-year is too late?

      What if, indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Eist darted down the hall, looking this way and that, making sure no chaperone or other worker was about. The book in her arms felt weighty against her middle as she slunk down the hall, all of her mind telling her to get back to her room and stop breaking the rules so close to the mid-year performances.

      But she didn’t stop, and the next thing she knew, she was rapping on one of the dorm doors, Fior padding along curiously beside her.

      There was no answer for a moment, and she almost turned tail right then and there, but then she felt a muffled grunt and shuffling. A few moments later, the door swung open enough for her to see a narrow strip of Yacrist’s face and his bare chest.

      “Eist?” he murmured in surprise.

      “Shh!” she hissed, pushing past him and into his room. “Close the door!”

      He did as she asked, turning to her with sleepy eyes. “Eist, as much as I might like the idea of you showing up in the middle of the night, well, it’s the middle of the night.”

      “I know,” she said, worry causing her to bite at her lip. She tried to train her gaze up at the ceiling or down at the floor. Anything but Yacrist standing in front of her in just his sleeping breeches. It wasn’t fair how he looked so…so…sculpted. “I just— I needed to—” She let out a growl of aggravation and lifted the book so he could see it. “Do you want to read this with me?”

      His eyes snapped awake at that and he strode forward, gently taking the tome from her hands. “You changed your mind?”

      She nodded, not really able to find the words she wanted. He was suddenly very close and very undressed, and she realized that he hadn’t slept in her and Dille’s room at all for the academy year. Normally, he ended up in Dille’s bed at least once a month while Eist and her friend curled together in her own. What had changed? And why was she suddenly realizing that at all?

      “Let’s sit down then, shall we?”

      He crossed over to his cot, which she noted had a much nicer, broader mattress than hers, and sat far enough back on it that the wall supported his spine. It was too broad for Eist to do in one motion, so she knelt on it and clambered over to his side where she could be close enough to read, but not close enough to touch.

      Fior hopped on right along after her, curling up into her side and seeming to press her closer to Yacrist. As for Alynbach, he was sleeping soundly on the empty cot on the other side of the room.

      “How did you manage to be without a dormmate again?” she asked suspiciously.

      “I guess just another perk from my father being the Lord of the House,” he answered matter-of-factly, surprising Eist. “But if it gives Alynbach more time to sleep in my room instead of out in the caves, I don’t mind abusing the privilege.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you don’t,” Eist grumbled before remembering the man’s state of dress. Or rather undress. “Uh, do you think you could put on your tunic, or shirtsleeves?” she muttered, referring to the normal nightwear that her grandfather used.

      “It’s too hot,” he retorted, not even looking at her as his hands caressed the book almost reverently. “The Beginning Beasts,” he read. “Sounds ominous.”

      “Do you think this is a mistake?” Eist asked uncertainly.

      He shook his head and put his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer so he could spread the book out on his left thigh and her right. “No. If something told you this book was important, then we should read it, right?”

      “Right?” Eist echoed weakly, her cheeks coloring. She was distracted again. Why was she distracted? She hated it. “Will you read it to me?”

      He nodded, and soon his voice slipped into a low, comforting rumble as he narrated the pages.

      
        
        
        Long ago, before time or man or even death itself wandered, our realm was charged to powerful spirits. Beings of energy and light, connected to the ground, the water, the air itself, to tend to and care for their domains. These entities existed outside of perspective, outside of mortal concepts, cultivating and encouraging the realm to flourish.

      

        

      

      “That’s not the Three,” Eist murmured, her stomach twisting.

      “No, it’s not,” Yacrist agreed.

      “Then this book is probably illegal.”

      “This book was guarded by ephemeral, magical shadows. It is most definitely illegal.”

      Eist swallowed, her throat going dry. “In for a copper, in for a gold,” she said, nudging Yacrist to continue.

      
        
        
        These old spirits drew energy from our realm and returned to it in kind, continuing the cycle of growth as eons passed. But in the dark, across the lines that separated us from things we should not see or know, threats began to bloom.

        The spirits knew they could not let their realm stay so empty, so peaceful, otherwise it might be filled with dark and wicked things. So, they created their first child.

        It was a grand thing, scaled, with a long snout and gnashing teeth. It breathed fire like its mother, the earth. It had wings to touch its mother, the air. It had great, powerful legs to swim in its mother, the water. It was mighty, and powerful, and it was good.

        The great beast roamed the land, patrolling, filling it with a new kind of life. And the energy that fueled the Old Spirits surged through the beast, connecting it to the soul of the realm.

      

        

      

      “That’s the first dragon, isn’t it?”

      “Well, I’d be hard-pressed to think of what else it could be,” Yacrist responded, his fingers gently stroking her other arm. She told herself to ignore the motion and concentrate on his words, but that was easier said than done.

      “Don’t be smart.”

      “One of us has to.”

      She elbowed him again, and he kept on reading.

      
        
        
        As the ages passed, this beast grew old. It grew lonely. The Spirits realized that it could not subsist on its own. And so, they created it two mates, one of brilliant alabaster and the other of blackest obsidian.

      

        

      

      “The first black and white dragons,” Eist breathed.

      “Stop interrupting.”

      She glared at him but settled, her own eyes flicking over the words as he read them.

      
        
        
        And it is from this most holy three that the first clutch was laid. Four eggs in total, the Spirits waited to see if life would bloom within them. And after enough time, they did.

        Born from one was a dragon of scarlet, from another was a dragon of sparkling amethyst, from another a mottled dragon of copper, onyx and gold—

      

        

      

      “Hey, that sounds like Fior!”

      “We’re never going to finish this if you keep interrupting.”

      Eist crossed her arms, sticking her tongue out at him. “I’m just saying. That sounds awful familiar, doesn’t it?”

      Yacrist sighed, seeming to be able to tell that she wasn’t going to let it go. “Yes. It does.”

      “But if this book is true—which, granted, we don’t know if it is—but if it is, then that means Fior’s not a runt or lightning struck or anything like that. It means that there’s a dragon species that he’s supposed to be!”

      Excitement rose in her gut at the idea. Although she had come to terms with her little guy maybe never being like other dragons, she was determined that they try as hard as they could to be the absolute best that they could be, but now the idea that he was exactly as he was supposed to be made her heart flutter.

      “I dunno,” Yacrist said uneasily, clearly not wishing to crush her elation. “If there was a species like him, wouldn’t someone know about it?”

      Eist shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. There seems to be a whole lot of things people have forgotten.”

      “Fair enough. Maybe the book will have more about the mottled one.”

      Eist nodded eagerly, and Yacrist returned to reading.

      
        
        
        —from the final egg, there hatched a new creature.

        With no scales, and no great form, it was different from any other. Long hair hung from her head and her flat face held no teeth. There were no wings upon her back or claws on her fingers. She could not breathe fire or fly or swim the depths.

        But what she could do was reach into the energy that fueled the realm like no other. She could draw on it, twist it, change it, ask it to do her bidding. And thus, the great witch Arwylln was born, and it was from her that all those who could wield magic would spawn.

        The spirits saw this new creature, with her soft skin and her strange ways, and realized she could not intermingle as the dragons did. She was a companion to them, part of a family, but she could not love, could not have children of her own. And so, they created others like her, born from the rain in her footsteps on a moonlit night.

        These new creatures were the first of man. And for many years, man and dragon and witch lived together, growing the energy and honoring the realm. Magic, as they came to call the gift of Arwylln and her children, flourished, and it was said that none were closer to the dragons than those with the heart of a witch.

      

        

      

      This time, it was Yacrist who sat back, staring at the wall like he was in deepest thought. Eist waited for several long moments before her curiosity got the better of her.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “Arwylln… That’s the name that’s in the book we used to help you and your grandfather, right?”

      Eist paled at that, her stomach doing several acrobatic moves that she didn’t approve of. “Yeah. That book is supposed to be written by her.”

      “Well, probably not that specific book. It’s most likely a translation of a translation of a copy. But still. We have a book of spells from the very first magic user in all of our history.”

      The weight of that thought hung heavily on Eist and she let out a long breath. “How could I just find that in the library?”

      “Because you’re clearly descended from her.”

      “What?” Her voice was sharp as she reacted, but she couldn’t help it. The idea that she was somehow descended from some great and powerful enchantress was hard to swallow.

      “It says that all magic users are from her bloodline, and I don’t know what to call your vision and witch’s eye other than actual magic.”

      “No,” Eist objected stubbornly. “It’s not magic. It’s just…” She tried to find a word, any word, and all the while, Yacrist kept his eyes on her patiently. Finally, she gave up on finding the right word. “My parents weren’t witches or sorcerers, they were dragon riders.”

      “Maybe they were both.” Another sharp look from her. “Listen, your parents were near four hundred years old when they died, weren’t they? They lived through the great black dragon betrayal and countless wars. I’m just saying, maybe they had something helping them.”

      “You think that they hid their magic because of the laws?”

      Yacrist shrugged. “Maybe they didn’t even know. Maybe it manifested in ways that they didn’t realize, like extremely good luck, or healing better than anyone else. From what I’ve been reading, as magic grew more and more scarce, it drifted from humans being able to call on whatever energy that runs everything and more like being blessed with certain gifts.”

      “Gifts?” Eist repeated, memories welling up.

      “Yeah, like—”

      “I don’t need you to explain,” she quickly interrupted. “But I was told that my parents passed their gifts to me before they were taken. That was why I got so sick. Whatever had killed them tried to take me too. That was how I lost a lot of my hearing, and when my eye…did the thing.”

      “About that,” Yacrist murmured, trying to look at her sidelong like he did whenever he was trying not to look too invested. “Your hearing seems a lot better lately.”

      Eist shook her head emphatically. “No. There’s no change there. I’m just, uh, able to understand people’s lip movements better. Sometimes, even with their head turned a bit away, even from across the room, I can see what they’re saying clear as day.”

      “Interesting.”

      “That’s not the vision,” she grumbled moodily. “I’ve just been getting better at picking things up in large crowds.”

      “Of course. I’m sure you have.”

      “…you’re patronizing me.”

      He sighed. “Yeah. I am a bit. Look, I just don’t understand why you’re so resistant to all of this. Magic saved your grandfather’s life. It saved yours. Your best friend might also be a witch. You’ve had magic shoved right into your face, but you still seem to want to deny it.”

      “That’s because magic almost killed me!” She didn’t mean to snap, but once she did, the words just started pouring out of her. “You don’t understand what it was like when that woman was coming at me. She wasn’t human. There was something else in her, something dark and magic, and it wanted to tear me apart. It would have torn me apart if Fior hadn’t saved me.

      “I… I think it was the Blight inside of her. Somehow. Or maybe a tendril of it. The way she looked at me, it made me think that it’s somehow still alive and she was trying to bring it into our world. That she’d kill me for daring to stand in her way.”

      She didn’t mean to, but tears rose in her eyes, stinging at her lids. She hated that. She wasn’t weak, she didn’t need to cry, and yet that was exactly what she was doing. Even with her terrible hearing, she could tell that her voice was getting high and reedy. If she kept going, she’d hardly be able to hear herself.

      “Oh, Eist, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Suddenly she was pulled to his warm, muscled chest, his arms strong around her middle. It took her another moment to realize that he was hugging her, and Fior was anxiously pawing at her back.

      “I didn’t realize. I guess I should have thought about it.”

      “How could you have? I try to never talk about it.” She reached behind her to pat at Fior’s head, but she didn’t pull away from Yacrist. His embrace felt comforting, warm. For once, she wanted to be coddled.

      “Look, let’s give this a rest for the night. We’ve both got a lot on our plates tomorrow. I can keep it here, locked in my chest, if you like.”

      Eist let out a breath that she didn’t even know she was holding. “Yes. I think I would rest easier if it wasn’t in my room. I’m always afraid someone is going to find it.”

      “Don’t worry about it then. I’ll take care of it.”

      Eist nodded but still didn’t pull away. “I don’t want to go.” The thought of walking down the halls that were lit far too brightly from her sight while still having the eerie silence of night was nauseating.

      “Then don’t,” he answered like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “But I can’t stay here, in your bed. It wouldn’t be proper.”

      “Alright then.” He gently let go of her, and her body immediately missed his comfort. Without a look back at her, Yacrist got up and walked over to the other cot, waking Alynbach with several strong shakes. “Come on, boys, you guys can spend one night in the actual dragon bed my mother made for you.”

      They grunted, their eyes settling closed, but that quickly ended when Fior pounced on them, chattering what seemed like a whole lot of thoughts. The two heads groaned, and their body slithered off the cot, slinking over to a plush cushion that was nearly the size of Eist’s own mattress back in her own dorm.

      “Thanks, Fior,” Yacrist said with a grin before pushing the cot over until it was just a few inches from his own. “Behold, a bed that is not my own.”

      Eist felt herself flush from the sheer kindness of his act and clambered over to it. As she settled, Yacrist went over to one of his chests and pulled out what looked like a lush, soft blanket. He tossed it over to her before flopping back on his own cot.

      “There. Let’s settle in, shall we? No more magic talk until after exams.”

      “Thank you,” Eist murmured, laying on her own side.

      He extended his hand toward her, across the small gap between their cots, and Eist reached out, entwining her fingers in his.

      “You know I’m always here for you, right? No matter what I gotta do, I’m always going to make sure that you’re safe.”

      “Yeah,” Eist said, feeling her whole face flush as she answered. “I know.”
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      Mid-season exams passed in a hazy, sore blur. Eist had bruises that she couldn’t tell where they came from. Her bruises had bruises whose origins were a mystery. Her mind hurt, her eyes hurt, even her fingernails seemed to hurt by the time everything was wrapped up.

      But she had passed. She was on to a crossbow and had been given a practice sword of tempered steel that she was now responsible for twenty-four/seven. Ale’a wanted her to fight with a halberd, considering her short range put her at a disadvantage, but such a weapon was only allowed after a fourth-year evaluation and all riders were required to be at least adequate with a sword.

      She had placed high in her classes as well. Not first, and not second, but a third rank considering she still had trouble hearing certain teachers was nothing to sneeze at. Of course, it was Dille who ranked first, but Eist knew her friend most certainly deserved it.

      But perhaps most importantly of all was Fior. After so much work, he had finally passed his flight test. While he couldn’t take to the air from the ground, he had succeeded in being able to hold a glide from a perch, and he even managed to gain altitude on a couple of strong gusts of wind.

      Eist was so proud of him, and she probably showered him with far more treats than she should have, but how could she not? He had trained so hard to make up for her putting him behind, and she couldn’t be more grateful. Maybe once she might have resented being the deformed girl with the deformed dragon, but now she couldn’t imagine having anyone but her little guy.

      After the mid-year exam results were announced, there was always a great and intense feast, one that might actually put Yacrist’s nameday supper to shame. Eist found herself sitting with her friends as usual, gorging herself on what might be the most delicious roast boar she ever had the privilege of scarfing down.

      “So, we all survived,” Ain said, mouthing at a piece of bread. Eist noticed that he really did seem to love all of the things Braddock baked, which was almost too sweet of a trait for the sarcastic man to have.

      “Well, not all of us,” Dille said. “Five of our class ranked too low to continue on with their dragon rider training.”

      “Ouch,” Yacrist said loudly from the book he was reading. Eist smiled, knowing he was compensating for her to hear since his mouth was obstructed by the tome. “How’d you hear that?”

      “I listen,” Dille said with a shrug. “Four of them are training to become messengers now.”

      “And the fifth?”

      “She said she and her dragon want to try working on the farms for a bit. Says they would rather help others flourish than fight.”

      Athar nodded slowly. “I understand that. Sometimes I wonder if I’m cut out for fighting at all.”

      “You’re practically the size of a mountain,” Ain snorted. “Of course you’re meant for fighting.”

      Athar grimaced, and Eist didn’t miss it. “I don’t know. I don’t like hurting people.”

      “Fighting isn’t about liking hurting people,” she corrected. “It’s about protecting those you love. It’s about doing what’s right. If you’re fighting because you want to hurt other people, you probably shouldn’t be a dragon rider.”

      Ain let out a sarcastic snort. “If everyone thought like you, Eist, then we wouldn’t need any dragon riders at all.”

      “In a perfect world, I suppose,” Dille said wistfully. “But enough philosophy. Who else is looking forward to the excursion?”

      Oh.

      That.

      The excursion was a trip that third-years and up took after their mid-years. The class was broken up into groups of ten to fifteen people with a teacher and a dragon rider to chaperone, then they were supposed to survive for three weeks on the land. Traveling over wild terrain, foraging for food, learning survival skills. It was an intense, grueling process, and it wasn’t uncommon for several fairly grievous injuries to happen.

      Sometimes students didn’t come back.

      It wasn’t that Eist was scared of the prolonged trip. It was just that the groups were divided by the staff and friends were often purposefully separated. Some said it was to encourage new bonds. Others said it was to avoid codependency because dragon riders never knew when they could be sent off or who they could be sent off with. Eist mostly thought it was stupid, and she didn’t want to be apart from Yacrist and Dille for almost a month. Not when that slippery, sliding feeling of something creeping in her peripherals was stronger than ever.

      “I’m looking forward to them posting the group results,” Yacrist admitted.

      “Why, you have people you want to avoid?” Ain retorted.

      “Yeah, actually. Darnialla is getting pretty insistent with her affections, and I don’t even want to think of what it would be like trying to fend her off from my bedroll for three weeks.”

      “What a truly terrible burden.”

      “Have you tried telling her no?” Dille added.

      Yacrist rolled his eyes. “Of course. That’s the first thing I said. I don’t just walk around hoping to have a flock of lovesick or gold-hungry folks paddling behind me.”

      “Could have fooled me,” Athar muttered so quietly that Eist couldn’t actually even hear him, she just saw the movement of his mouth.

      “What was that?” Yacrist asked sharply, turning his head.

      “We’re going to be together,” Dille said quickly, drawing the attention back to her. Eist heaved a sigh of relief at her friend’s quick thinking. There was still that strange, shifting tension between the two, and she didn’t get it any more than she had before.

      “What?”

      “We’ll be together. All of us.”

      “You can’t possibly know that,” Ain said, leaning forward with his chin in his hand. His gaze was entirely too sharp, and Eist was reminded of his appraising stares where he learned too much about her too easily.

      She just shrugged and went back to eating her food.

      “But…th-that’s a third of a group. It seems unli-unly-un-un—” Athar stopped and took a breath. She hadn’t seen him so flustered in a while. “Improbable.”

      “You don’t have to believe me. It’s just a feeling.”

      Eist knew exactly what she meant by that. It wasn’t just a feeling. Dille knew. Or maybe she had done something. Eist wanted to ask, but she knew she couldn’t right in front of the others. Although Ain and Athar were friends of hers now, there were some things she didn’t want them to know.

      She still wanted them to think she was normal.

      Perhaps that was foolish, but she didn’t like being Eist, the orphan who had been viciously attacked twice and barely survived her second year at the academy any more than she liked being Eist, the fat orphan with the weird eye. If possible, though, she wanted to stay the latter as long as possible.

      “Well, as much as I doubt it, I hope you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      Dille was right.

      Not that Eist was surprised. She had been expecting it ever since Dille had stated what she felt. But as she finished packing her roll and double-checking everything, she couldn’t help but feel nerves coiling in her gut.

      It was easy to feel cut off from the outside world in the academy. To feel safe and protected from whatever was lurking at the edges of the world, teething at what was good and bright, coiled tightly like it couldn’t wait to attack.

      If they were out in the open, what was going to protect her? She didn’t even go to the market anymore, her heart thundering at the thought of running into more mercenaries paid to steal Fior. Or hurt her.

      Although Eist didn’t want to admit it, she knew that something had changed since she met that terrifying man in the woods. He knew her face now. He knew what she sounded like when she was hurt and how to see right through her goading. She felt like too many eyes were on her, always watching. Always looking for some weakness so they could take her and…and…

      She actually didn’t know what. But every time she felt the crescent scar on her tongue, or the jagged one through her shoulder, she was reminded that there were a lot of dark and dangerous things that she knew nothing about.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Dille asked, her gentle hand on Eist’s shoulder.

      “Yes,” she answered honestly. “But I’m scared.”

      “Are you thinking about…him?” Dille didn’t have to clarify who she meant.

      “Yeah. I am.”

      “He’s not going to be there. Our class is split into about ten groups, and we’re scattered all over the mountains and woods west of Rothaiche M’or. Even if he did know exactly when and where our class was going on the excursion, how would he find you? You’ll be like a needle in a haystack.”

      “I know that in my head,” Eist said, collapsing on her bed and sprawling across it. Fior, seeming to sense her troubles, hopped on, and immediately curled across her chest. He was heavy, but his presence felt warm and comforting. “But I feel like I’m marked.”

      “I… I don’t think you are. I think I’d be able to tell that. Besides, we have the son of the Lord of the House going with us. You think they’re not gonna have us with the smartest, strongest teacher and the best dragon rider? I would bet money I don’t have that any group Yacrist is put in would be wrapped so tightly in securities and protections that his own mother wouldn’t be able to find him.”

      “You think?” Eist asked flatly.

      “Yes. I’m still figuring all this out, but some things are clearer than others. And I know that man won’t find you on this trip.”

      “You know you’re handling this whole magic thing very well.”

      She made a vague gesture. “Am I? Just seems right, is all. Like I’ve been walking around with one eye shut my whole life and I’ve finally been able to open it.”

      Eist groaned. “Let’s not talk about eyes, shall we?”

      Dille laughed at that and offered her hand. “Fine. But we should get going, yeah? We agreed to meet the others in the training fields before it got too crowded.”

      Eist took the hand and let her friend pull her to her feet. Grabbing their things, they strode out into the courtyard where Veralda—who had clearly been waiting for her rider—practically tackled the two of them.

      “Hey, my big lady,” Dille cooed. It didn’t seem possible, but in the half year since Veralda had arrived, she had grown by another quarter. She was nearly the size of a full-grown dragon, and she still had quite a bit of expanding to do. Her long, toothy snout was almost the length of Eist’s body. “Did you sleep well, my love? Are you getting along with the others in the cave?”

      While the red dragon still often chose to snooze on the balcony of their dorm, she’d become so large that she’d taken to roosting on the outcropping of rocks or inside the dragon caves themselves. Eist could tell that Dille missed cuddling with her charge, but on the excursion, she’d have plenty of time to cuddle into the red beast’s side.

      Veralda let out a deep growling-purring sound and nuzzled Dille happily. The sight of them together made Eist feel a little sappy herself, and she reached down to haul Fior into her arms.

      Oof, he was getting really heavy. But it was worth it when his back legs went to either side of her body while his front ones flopped over her shoulders, his blunt snout nuzzling into her neck. For a split-second, she almost hoped that he never got any bigger and she could just hold him forever, but she realized that wouldn’t exactly work out with the whole dragon rider thing.

      “Hey, you two! Over here!”

      She heard a faint shout and opened her eyes to see the boys standing a bit away, all hunkered down with their gear. Setting Fior down, they headed over to them. There wasn’t much conversation to be had before the headmaster arrived and began doing her speech thing. Eist wasn’t overly invested in what the woman had to say, and she could hardly hear her anyway, so instead, the young dragon hopeful looked over what remained of her class.

      There was a chance that she might never see some of these folks again. That they would be too injured or actually die and their dreams would be snuffed out forever.

      However, given her track record of always being violently maimed at the end of every year, maybe it was more likely that she was the one who wouldn’t be returning.

      The thought sent a shiver up her spine, and she quickly dismissed it. It was just an excursion. A camping trip. An expedition. There was nothing to worry about beyond the normal threats that came hand-in-hand with survival.

      Maybe if she repeated that to herself enough, she’d actually believe it.
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      “Alright, this is our zone for the next three weeks. Now that we’re here, can anybody tell me what our first goal should be?”

      “We find water,” Eist said, shifting from foot to foot. While she wasn’t tired, the bottoms of her feet were a bit sore and achy from all the hiking they had done since that morning. She had thought that she was fully recovered from her months-long stint in the healer’s hall, but apparently, there were still little things she had to build up, and her callouses were one of them.

      “Very good,” their dragon rider, Fjorin, said. He was a tall fellow, with flowing blond hair and a truly magnificent beard. Perhaps a little stereotypically, he had a large red dragon that circled the air above them. The massive beast had only occasionally dropped to the ground during their journey, clearly confused why his rider was walking instead of flying.

      Of course, that complicated things a little when Veralda kept trying to fly up to play with him. Despite her truly impressive size, Veralda was the only one of the group that could truly fly for any significant length of time, and Eist got the feeling she sometimes wished her friends could wheel around with her. Naturally, Alynbach didn’t like every time she went up and would hiss in jealousy or squawk petulantly until she came back. At least it made the hike to their spot entertaining.

      “But we all have waterskins,” another student argued. Eist squinted at them, trying to remember his name. Freidrick, maybe? “Shouldn’t we seek shelter first?”

      Eist could have corrected him, but the teacher was doing that for her. Luckily, they’d ended up with the seemingly nice Professor Wycoff. Seemingly because they had only met him at the beginning of the year when he was introduced as their equipment instructor, teaching them how to maintain, clean, and repair everything that they could possibly have as a dragon rider, but he always had a cheery smile and a kind thing to say.

      The only downside was with his thick mustache over his mouth and his tendency to mumble words together quickly, Eist often found herself having to ask him to repeat whatever he had just said.

      “I can see how you might think that, but what happens if we’re not able to find water today? Or maybe even tomorrow. Tell me, what happens when that water runs out, which it will, quickly? You can’t boil any food, you can’t quench your thirst, you can’t clean a wound if you’re injured. Unless you are in a deadly storm or otherwise similar situation, water is always your first bet.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Alright, spread out. No one goes alone. If anyone finds water, remember how to mark your paths so you can lead us all there and we can evaluate where we might want to build shelter from there.”

      Eist looked to Dille, and they hurriedly joined hands before anyone could say anything else. Yacrist clicked his tongue disappointedly and Alynbach just melted to the floor like they had been given the worst news. Eist had never seen a jealous dragon before, but the purple beast really did seem more and more besotted with Veralda with each passing day.

      “Alright everyone, head out.”

      The two of them walked off, still hand in hand. They didn’t even seem to need to talk about which direction they went, their legs taking them a bit east as they cut through the big trees.

      Eist looked up, taking in how the sun cut through the leaves and the branches seemed to wave together to make a sort of canopy for them. It was pretty, and she took a deep breath to relax herself.

      “How are you feeling?” Dille asked.

      “Not bad. The air is nice here. Crisp. Clean.”

      “That’s what happens when you get far enough away from the city’s sewage and filth.”

      “Rothaiche M’or isn’t that dirty.”

      Dille sniffed. “Please, if Margaid hadn’t introduced aqueducts to you, your whole city would be knee-high in waste.”

      “It’s not my city,” Eist argued.

      “Isn’t it? You were born there. You live there now. You will swear your life to its defense.”

      “I’ll swear my life to defense of all,” Eist corrected. “And a city is just a city. I really only care about people.”

      Dille let out a quiet laugh that Eist barely caught. “When did you get so soft?”

      “Probably since I’ve almost died a couple times. It puts things into perspective.”

      Fior chirped at her feet in agreement.

      “Sometimes I swear they understand all of human speech and not just our commands.”

      Eist nodded, chewing at her lip. “I think they do.”

      “Are you saying that because you just feel like they do, or you feel like they do.”

      “That’s getting confusing,” Eist said drolly. “But I guess, uh, somewhere in between? I don’t think it’s like they understand us word for word, but they get sentiments. And ideas. They know certain key phrases.”

      “Like death?”

      Fior let out a little warble from below, and Veralda did one of her barks from where she was trundling along behind them.

      “Yeah, definitely death, it seems,” Dille said, her tone telling Eist that she was thinking and putting together things that the hard of hearing girl would have never thought to join together. “Interesting.”

      “You know, whenever you say that, it sounds like you’re plotting something.”

      “I’m always plotting something. We’re just all lucky that I’m on the side of good.”

      Eist thought of Dille in that clearing, standing in front of her with that retching power and cold smile. It made her shiver, and her friend squeezed her hand comfortingly.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna defect.”

      “I know that,” Eist said. “If anyone is too stubborn for the corruption of the Blight, it’s you.”

      “Is that what you think happened to that healer? That she was corrupted by the Blight?”

      Eist nodded. “That’s at least how she got started. I know other things had to have happened after that, like she somehow pulled a tiny bit of the Blight into herself, or gave it her body or something, but the corruption had to have been the first step.”

      Dille shuddered too. “It wouldn’t be so unsettling if everyone wasn’t so insistent that she was just mad and bent on murder.”

      “Humans do seem particularly adept at denying what’s right in front of their faces.”

      “They do.” Dille cocked her head to the side. “Do you hear water?”

      Eist gave her a look. “Really?”

      “Sorry. It’s easy to forget sometimes.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “This way,” Dille said, tugging her hand. “I hear it this way.”

      They picked up their pace, not quite jogging, but definitely moving faster than their former leisurely stroll. Soon enough, they reached a small brook gently flowing between three thick trees, so large that Dille and Eist could hug either side and still not join hands.

      “It probably widens down the way,” Eist said, straddling the water and crouching to look it over. It looked fairly clean and there were plenty of rocks, meaning that it was filtered from many of the threats that bred in stagnant water.

      “Probably, but we should go get the others first.”

      “Do you want to mark the way or—” Eist was cut off when Fior took a running leap into the brook and landed as hard as he could with all four legs. Water splashed up, soaking the lower half of her body. “Fior!”

      The water was cool, but it wasn’t nearly warm enough for it to dry quickly. And with the sun setting in a few hours, it would no doubt become uncomfortable to be wandering around half-damp. But her little guy just looked up at her happily before flopping onto his back and rolling all around the shallow water.

      “You’re getting covered in mud,” Eist said with a sigh. But she wasn’t really mad. He was far too cute for that, and he definitely knew it. He was too smart for his own good.

      “I’ll mark the way,” Dille said with a laugh. “It looks like you’ve got enough on your hands.”
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        * * *

      

      “Shouldn’t men and women be camping separately?”

      Eist got the feeling that maybe she didn’t like Freidrick. There was nothing wrong with asking questions, but he didn’t ask questions like someone seeking an answer. Instead, all of his queries sounded like someone who thought they already knew what was right and was just trying to correct someone else without saying it outright. It grated on her nerves, and they’d only been together for one day.

      Fjorin was less pleasant and understanding than Wycoff. “Do you really think that after days of flying and fighting, when your bones are so tired you feel like you might collapse in on yourself, that dragon riders would take the time to separate themselves by what’s between their legs?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Sometimes you’ll be too tired to even remove your pack. You’ll just curl into your dragon and hope that when you wake up, your body will hurt a little less.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Alright, now that we have that nonsense out of the way, all of you are old enough to govern yourself, and if you’re not, you don’t deserve to be a rider. We’re not here to hold your hands and make sure you act like high society. We’re here to teach you how to survive and make sure you live long enough to get back to the academy. Understood?”

      There was a chorus of agreement and the man nodded, going to set up his tent in the center of the camp that they had cleared up for themselves. Wycoff went to the edge for his shelter, and everyone else split up accordingly.

      “How scandalized do you think Freidrick would be if we connected all of our tents together?” Ain asked, sidling up to Eist and Dille.

      “We can do that?” Yacrist questioned, joining them.

      “Why not? Our tents are just this thick fabric over branches we just cut down. With a little clever rearranging, I bet we could get a solid little community shelter out of it.”

      “I’m not sure—” Athar started.

      “Oh, relax,” Ain said with a wave of his hand. “We’ll make sure the girls have their own half and we have ours. I’m not suggesting any fraternization, I’m just saying…” he trailed off and when he continued, his tone was lacking the normal teasing sarcasm that he usually wielded. “Safety in numbers, right? I don’t know about you all, but I’d like to get one year where Eist doesn’t steal all the attention.”

      “Hey—” Yacrist and Athar both objected before Eist laughed sharply.

      “You know, I wouldn’t mind a year without that either,” she said, pulling her tent materials from her bag. It weighed quite a bit and it was a relief to have it off her back. Normally, dragon riders had their mounts carry their packs for convenience sake, but only Veralda was big enough to do so and Dille insisted on carrying her things just like everyone else. “So, I’m trusting you have an idea how to do this?”

      “Oh, I’ve got an idea. Athar, all of these branches are regular people sized. I’m going to need you to cut down about fifteen of them that are you-sized.” Ain looked to Eist, his gaze twinkling in that way that let her know he was about to say something that he thought was clever. “I don’t suppose you packed a stepstool?”

      “You’re hilarious,” Eist retorted before pulling out the straps that were supposed to bind their posts together.

      “I know. My humor is really wasted on all of you.”

      Eist chuckled, appreciating his scathing commentary when it wasn’t done in enmity, then they got to work. It took a bit of experimenting, and their structure collapsed once or twice before they managed to stabilize it and tie it to a nearby tree. If Fjorin or Wycoff thought anything of their cobbled-together tent, they said nothing, and not too long after darkness fell, the five of them were setting their bedrolls up inside of their shelter.

      Eist and Dille did indeed get their own half, and there was so much space it almost felt unfair. Fior cuddled up beside his future rider while Veralda could only stick her head under the bottom of the tent and press her long snout against Dille.

      Alynbach and Ain’s golden dragon huddled together in the middle, making an effective barrier between them and the boys. Eist had the feeling that the barrier was more for Athar’s shyness than anyone’s care about propriety.

      And speaking of the mountain of a man, he too had a red dragon who could only fit her large head into the tent, which she rested on his chest. Eist didn’t actually know much about Ain and Athar’s mounts beyond their names, other than the two were practically inseparable and preferred to spend most of their time on the roof or only with their future-riders.

      They didn’t say it, but Eist couldn’t help but wonder if it was because of how Fior had attacked Ain and used his strange bellow all those years ago. Although it was water under the bridge, it had happened during their formative years.

      Or maybe they were just too similar to the boys, preferring each other’s company and never trusting anybody else. That probably made more sense.

      Thinking of the past made Eist feel nostalgic, however, and she lifted her head as she made herself comfortable.

      “Hey, Ain.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Remember when you slapped me?”

      Unsurprisingly, it was Yacrist who reacted first. “You what?!”

      “Relax, it was a while ago,” Eist said, rolling her eyes at his dramatics like she always did.

      “Any reason why you’re bringing this up now?”

      “Just thinking. I never really got you back for that.”

      Despite her bad ear, she could almost hear his grin as he answered her. It was no doubt toothy and just this side of flirting and threatening. “Are you itching to now?”

      “No. I’m comfortable. Just thinking that it’s not fair I never got to slap you back.”

      “Fair enough. I tell you what, you get one slap, anytime you want, and I won’t retaliate.”

      “That’s awfully magnanimous of you. Especially considering you once tried to kick me out of the academy.”

      “Wait, when did all of this happen? Why didn’t you ever tell us!?”

      “Relax, Yacrist,” Dille said with a sigh. “Let Eist have her secrets. Without them, she might spontaneously combust.”

      “And we wouldn’t want that,” Ain added.

      “No, we wouldn’t want that at all,” Dille agreed.

      Those two were a pair alright. If they kept getting more comfortable around each other, Eist wasn’t sure if the world would be able to survive it.

      “Alright then. One slap sometime down the road.”

      Was this what it was like to have a group of friends? It felt nice. Instead of just having only Dille and Yacrist, she had two more she could trust. Maybe someday she would tell them about the magic and see if they felt the same cloying apprehension that she did. But for the moment, what they had would suffice.
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      The nice thing about their excursion was that they got to keep the same campsite the entire time they were there, provided there were no extreme weather events. Eist imagined that packing up their giant contraption every night and setting it up every morning would have been more trouble than it was worth.

      Their second day was spent foraging—the twelve of them split into two groups, one with Wycoff and one with Fjorin. Of course, there was far too much to learn to possibly be covered in one morning, but they learned plenty of basics, including how to set simple traps.

      Their night was spent building their main fire. Eist thought that maybe Fjorin’s great red dragon would just get it going with a short puff of his breath, but he insisted the hopefuls would be able to start it themselves. It took a few tries, but unsurprisingly, it was Yacrist who got it going first.

      After all, he had managed to set his cloak on fire with just a bit of flint when there was a room of mystical shadows staring him down, and their camping situation was far less stressful than that.

      The boy didn’t even try to hide his preening as they all set about cooking and washing the food they had foraged, as well as boiling water to refill their waterskins.

      By the time everyone was sliding into bed, their bellies were full, and their bodies were sore. Eist found herself slipping into sleep much faster than she ever did at the academy. It was blissful and warm, and Fior felt just right pressed all along the length of her. It was—

      Someone was shaking her.

      She groaned and tried to roll over, but then a worried trill from Fior had her sitting up.

      “Eist, wake up,” Dille was hissing, barely loud enough for her to hear.

      “What is it?” she asked groggily, rubbing her eyes. The tent was pitch dark, the only illumination being what little firelight slipped under the tent around Veralda’s head. A moment later, it was blazing to life brighter than day, courtesy of Eist’s new vision.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “You woke me up because you don’t know?”

      Dille’s tone sharpened, and it struck a chord in Eist. “We need to get everyone up and dressed.”

      Eist didn’t need any more explanation than that. If her friend said everyone needed to get up, then everyone was about to be woken up none too gently. Jumping to her feet, she pulled her boots on hurriedly, not bothering to lace them up, and threw on her belt that had her sword attached to it. It might have been dulled and meant for practice, but she had been taught to never have it leave her side, and she wasn’t about to forget that.

      “Boys, wake up!” she said, rushing over to them while Dille darted out of the tent. Veralda followed her, wuffling confusedly. “You need to get up right now!”

      It was Athar who responded first, eyes snapping open to look up at her blearily. “Eist?”

      “Come on. Up! Arm yourself!”

      “What’s happening?” Ain asked, sitting up with a groan.

      “I don’t know. Just get ready.”

      “Get ready for what?”

      “I don’t know. Just get ready!”

      To their credit, they didn’t question her further. Even Yacrist, who she had to shake awake three times, still got up and put on his shoes and weapons belt.

      By the time the four of them stumbled out into camp, she could see several other confused dragon hopefuls and hear the bellowing voice of Fjorin.

      “Why are you waking me, lass?”

      There was a muffled reply and then more frustrated shouts, but somehow, Dille succeeded in dragging Fjorin out into the open by his arm. At that point, everyone seemed to have heard his bellyaching and even Wycoff on the edge of the camp was stumbling out of his tent.

      “Unhand me, girl,” the large man shouted, pulling his limb from her grasp. “Now, what blasted things did you—”

      A thhhk sounded through the air and the next thing anybody knew, an arrow bolt buried itself in the tree between them.

      “Get down!” he cried, diving back into his tent, no doubt to grab his weapons. A roar sounded as his dragon rose to all four of its legs, its massive head looking this way and that.

      Suddenly, the entire camp burst to life. Dragons scrambled toward their future riders, students ran for cover, doubled over and hunkered close to the ground. Shouts sounded from all around them in the woods as more arrows flew.

      “Bandits!” Fjorin cried, pulling a truly massive sword from his belt. “Arterius, Branmmur!”

      His dragon let out another roar and then opened its mouth, creating a huge plume of flame that billowed out like a wall. It hit the trees surrounding their camp and flared up, creating a bit of a shield so the attackers on the other side couldn’t see them.

      But they could still fire arrows, and that was when Eist noticed something confusing about the spray.

      It didn’t seem like they were really aiming at anything. In fact, most of their shots were going absurdly high, as if they were more meant to be a distraction than actually hurt anyone.

      “No!” Eist cried, getting up and running to Fjorin. Fior followed after her, chuffing at her in concern, but she didn’t stop until she caught the dragon rider’s eye. “They’re not trying to kill us,” she cried, her mind flicking back to that moment in the market. “I think they’re slavers, not bandits! Or they want young dragons. They’re here to take us, not our things.”

      Fjorin looked at her, his blue eyes seeming to calculate things quickly, before he gave her a nod. “Keen eye, girl. Gather the students in the center then, have your dragons form a circle around you. Tell those of you who are adept with a bow to shoot to kill. Do not hesitate.”

      Eist nodded, swallowing harshly, and ran to do as he said. Time seemed to slow as she rushed to do as he instructed.

      By the time they were all pressed in a circle around his tent, dragons in front of them with Wycoff, Arterius and Fjorin facing the wall of fire, a kind of stillness filled the air.

      “Wait, was it that easy?” someone asked from beside her.

      There was no answer for several beats before Dille drew in a sharp breath. “They’ve surrounded us.”

      Before Eist could even contemplate what she had said, there was a massive series of shouts from around them and then men were pouring in through trees.

      “Defend yourselves!” Fjorin cried, lifting his sword and rushing forward.

      And just like that, Eist was pulled into her first real battle.

      It was different from her previous fights, where it was her against someone who was too strong, too powerful for her to ever hope to win. These were humans. Armed, violent, but not otherworldly.

      Their circle suddenly expanded outward rapidly, dragons attacking in the first waves. While none of their charges really had their secondary abilities, that didn’t stop them from attacking with claws and teeth.

      Veralda herself surged forward, her claws digging into a man’s shoulders before lifting him into the sky. Arterius, too big to really perform any aerial attacks because of the trees, spun this way and that, his jaws and tail taking out plenty of the men.

      But the young dragons could only do so much, and Eist surged forward, her blade raised. Her path led her to an attacker who was about to drive his sword into the belly of a golden dragon. She checked him with her shoulder, sending him stumbling back, and slammed her sword against his head.

      It was far too dull to cut into his flesh, but that didn’t stop it from working as a metal club, and he toppled over. Eist stood, scanning the battle again, and saw three men running for her. She braced herself, her mind quickly calculating the best way to dodge, distract, and disarm, but they didn’t even reach her before several arrows flew through the air, burying themselves in the slavers’ chests.

      Eist looked backward to see several of her fellow students already nocking arrows to their bows.

      She nodded her thanks, fairly impressed, when she heard a cry echo through her head.

      “Eist!”

      It sounded like Dille, but she couldn’t see the dark-skinned girl anywhere around her. Yet her voice seemed like it was right beside her. Eist spun back to the tree line just in time to see a sword sweeping toward her arm.

      She brought her blade up, meaning to deflect, but the power of the blow sent her to her knees. Right, these weren’t her academy mates sparring with her. These were fully grown men that were no doubt stronger than her. She had to think with her head, not her muscles.

      Eist tilted her blade to push the blow away and spun on her knees, out of his path. Throwing herself on her side, she kicked at his closest knee as hard as she could and felt the sharp crack as it snapped.

      He went down onto his front, cursing and raising his weapon toward her. But Eist just slammed the flat of her blade against the back of his head as hard as she could and this time, he stilled.

      She had no time to rest. She felt more footsteps behind her, trying to rush her while she was on the ground. She rolled backward and up, forcing her body to move quickly and efficiently like she trained. When she was on her feet, she saw two more men closing in on her, armed with a net.

      They tried to rush her, but a brindled streak rushed through the air beside her and barreled into one of their chests so hard he was lifted off his feet. Eist took the distraction to her advantage and brought her sword down on the remaining man’s wrist before punching him in his throat as hard as she could.

      He stumbled back, choking, and Eist finished his threat by punching him in the same spot again.

      It felt strange to possibly have someone’s life about to end at her own hands, but she had always known that was a possibility. She wished that she had time to think about it, time to process what had happened, but that wasn’t how battle worked.

      She stood up, readying herself for more. She felt a presence beside her and looked to see Athar and his large dragon push back several more of the slavers. He looked magnificent, for a moment, backdropped with the sparkling lavender of the night sky and glowing a sparkling gold. Eist gaped at him, completely distracted, until something slammed into her gut, knocking the air right out of her.

      “Eist!”

      So many people were calling her name. That didn’t seem like a very sound battle strategy, her mind questioned as she fought for her vision to clear.

      Suddenly a strong hand was on her back and hauling her onto her feet. She found herself pressed to a solid wall of flesh and she realized that Athar was holding her while walking backward, his sword raised and defending against an approaching attacker.

      It was while being forced into a retreat that Eist realized that they were quickly being overwhelmed. There were just too many men, and they seemed to keep coming and coming, their wild cries and greenish-black tint threatening to overpower the glow of everything else.

      Athar pulled her back into what was left of the center circle before letting her go. She could see both Yacrist and Ain firing their bows, but Dille was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where’s Dille?!” Eist cried.

      “Here! I’m here!” Eist craned her neck upward to see Dille sitting atop Veralda’s back as she hovered in the small gap between the trees. She was armed with a bow like the others and had a wild look about her face.

      She let out a little laugh at seeing her friend astride her mount, the first of their class to be able to do so, but it was cut off by a sharp stab of apprehension in her gut.

      “Wha—”

      Ropes shot out of the trees, as if they had been fired by something like a crossbow. Eist barely had a chance to see that they were all weighted with what looked like a large stone bead at the end, and she couldn’t figure out why that would be useful until it hit Athar’s leg next to her, its momentum causing it to wrap around his thick limb several times.

      He raised his hand to cut it, but then he was yanked off his feet and dragged through the grass on his stomach.

      “Athar!” Eist cried, running after him. She dodged the slavers and dragons, and the few of her academy mates who preferred to fight with blade rather than bow. She could feel a strange, almost mechanical clicking from behind the trees, and she assumed that was the source of what was insistently yanking Athar backward.

      “Hold onto something!” she felt herself scream, running as fast as she could. Somehow, he managed to hear her, and his hands frantically scrambled across the ground, trying to find purchase. He managed to find a root and latched onto it, his muscles straining as he held on.

      “Eist!” he groaned desperately. She could feel that clicking in the woods turning into creaks, trying desperately to reel the big man in.

      More ropes shot out. She could hear thunking as they hit some of their targets behind her, but she didn’t let that stall her. Vaulting forward, she rolled over Athar’s back and brought her dull blade down on the rope.

      It didn’t cut, because of course it didn’t, but it did fray. Eist let out a cry of frustration, but before she could bring down her weapon again, Fior was under her and ripping his teeth into what was left of the rope.

      It snapped, recoiling back behind the trees like a whip, and Eist rushed to get Athar on his feet. She rushed to get him back to the circle, but as she did, another student went whipping past her, rope wrapped around their small waist.

      “Fior!” she ordered. “Free them before they hit the tree line!”

      Despite his weight, and the way he limped, she managed to get Athar back to the center. There were less of them now, and the odds seemed even worse.

      “There’s something about the ropes,” Dille shouted from above, circling with her bow in hand. She let loose a bolt, and Eist followed its path to see it slide through a rope that was wound about Freidrick’s arm. “I think they’re—”

      “Cursed, yeah,” Eist breathed, her heart squeezing.

      “If it’s magic, then this could be—”

      “Yup.”

      Him.

      The man from the woods.

      The one who had wanted her dragon.

      Did he know she was here? Had he come to collect? Or was this just bad luck?

      “They’re overwhelming us!” Wycoff yelled, interrupting her thoughts as Arterius blew another wave of fire at a group that tried to rush them. “We need to get the young ones out of here!”

      Fjorin nodded, not even turning to face the group.

      “Everyone who’s able, get on Arterius’s back. We need to retreat!”

      “There’s no way all of us will fit on there,” Ain said, dodging a rope that flew just past his head. “And we have injured!”

      “That’s why I said those who are able. Fly, as fast as you can, get help, have your dragons follow. We will hold them off.”

      “But—”

      Fjorin whirled on them, eyes flashing, and face so determined that even Eist lost her breath for a moment. “An order is an order. If you want to be a dragon rider, you better learn to listen to them! Arterius, Lagre Dem!”

      The great beast let out another massive wall of fire then turned, its tail taking out more of the slavers. The ropes tried to ensnare it, but he was far too big.

      “Here,” Dille said, Veralda coming close enough to the ground for her to offer her hand to another slender girl. “You’re light enough for us to carry.”

      The girl didn’t need any other encouragement and hopped on while Arterius lowered himself as flat as he could to the ground for the others.

      Eist stood there a moment, caught up in indecision. It seemed wrong to leave behind their teacher, Fjorin, and their wounded. Shouldn’t they stay and fight? But she could feel that this was a losing battle. They just didn’t have the numbers. If they could just get away fast enough, maybe they could come back and defeat them.

      But that meant six folks, consisting of four wounded or unconscious dragon hopefuls and their young dragons, would have to hold off an entire horde for at least a couple hours.

      “Eist!”

      By the Three, she was getting tired of people shouting her name. She moved to step away from Arterius, determined to stay and help the others hold the camp, but then thick fingers wrapped around the back of her sleep shirt and she was hauled upwards.

      “Voar!”

      There was a beat of giant wings. Once, twice, then a third time, and they were shooting into the air, much of their lift provided by the dragon’s legs.

      “No!” Eist cried, trying to wiggle out of the strong grip holding her. “I need to help!”

      “You’re just one person,” she heard Athar breathe raggedly just beside her good ear. “Please, f-for once, let someone else handle the impossible odds.”

      Eist craned her neck back to look back at the giant of a man and found that he was gazing down at her with far too much fear and worry in his eyes. They weren’t nearly close enough for him to care that much about if she lived or died, so why was he staring at her like that?

      “For once, I agree with him,” Yacrist said, voice weak as they rose just to the top of the trees. Eist could tell that their mount was struggling with seven of them on his back, and Veralda was trying just as hard to carry her two. “You’re more helpful going to get reinforcements then possibly dying down there.”

      “I don’t like leaving people behind.”

      “No one does,” Ain said flatly. “But we’re not leaving them behind. We’re getting help. Don’t let your hero’s ego delude you that sometimes retreat isn’t the best option.”

      Eist opened her mouth to argue, but they were right. She was just a third-year, and she didn’t even have a real weapon. She had only just recently passed her own archery exams and wouldn’t be able to keep up in battle like the more skilled archers amongst them.

      Speaking of which, Dille and a couple others were still firing downwards, still felling slavers rushing out of the trees. They kept at it until their camp disappeared from view and there was only the sound of flapping wings around them, the younger dragons fighting to keep up as best they could. Whenever one started to dip too low, Arterius would use his snoot or tail to flip them upwards, giving them plenty of height so they could glide on currents for a while before starting to lose altitude again.

      Eist kept her eyes on Fior, who was sticking close to the red dragon’s side. He had only just learned how to pass his gliding tests. She worried that if she blinked for too long, he might drop out of the sky and get snatched up by the men below.

      “Who were those people?” someone asked. Eist probably knew their name, but she couldn’t think of it. There was nothing outside of the battle, and those they had left behind.

      “Slavers,” Dille answered, keeping the details of who they had been slaving for to herself. Eist was grateful for that. If she mentioned that, there were sure to be more questions. “Which means that they’ll try to take as many as they can alive.”

      “What would slavers be doing this close to Rothaiche M’or? We’re nowhere near the wilds!”

      “I don’t know. But the why doesn’t matter much at this moment. Just that we need to get to help as soon as possible.”

      They fell quiet at that, the minutes stretching on. They flew an hour, maybe more, Arterius growing more and more weary, but the academy or its grounds were still nowhere in sight. Just when Eist was sure that they would take far too long to save anybody at all, several dots came into view in the distance.

      “There!” she said, excitedly pointing into the night sky.

      “There what? I can’t see anything.”

      “Dragon riders!” She was sure of it. She could see the glint of their armor even from where she was.

      “How could they possibly know something was going on?” Ain asked, leaning forward as Arterius slowly lowered himself to an outcropping of rock on the mountain side.

      “I think I see a red dragon. They must have heard Arterius’s call.”

      It was a trait all dragons shared. Those of the same color could sometimes hear their own kind cry out even over great distances. Eist had a feeling that it wasn’t actually them physically hearing anything, but rather a connection they shared in their minds.

      The students slid from Arterius’s back, but Eist stayed in place. When Yacrist went to slide away, she caught his hand and shook her head. Something told her that she didn’t want to be on the ground just yet, even when the three dragon riders landed with them.

      “Are you alright?” one of them asked. It wasn’t anyone Eist recognized, so they most likely had just been visiting the academy on a rest. Some rest.

      “We were attacked in the woods,” she said as briskly as she could. “Fjorin and Wycoff were left behind, along with our wounded. We need to get back to them—”

      “Hold it there. Our orders are to bring you back, not engage in any sort of battle. The council wants us to bring our forces in.”

      “What?” she asked. “So, you would leave the others to die?”

      “You’ve already been flying for quite some time, yes? Your call was heard at least an hour ago. By the time we were to go back to them, they would all be dead.”

      Eist looked to Arterius. “Does this seem like a dragon whose rider is dead?”

      “Sometimes denial can be a strong thing. Now come, give that poor dragon a rest and come with us back to the academy.”

      Eist felt her temper snap, and Dille seemed to be just as heated. “This doesn’t make sense. You’re dragon riders. Since when do you abandon each other to hole up in the academy?”

      “Since there was an attack on the western border and they want all of you home now to take inventory of what we have available to fight with. Now please, I know you young ones are no doubt scared, but everything will be better when you’re safe and sound behind the academy walls.”

      Eist bit her lips, willing herself not to say what she wanted to. For being grand warriors and diplomats that she had once looked up to, the dragon riders before her didn’t look so great at the moment. Then again, they were just following orders.

      Stupid orders.

      Eist looked to Dille, her eyes questioning. Her friend just gave a solid nod, her face a flat mask. Then she glanced to Yacrist, who let out a long sigh.

      “You’re about to do something stupid, aren’t you?” he said, leaning close to her good ear and whispering lightly. The feeling of his breath on her skin sent goosebumps along her arm, but she ignored it.

      “Probably.”

      “Did you say something, young lady?” one of the other dragon riders asked kindly.

      “No,” she answered calmly before then turning to Ain and Athar.

      “I don’t th-th-think we sh-”

      “Do it,” Ain said firmly, putting a hand on his friend’s large chest.

      “Fior, come.” Eist tried to say it as relaxed as she could, as if she wasn’t planning something. He lifted his head curiously from where he was resting on the ground and scampered up to her. She could tell he was tired and didn’t know if he could do what they needed to do.

      Unfortunately, it seemed the action didn’t go entirely unnoticed. The other dragon rider took a step forward. “Come on now, why don’t you let this big guy rest?”

      Shrugging, Eist laid her palm on the red beast’s flank. “Arterius?” she murmured. “Take us to your rider.”

      He let out a mighty roar and surged upwards, Veralda barking in surprise and rushing to follow after them. Eist heard the cries of the other dragon riders as they yelled for them to stop, but it wasn’t like they could do anything about it since their orders wouldn’t even allow them to go and save another of their own.

      They flew back much more quickly than they had left, Eist hunkering her body low to not catch the wind. Normally, a dragon would have a saddle, but obviously Fjorin hadn’t had time to properly put his tack on when they had been ambushed.

      “Hey,” she said, directing her voice toward his head as best she could. “Can you tell where he is?”

      A rumble rolled through him, making her whole body vibrate, and she took that as a no.

      “Okay. I, uh, I need you to do me a favor, okay? Think of him. Think as hard as you can.”

      There was another rumble, but it seemed more agreeable. Eist smiled and pressed her face into his scales, closing her eyes.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Ain asked from behind her.

      “Hush,” Yacrist hissed. “Just trust her.”

      Eist shut them out, focusing only on the dragon below her. She felt his heartbeat, the rough grit over a couple of his scales that had been scarred since his last shed. She felt him breathe in and out.

      Her world suddenly expanded, and she was acutely aware of everything around her. Fior, pressing his rounded snout into her side. She could feel all of their heartbeats, and the flap of dragon wings.

      And she could feel fear.

      So much fear.

      He was close.

      And then, when she sat up, she opened her eyes and looked.

      “I see Fjorin,” she murmured, her eyes catching a tiny ribbon of blue shimmering into the woods. “Arterius, I see him. Will you let me guide you to him?”

      The dragon let out a warbling sort of keen, which Eist took as a yes.

      “What?” Ain asked behind her. “What do you mean you see him? What’s going on?”

      “Hold tight,” Eist answered honestly. “I think you’re all about to meet the guy who’s tried to kill me twice.”

      “Good,” Dille said firmly. “I might have a word or two to say to him.”

      “You’ll have to get in line.”
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      They flew over the trees until the sun started to rise, and Eist knew that it was too dangerous to keep going that way. They were following the blue string as best they could, even if Ain and Athar both seemed to have hundreds of questions they were barely keeping back.

      Their questions could wait, because every so often, the blue thread would give a little shake and then dim a bit. Eist didn’t need a forbidden magic book to know what that meant.

      “We’re close,” she said to the others, not willing to turn her head to them. “We need to take to ground. Try to be as quiet as you can, Arterius.”

      Another rumble and they were slowly lowering back into the tree line. The ground was rougher, rockier than where their camp had been, but Eist could make out inky, glowing footsteps all around them. The slavers must have come this way, but why? They were almost up against the westernmost mountain barrier that separated civilization from the dangerous and monstrous wilds. What could possibly be around that would be useful for them, and why would they need slaves for it?

      “Keep low,” she murmured, creeping along and still following the blue thread. “We’re almost there.”

      “Almost where?” Ain hissed.

      “We’ll explain later,” Yacrist said. “Just worry about what we might find and not why we’re here. That’s for if we survive.”

      Fior gave out a little warble and shuffled forward, following right along the thread as well. She didn’t know if he could see it or if he just smelled something, but she followed along behind him.

      They walked through the forest far longer than she thought they would, creeping along like bugs, and after enough time, she worried that she was somehow wrong. But then they heard cries, shouts, and the snarling of things that didn’t seem entirely human.

      “Get down, crawl on your bellies,” she said, doing so herself.

      Everyone did, including the dragons, and they scuttled forward as quietly as they could, noises growing louder with every length they covered.

      Then they finally reached it. Eist was just sliding forward, using her hands and knees to crawl, when suddenly there wasn’t anything under her hand at all. She almost let out a surprised cry but managed to swallow it before it could alert anyone to their presence.

      Recovering, she edged forward until she was just at the thin lip of rock that opened up into a massive crevasse.

      Not unlike the canyons to the dry southeast, it was dozens of heads deep and widened enough to be able to fit a whole team of fully-grown red dragons inside.

      Except it wasn’t full of dragons.

      It was full of…creatures.

      They were crooked and inky, covered in teeth and spikes and claws. They hissed, whined or made dripping sort of clicking noises that made her stomach roll. They milled about, abominations made flesh, and Eist’s eyes flicked over all of them in fear.

      “What are they?” Athar breathed.

      “Corruptions,” Yacrist whispered. “I think I read about these.”

      “Read about them where?” That was Ain. Always with his questions. He knew that something was up and wanted answers now. Except he wasn’t going to get any, because there was almost an entire army of creatures that shouldn’t exist below them.

      “That’s not important. What do we do? Do you see Fjorin, Eist?”

      Oh. Right. They had come for a reason, and not just to face down the man that had haunted so many of her nightmares of late. Her eyes followed that blue thread, and it led her gaze further into the canyon, deeper and deeper, the darkness shifting to brightness as her vision translated the world.

      She almost wished that she couldn’t see him at all.

      He was battered and chained, wrists and ankles bound in a line with at least fifty other humans. She saw Wycoff below him, and another student, but no one else she knew. But that didn’t matter as much as how many of them there were. Why were they gathering up men with monsters? Were they food?

      “There,” she said, pointing even though she knew that her friends couldn’t see. “He’s with a couple dozen others. They’re all subdued and chained.”

      Arterius rumbled and started to stand, but Eist pressed her foot back against his closest leg.

      “Not yet. There’s something more going on here.”

      “Yes,” Dille agreed. “There’s something we’re not getting. This all feels…familiar.”

      “Oh, because you’ve dealt with rescuing a kidnapped dragon rider before?” Ain bit angrily.

      “No. But I remember…rituals, somewhere below the ground. And danger. I don’t know how I remember that, or why, but I do.”

      “Great. I’ll put that right under Eist being able to see something that nobody else can and somehow leading us here.”

      He sounded like he wanted to keep going, his patience having run thin, but a raucous bit of laughter interrupted him. Several of the slavers rounded a bend in the canyon, closing in on two of the bound prisoners. They unchained them from the line, then roughly carried/led them back around the bend.

      “We need to follow them,” Eist hissed, crawling along the edge on her belly.

      “Why?” Ain asked. “Since when did our group become so opposed to explaining the why of all this nonsense? We came here to rescue Fjorin, and he’s right there. Let’s sneak down, free some folks, then go!”

      “And what then?” Dille asked sharply. “Once we have them freed, how do they get out? And what happens if the monsters notice us? Do we leave everyone but the people we know to die?”

      Eist could practically feel him roll his eyes. “Fine. I get it. Shut up and follow.”

      Eist kept the slavers in sight as she crawled, following them around one bend, then another. She didn’t stop until they reached a final length of the canyon and found her mouth going drier than ever.

      The crevasse widened considerably, going from big enough to fit a team of riders and their dragons all the way to larger than a couple banquet halls. Torches lined the roughly-hewn walls, casting the entire area in flickering light that only barely registered on the edges of her vision. There were weapons, bones, and clothes everywhere, scattered in piles nearly as tall as Eist. There were claw marks on the ground, on the walls, and she was too far to be sure, but it looked like teeth littered the ground as well as far too much blood.

      But despite all that gore, dominating the center of it stood the man who had left his scar in her mouth and his face burned into her mind. His hands were raised, and at his feet was a swirling pool of thick, viscous purple-black.

      “Is that water?” Yacrist asked from beside her.

      “No,” it was Dille that answered. “Whatever is in that pool isn’t from this world.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I don’t—”

      “—know,” Yacrist finished for her. “Yeah, that seems to be the theme of things lately.”

      “Shh,” Eist hissed, watching as they lead one of the two prisoners forward.

      “What is he doing?” Ain hissed, wiggling forward as well.

      “I don’t know,” Eist answered. “But we should stop hi—”

      Before she could finish her sentence, one of the slavers physically threw a prisoner forward and they stumbled into the pool of black, falling head over heels until they were submerged with only their arm reaching up frantically.

      Eist surged forward to help them, but Athar’s strong grip on tunic yanked her back. She watched in horror as that man raised his hands and suddenly all the light in her vision winked out at once.

      She slapped her own hand over her mouth just in time to muffle her startled yelp. She hadn’t seen nighttime as itself in months and the sudden lack of light was absolutely terrifying. Yacrist quickly pulled her free of Athar’s hold and pulled her to his chest.

      When she opened her eyes, everything returned to normal, her vision rolling from the center of her gaze outward. Breathing hard, she looked back to see that the man had let his hands drop, and the prisoner was beginning to stand from the puddle at his feet.

      Except it wasn’t the prisoner at all anymore.

      His human form, hair, skin, and flesh all began to slough off as his body bubbled outwards. Limb stretched and cracked, causing more thick black liquid to bubble up from each wound. Spikes uncurled at major joints while bones cracked and rearranged themselves.

      All of that happened in just under a few breaths, horrible hisses and screeching filling the air until Eist wrenched herself away from Yacrist to slap a hand over her good ear.

      And then, once the silence fell, a monster stood in the center of the pool.

      “Go, my child. I will have purpose for you soon.”

      “He’s building an army.” Dille’s voice was rightly horrified. “He’s turning the humans into beasts.”

      “He’s corrupting them,” Yacrist added.

      “Just like the healer, but she kept on her human skin.”

      “Bring the other,” the man said, interrupting them with an order.

      The guard began to grab the remaining prisoner, who was crying frantically, and Eist knew she couldn’t let that happen again.

      “Dille! Shoot the guards, then I need you to make sure no one else makes it around the bend.”

      “What? What are you going to do?”

      She scuttled onto Arterius’s back, full of determination. “Make sure he can’t ever change anyone else again.”

      “Eist, you can’t just go down there alone!”

      But she was already leaning into Arterius. “Dive and make that man burn.”

      It was as if she had unhooked the dragon from a leash. He surged forward, roaring mightily and launching himself down into the chasm so fast her head spun. She felt her butt begin to lift up slightly, but then a strong weight hit her back and arms wrapped around her.

      She didn’t need to turn around to recognize the impressive width of Athar, and instead kept her eyes right on her target.

      The sorcerer looked up, his eyes going wide in a way that truly satisfied Eist before he was obscured from her vision by a cloud of fire that poured from Arterius’s mouth. They continued their dive forward, the red dragon landing hard, his jaws snapping where the man had just been.

      When the smoke and fire cleared, Eist felt her heart skip, hoping that everything was finally over. But instead of a crumpled, evil man, she saw the sorcerer holding Arterius’s jaw open with two hands.

      “Th-that’s not possible.” Athar breathed.

      But the man only had a grin on his face again. Cold. Predatorial. And entirely too happy to see her. “Eist! What a pleasure seeing you here.”

      She didn’t waste any time answering. Instead, she jumped to her feet and ran up Arterius’s neck, sliding down his head with her blade ready to strike. She moved to bring it down on his head, but her sword hit something solid and she was thrown backward.

      “Eist!”

      She hit the ground hard enough to drive the air from her lungs, but it was nothing compared to what usually happened to her when she was outclassed. The man took a step toward her, Arterius’s jaw still in his hands, but he was distracted as several arrows rained down, taking out both of the guards and the monster trying to step out of the pool.

      Well, almost taking down the monster. It let out a disgruntled sound and tried to get up again before three more arrows pierced the top of its horned skull.

      “Look at that. You’ve brought friends this time. How is it you got so close without us noticing? There are all sorts of enchantments around here you shouldn’t have been able to break, dear.”

      “A lady never tells her secret,” Eist groaned, rising to her feet. The man tensed suddenly, and then he physically flipped Arterius. The dragon let out a surprised bark, which the sorcerer ignored entirely, taking another step toward her.

      “Oh, and to think I almost missed your sass. I see you’ve learned nothing since the last time we met.”

      “Run, Eist!”

      Suddenly a huge mass slammed into the side of the sorcerer, sending them both toppling to the ground, and it took her a moment to realize it was Athar. He must have surprised the magic user enough for him not to defend himself.

      Eist took advantage of the lapse and rushed him, swinging her blade to land right across his skull - see how well he could cast spells with a broken crown. But instead of striking true, he just caught her sword.

      “None of that now,” he said, squeezing his hand. Less than a breath later, the blade shattered in her hands, sending shards flying everywhere.

      Eist’s fingers went to one of the knives at her belt, the only real weapon she was allowed to carry at all times, but then he was abruptly on his feet with his hand around her throat. She hadn’t even seen him move.

      “What’s this now?” he said, pulling her up and closer, lifting her feet from the ground. “Oh, why, Eist, your eyes are doing something quite interesting, aren’t they?” It didn’t seem possible, but his grin only grew bigger as her legs kicked desperately, her nails biting into his hand like that would convince him to let her go. “What have you been up to while I’ve been gone, you mischievous little thing?”

      Well, if one was out of options, why not resort to old tricks? She couldn’t answer him, so instead, she summoned all the spit she could into her mouth and launched it at his face.

      Strangely, he seemed surprised by that, and he moved to wipe it off, his expression darkening. Eist used that moment to her benefit, swinging one of her legs back and then whipping it forward to slam her foot into his groin as hard as she could.

      He let her go at that and she stumbled back, coughing.

      “I put up a lot more of a fight when I’m not tied up,” she hissed, finally pulling her knife out.

      He stumbled to his feet, his hands raising as if he was going to use the magic on her, but before he could, there was a flash of copper, bronze, and black in front of her, and she felt the air explode like only Fior could do.

      The man went flying backward, slamming into the opposite canyon wall, his body pressing deeper and deeper as rock cracked around him. Fior didn’t let up, his mouth open and whatever sound he made pouring from it. Once more, Eist could barely hear the strange disruption. It made her bones rattle but otherwise left her unaffected.

      “That’s my boy,” she said. “Keep holding him, okay. Don’t let up until he’s not breathing anymore.” Perhaps it was cruel, but the world would be safer without the strange man in it, and none of her bladed weapons seemed to be able to kill him. Running to Athar, she helped him up from the ground.

      “What happened?”

      “You tackled a sorcerer to save my life.”

      “Did it work?” he asked, looking down at her so sincerely, she would have blushed if they weren’t in the middle of a battle.

      “Yes. I need you to grab the keys off those guards and go free the prisoners, okay? But you have to wait until after all the monsters leave.”

      “And why would they leave?”

      “Because I’m going to make them chase me.”

      He looked like he wanted to argue, but then the entire world blinked out and they were both flying through the air. Eist couldn’t comprehend what happened until she slammed into another wall then fell face-first onto the ground. Rolling onto her side, she spit out the blood that was filling her mouth and looked up.

      Her vision was hazy—had she hit her head?—but she could see that the man had managed to break away from the wall and was pinning Fior to the ground with a massive rock he seemed to have torn up from the ground.

      “You don’t even know what kind of gift your little dragon is, do you?” he snarled, barely audible over her ringing ears. “So much power wasted on some brainless acolyte!”

      “Stop!” Eist cried, fighting to her feet. “Let him up!”

      “Now why would I want to do that? I’ve experienced your dragon’s shout twice now and neither time was very pleasant.”

      “Well, like you said earlier,” Eist gasped, staggering forward while reaching for another knife. “I didn’t come alone.” She ran at him, drawing his attention to herself. Once more, it seemed to work. He raised his hand, no doubt ready to cast some spell or another, but then claws dug into his shoulders from behind and Veralda was flying high into the air with him.

      He let out a swear, kicking in surprise before reaching up for the beast. But she was smart enough to suddenly flip backward, flinging the sorcerer in the air only for Ain’s golden dragon to crash right into his side. The man spun several times from the force of the blow, and before he could recover, the giant mouth of Athar’s dragon, Ethella, snapped around his middle as she shook viciously.

      Finally, the man let out a shout of pain and seemed too overwhelmed to formulate an attack. Which was right in time, because suddenly, the monsters and the slavers from before were pouring in from the two channels that led into the area.

      She really needed a sword.

      The wave of monsters was within range first, so she ran right at them, angling herself toward the canyon wall. Using a discarded shield against a rock as a ramp, she ran up it and launched herself in the air, planting one foot against the wall and using it to propel herself into one of the largest spiked beasts.

      She gripped the longest spike and used all her momentum to yank the beast to the side. It stumbled, and she brought her knife up to gouge the spike free from his black, bubbling flesh. The moment her feet hit the ground, she whipped the spike around and buried it in one of its six or so eyes.

      The creature let out a croak and then melted into a puddle not too unlike the pool the sorcerer had used. But Eist didn’t have time to be repulsed, because four spindly arms were wrapping around her and pulling her off her feet.

      But not for long. She heard a heady but very human roar behind her, then the strike of a sword. She stumbled forward as she was released and looked back to see Athar standing there.

      “Could you stop doing that!?” he shouted, his stutter gone in his anger. “You don’t have to save the world by yourself! We’re all here for you!”

      As if to emphasize his point, three more arrows rained down, taking out several of the monsters.

      “You don’t get it.”

      “No, I do. I understand what it’s like to think that you can’t count on anyone, that you only have yourself. But it’s not like that, so stop. Please.”

      Eist didn’t know what to say to that, so she gave him a guilty shrug. “Uh, not exactly the best place to talk about this, huh?” Another monster charged her, and she parried its swipe with her stolen spike before running it through its concave chest.

      “Fine. But if we both surv-vive, th-this conversation isn’t over.”

      “Whatever you say,” Eist said, bending backward so that Fior could launch off her middle into the face of another beast, his teeth latching onto the top of their head.

      The world devolved into a mess of fighting. Landing blows and blocking them, pain blooming when she got hit. She felt a clawed hand score her back, and later, teeth sunk into her calf, but none of them were anything compared to what had been done to her before.

      That was what the healer or the sorcerer didn’t understand. They’d made a mistake by showing her how much torture she could survive, and nothing else really phased her.

      A beast grabbed her spike, wrestling with her for it, and she headbutted it for the effort before kicking it away. Rolling back to gather herself, she saw that almost all of the insidious, sickly creatures were through the chokepoint.

      “Fior, now!”

      Her dragon dropped from the shoulder of the beast it had been fighting and glided toward her, landing facing the horde before his jaws opened once more.

      Just like the other times, she felt him split the air with a keening sort of boom. The monsters all fell back, screeching and holding their ears, bursting in waves of black, viscous liquid.

      Arrows still flew from Dille and the others above, and she could hear the dragons roaring as they no doubt tore the sorcerer apart. They were doing it. They were turning the tide of battle.

      “That’s it, Fior. Don’t stop until they’re gone, okay? We’re gonna save everyone.”

      She allowed herself a breath, watching her little boy as he laid waste to what was supposed to be an army. She felt a strange sort of power bubbling through her, almost intoxicating in its virulence. Was that her connection to Fior, or was it something else? She didn’t know, but it made her feel like nothing could stop her.

      But then an arm wrapped around her throat and she was yanked backward.

      “Oh, my dear, you have been so very annoying tonight, you know that?”

      She recognized the voice of the sorcerer instantly and stiffened. She could smell blood on him, hopefully his own. How had he gotten free of the dragons?

      She tried to tilt her head up to look at the sky, but he held her fast, his mouth at her ear. She could almost feel the evil dripping from his words as he hissed them.

      “You really think you children can do anything to stop what is coming? You’re nothing. You’re barely dots on a map compared to the power that you try to stave off.”

      Eist rasped something, her throat tired of the abuse. The sorcerer let go just enough for her to drag in a breath.

      “What was that?”

      The little bit of space was all she needed. She took a quick step to the side while flipping her dagger around in her hand, driving it backward until she felt it bury itself in flesh.

      “I said this little dot still has a knife.”

      She pulled herself away from him and whirled, her hand already going for another blade. She tensed, sure she would have to attack again, but the man stumbled backward, her knife firmly in his middle.

      “You little… You…” he sputtered, stumbling back again. “You think you’ve done something here. That you’ve stopped the tide.”

      “I’ve stopped you,” she countered, taking a cautious step to follow him. “And that’s all I need right now.”

      “Stopped me?” he spat at her, an echo of her own defiance, but it splattered to the ground between them. “You’ve only slowed me down. The cage that’s holding us back is crumbling. Soon, you’ll be able to see the true glory and purpose that awaits us all.”

      One foot went into the pool, then another. A bolt of alarm swirled through Eist and she rushed forward to yank him out, but the liquid was already encasing his lower body, like it was trying to swallow him whole.

      “And what glory is that?” she asked desperately, wanting answers. Wanting to know why her. “Why turn people into beasts?”

      “You know why,” he gasped, falling to his knees. Less than a breath later, the dark tendrils covered him entirely then collapsed back into the pool like he had never been there at all. Eist knew that he wasn’t dead. Somehow, someway, he had escaped.

      She turned, a strange sort of silence washing over her good ear, and she noticed that the battle was over behind her, with all of her friends and their dragons regarding her wearily. Fior was the only one that seemed enthused, and he bounded up to her.

      This time, it was Eist who dropped to her knees, opening her arms to catch him in a teary embrace.

      “You did so good, my baby boy. You were amazing.” She peppered his head with kisses before she finally let him go to stand up. Looking to Athar, she gave him one of her shrugs. “Let’s go free the prisoners, shall we?”
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      Eist was a bit numb as they walked down the path toward the academy. She was fairly certain she was going to be in trouble, but she was hoping that the fifty or so freed prisoners behind her would get her out of trouble.

      Night was almost falling, but that didn’t matter anymore. A lot of things didn’t matter anymore, and she was beginning to think almost all of those things had to do with the rules.

      Magic was real, and it could hurt just as much as it could help. And there were definitely forces organizing against the kingdom, wanting to bring death and chaos and whatever that pool was made out of that didn’t belong.

      The alarm bell rang twice and soon the gates were opening for them. Eist found herself rushed by healers and teachers who began to look over everyone, but it was none other than Elspeth who followed, with the beautiful and truly gargantuan white dragon behind her.

      “Eist of W’allenhaus,” she said loudly, making sure she was heard.

      “Yes,” the young woman answered, limping up to the older woman. Although her wounds had all been fairly superficial, their effect combined with her battle fatigue and the long walk home had her walking like she was injured all over again.

      “I have been told that you defied a direct order to return to the fold.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You deny it not?”

      “Elsepth,” Fjorin said, stepping forward. “She saved my life. She saved all our lives.”

      The woman looked them over. “This is true?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Eist’s heart was racing like she was in battle again, and it was making her nauseous. Even with Fior curling around her feet in tight circles, she still wanted to grab her friends’ hands.

      “And tell me, how did a deaf third-year with a runt of a dragon manage to save so many?” Although her words were definitely not couched, her tone was incredibly polite. As if she was curious and not accusing.

      “To be honest, ma’am, it’s a very long story.”

      “As most are.” The woman nodded and stepped back. “I want all of these people taken care of and fed!” Then her gaze returned to Eist’s. “As for you, I would like to speak to you and your cadre of followers tomorrow, after you have had your rest.”

      “Talk about what?” Eist asked. If she was going to be punished, if she was going to be kicked out of the academy, she wanted to know it.

      But Elspeth just smiled. “Did anyone ever tell you that you are so very like your mother?” she murmured, patting the young girl’s cheek before walking off.

      Her dragon lingered a moment more, dipping her head down, down, down until it was level with Fior. Eist’s dragon stood on his hind legs, warbling something that she couldn’t understand, but the white dragon answered, her sound somewhere between a lilting sigh and a soft breeze. Fior gave a little wiggle, licking the alabaster dragon’s cheek, before she withdrew and followed her rider.

      “Huh,” Yacrist said, coming up alongside her. At least he knew not to try to hug her. Eist had a feeling it would be a long time before she was comfortable with anyone touching her from the back. “That was something.”

      “It certainly was,” Dille agreed. “Do you think she’s gonna chew you out more or less than we will for those crazy stunts you pulled?”

      “I don’t know.” Eist sighed and looked back at her friends. They were all clearly weary, teetering on the edge of collapsing right then and there. But they also looked happy that she was there with them, happy that they were all alive, and relieved to be back at the academy. “Would it make you guys go any easier on me if I reminded you that I am wounded?”

      “Yeah, and whose fault is that?” Ain said, walking past them. “Now I don’t know about you, but let’s get fed and checked up so all of you can explain to me what exactly we all experienced. No secrets, alright?”

      “No secrets,” Eist agreed. “But please, yes. Let’s eat first.”

      “Finally, an idea th-that isn’t insane,” Athar said as he also moved past her. Eist noticed he hesitated at her side, as if he wanted to touch her, to grab her hand maybe? But instead, he just kept walking, looking back to make sure she followed.

      Yacrist, however, had no such hesitance and gladly grabbed up her hand to pull her toward food and rest. She had no doubt that he would want to fuss over her all over again. The advantage of being an archer was that he had stayed wound-free.

      People parted for them, and after a few moments, she thought she heard clapping. Pulling her focus back to the world, she saw that many of the people watching them enter were indeed applauding, cheers coming from their mouths as all of the escapees passed.

      Eist didn’t know what to say to that, it made her heart thunder and her gut twist, so she just ignored it. Her friends did as well, moving around the healers who were busy hauling those who were more injured than them to the healer’s hall.

      Eist smiled at that. For once, she wasn’t on a stretcher, clinging to life. She was actually fairly excited to have come out of a battle with so few scrapes, at least comparatively speaking. It made her feel like she was getting better. Stronger. That maybe someday she might actually be good enough to be a threat to people like the healer, or the man, or anyone else like them.

      Because she needed to be better. She was now more sure than ever that her feelings of apprehension weren’t just paranoia from everything she had been though. And also, that the teachers and dragon riders also had the same hunch but were denying it fervently. It wasn’t just that something was coming, there was some great and terrible danger lurking in wait.

      The Blight was trying to break back into the world, that much was obvious, and far too many of its tendrils had already broken loose.
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      Eist walked along, enjoying the breeze on her face as she strolled the familiar path from her home to the academy. After the previous year, when she hadn’t been allowed to leave during the harvest break because of her injuries, she had certainly enjoyed being in her childhood cabin again. Fior had loved it too, even though he was starting to not fit in the small but cozy place.

      Grandfather had wanted to walk with her on her first day, but he was so busy with a dragon laying an absurdly large clutch that he hadn’t been home in two days. Eist wasn’t too upset about it, though. She could always visit him at the academy whenever she had free time.

      Not that she’d have much free time, however, considering they were about to enter their fourth year. Their penultimate year. The year where the tests got harder and the training more dangerous.

      But she was ready.

      Or at least she liked to think she was.

      Fior nudged her hip with his blunt nose, his scales even more shiny and copper in the sun. Just like the previous year, he had grown again, slowly but surely. He was almost to her waist now. Sure, he was no Veralda, or Ethella, but that didn’t matter. She had faith. At least she was short enough to have a hope of riding him one day.

      Although not as short as she had been before. It almost seemed like her body was trying to make up for the previous year, shooting up a couple of inches and widening even more. Eist wasn’t thrilled about that part, considering being a smaller target was easier, but she liked the thick muscles and lines in her thighs too much to complain. She had been tempted to maybe try crushing a melon from the market between her legs, but the thought of cleaning up the mess always dissuaded her, even if it would have been quite the stroke for her ego.

      Eist chuckled to herself at that. How odd to be almost eighteen winters and thinking about smashing fruit between her thighs. Certainly not a normal line of thought. If she wasn’t a dragon rider, she definitely would not have been able to dedicate so much of her life to strengthening and training her body.

      No, she’d probably be expected to look for a husband, and learn other ‘womanly duties.’ The thought was utterly foreign and seemed so wrong that for a moment, it made her feel awkward in her own skin. Thankfully, she was able to dismiss it quickly because she was a dragon rider, and nothing was going to take that away.

      Except maybe an untimely death at the hands of a certain sorcerer.

      Eist flinched at that. She wasn’t going to think about him. She’d done a pretty good job of not letting him haunt her every thought since she had returned to the academy from the woods last year, but he still had a habit of creeping into her dreams and the dark corners of her mind.

      There were quite a few things that she tried not to think about while enjoying her peace over the break, and almost all of them involved death, chaos, and the looming threat that she could feel hovering at the edge of her vision at all times.

      Fior gave a little chirp, nudging her again. While he had certainly seemed to enjoy the break away from the academy, he seemed to be anxious to go back.

      “You miss your friends?” Eist asked, patting his head. He trilled and scuttered ahead to where the path from her home met the main road. There were already dragon rider hopefuls filing in.

      There were less of them, she noticed, and less families with those that did arrive. She didn’t want to think about what either of those two things meant and contented herself with scanning the horizon for any familiar faces.

      Fior barked beside her, pointing his snoot in the air and jumping quite high several times. She followed his gaze and saw three familiar shapes flying in the sky.

      Veralda, Ethella, and Gaius soared in the air, the sun glinting off their red and gold scales. Even from as high up as they were, Eist could tell that they had grown again, with Veralda being the hulking mass of the trio.

      But even Gaius, who was a golden dragon and one of the smallest breeds, was nothing to sneeze at. Eist had no doubt that he was finally big enough for Ain to fully ride, and he was quite the tall fellow.

      She watched them contentedly, her mind slipping into a daydream about one day sitting astride Fior’s back with her halberd glittering in the sun, but she was drawn back to reality as a wagon rolled toward her with three more figures she knew quite well.

      There sat Athar, Dille, and Ain. While the latter two spent the entire break down in Margaid, Athar only went for the last month and a half. Eist had missed his presence a bit around the house. Even with all he had to do, he often would visit her and Fior once or twice a week.

      “Hey, stranger,” Dille called, standing up. Eist tried not to notice how her friend had filled out even more and had only grown more beautiful. It also seemed strange that not noticing took quite a bit of effort. The young woman held out her hand and Eist gripped it while jumping, allowing herself to be swung up into the wagon.

      “Good to see you,” Ain said, tilting his head from the front. It didn’t seem possible, but his hair was bleached even whiter while his skin was a golden brown. And of course, he had grown again, just like everyone else, but at least it was only a couple of inches and more muscle as opposed to the giant leaps everyone seemed to have taken the previous year.

      “Aw, Ain, you don’t have to lie for me,” Eist teased.

      He rolled his eyes, a typical Ain response. “Did you at least manage not to get embroiled in some ridiculously one-sided battle while we were gone?”

      “I behaved myself,” she answered wanly, settling between Athar and Dille. He just gave her a solemn nod, then kept his gaze in the distance. “I’m glad you’re safe,” was all he said.

      She supposed she was feeling a bit flippant after so much time with just her and Fior at home. “When am I ever not safe?”

      He just gave her a look, and Dille snickered.

      Eist couldn’t particularly blame him, however. Even after they had survived the battle in the canyon, things hadn’t exactly slowed down.

      They’d been drawn in front of the Elspeth and several other dragon riders. It was an intimidating situation, and every bit of it was burned into Eist’s mind.

      They had explained as much as they could as convincingly as they could without letting anything about magic slip. Although the woman seemed to accept their explanation, Eist wasn’t entirely sure that she was fooled. Her eyes were just too keen, too wise, and they seemed disappointed as they swept over them.

      A comfortable sort of quiet settled over them as traveled the short length left to the academy. Ain’s manservant pulled to the side, allowing them all to get out. Eist was prepared to jump out just like the boys, but she was stopped when Athar stretched his arms up to her in an offer.

      Eist hesitated for a moment. She wasn’t weak or injured; she didn’t need his help. But the idea of his giant hands gripping her waist and setting her down like some dainty lady wasn’t…entirely disagreeable.

      She gave him the slightest of nods, and he did just that. Eist felt her cheeks burn a bit as she quickly uttered a thank you as soon as her feet were on the ground.

      She was saved from any awkwardness, however, when her name was called. She barely had time to turn before Yacrist was sweeping her up in a strong hug. She couldn’t speak for a moment, her face was so pressed to his chest, and she noticed that he had bulked up even more over the break.

      Funny how she hadn’t noticed that before. He often visited her multiple times a week despite his many duties, and even sent a carriage for her to visit him at the Grand Palace. She was always apprehensive going back to that place, and to be completely honest, she would have liked to avoid it forever, but she felt a bit guilty refusing Yacrist.

      It wasn’t that his family was mean, or that he was in any sort of dire straits, but Eist had learned that the type of man Yacrist had to be as the son of the Lord of the House was entirely different than Yacrist, her dragon rider and friend.

      And sure, maybe she just liked being near him. He was comforting, and funny. And after the whole excursion experience, she knew she could trust him.

      “Come on, you got to hog her all summer,” Dille said with a roll of her eyes. “Give some of us a chance.”

      “You all act like I’m some sort of commodity,” Eist groused right back with mock seriousness.

      “If people are still talking about what happened last year, then you almost are, a bit.”

      Eist glowered at her dark-skinned friend. “Please, don’t remind me of how it was last year.”

      While Eist had never exactly blended in, considering that her parents were the late, great Myridepf and Pravik of W’allenhaus, her partial deafness, her witch’s eyes, and her stunted dragon that looked nothing like anyone else’s, once the shock wore off, most of her academy mates treated her as just that: another dragon hopeful.

      But after word got out about how she had not only basically told three dragon riders to shove it, but also had rescued fifty others who’d been taken by a raving madman using the Blight’s power to corrupt them, well, there was no sinking into the background then.

      The Blight’s power. Hah! It would make Eist laugh if it wasn’t so infuriating about how adamant they were on pretending that magic wasn’t real. That it didn’t exist and somehow it wasn’t the dark, evil entity that the sorcerer had been wielding. And while Eist knew that the Blight definitely inspired the man, maybe even gave him boons and powers he might not have otherwise, she was acutely aware that his magic was from her world and would work as a tether to break the Blight free from its bonds and enter the realm again.

      “Oh, come on, it wasn’t so bad.”

      “Says you.”

      “As much as I would hate to interrupt what is certainly a thrilling bought of banter,” Ain said from beside them, “why is there such a large group gathered in the front training yard?”

      Eist pulled her attention away from her friend and sure enough, there was quite the group assembled. “Did they say something about an address or speech before the break?”

      Dille shook her head, a quizzical look on her face. “This feels unsettling. Is anybody else unsettled?”

      Eist nodded, the same sort of prickling sensation rising along the back of her neck.

      “Well,” Yacrist said with a shrug, draping one of his heavy arms over her shoulders. The movement was simple, but it pulled her a bit further away from Athar. “We might as well go listen to whatever they might be saying. Maybe it’ll have nothing to do with us.”

      “I’d like that,” Eist murmured. “But does it say something about my ego that I think that’s not very likely?”

      “Your ego is fine,” Yacrist said, pulling her toward the crowd. “Just like the rest of you.”

      “I don’t know,” Dille said drolly. “I could do without the rushing off into danger all on your lonesome like the rest of us are incompetent.”

      “I s-s-second th-that,” Athar added.

      “Alright, I take it back. That part of your character could use a little work.”

      “You all make it sound like I’m some sort of self-sacrificing idiot.”

      Ain snorted at that. “Please, don’t let your fan club make it sound so noble. I see right through you.”

      “Do you?” Eist asked, raising an eyebrow at the smirking man.

      “Yeah. You’re just racing ahead so you can steal all the glory. Notice how no one really gossips about us at the great rescue that all of us were there for.”

      From anyone else, Eist would have thought that perhaps they were bitter, but she knew Ain far too well for that. He was poking fun, which was one of his only ways of expressing friendship.

      “If you want all the infamy, consider stealing a dragon rider’s mount against direct orders.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      There was a shared chuckle through the group and then they were at the crowd. Sure enough, Elspeth was there, along with the same dragon rider woman who had spoken to them at length all those years ago.

      “Greetings, dragon hopefuls. We are incredibly happy to have all of you returned to our fold. We are sure you notice that there are less of you, but such is the way of academy life.”

      Eist tried her best not to roll her eyes. She remembered that once she had held nothing but respect for the woman, but after her pseudo interrogation last year, and the council’s continued denial of magic…well, it made Eist wonder, that was all.

      “I understand that last year’s excursion did not go as planned, and that we lost several of our brethren. We’re also sure that many of you have heard…rumors of events and tensions mounting during our break. But I encourage you to ignore all of those distractions while you are here.

      “This is your penultimate year in our care, and it will be the hardest yet. You will be cementing all of your foundational training and progressing to live steel for your weaponry. This is when you will polish all of the skills you need as riders, so that next year will be entirely dedicated to mounted battle with your dragons.”

      Eist’s stomach dropped at that. While Fior had grown, he still was much too small for someone of even her short stature to ride. If he wasn’t big enough by the next year… Would they be left behind? Relegated as some sort of messenger or assistant to the upkeep of the academy?

      While there was no shame in either of those two positions, it wasn’t what Eist wanted. She hadn’t been almost murdered multiple times just to end up as a groundskeeper.

      Besides, she had a feeling that the times would not allow anyone peace for a great while. Between the sorcerer, his strange conversion, and the Blight, she didn’t know how long things would simmer before finally boiling over.

      No, there wasn’t peace in store for everyone. Eist could feel that they were on the precipice of battle.

      A battle many people wouldn’t survive.

      Her stomach twisted, but Elspeth kept right on talking. “So, study well, and dedicate yourselves to your lessons. Keep your head down and block out all the noise that you may overhear. You’re on the eve of everything you’ve been working for, young ones, and I cannot wait to see what all of you do!”

      No, Eist corrected mentally. You can’t wait to see what we survive long enough to do.
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      Eist practically vibrated with energy, dancing from foot to foot as she waited for Ale’a to hand her the weapon she had been waiting for.

      Three full years of training, three full years of punching and kicking. Two years of using wooden practice weapons. One year of using a dulled shortsword.

      But finally, finally, it was time for her to be handed a real, live—

      “What is that?” she asked as Ale’a approached her with a staff ending in a wooden blade.

      “Your practice halberd.”

      “But I thought—”

      The tall woman gave a little chuckle. “Eist, while it’s true you’re one of the top of your class, did you really think you would start off with an actual halberd when you’re just beginning?”

      Of course. That made sense. But it didn’t matter that it was practical reasoning, her stomach still twisted with disappointment. “I just…”

      Ale’a reached forward, her calloused hand resting on Eist’s shoulder. “It’s alright. Knowing you, you’ll be ready for the real thing in a month or two. In the meantime, why don’t you join the others in the polearm group? If you can survive being separated from your merry little band, that is.”

      Eist grinned wryly at that. “We do tend to spend a lot of time together, don’t we?”

      “It’s important to have allies that you can trust. Especially in these times.” Eist felt a bit of relief at that. At least Ale’a wasn’t the type to deny that there were things going on in the background that the council was trying to deny. And everyone else in power, it seemed. “If I had your crew back when I was in the academy, maybe things would have turned out differently for me.”

      “Differently?” Eist echoed. “Did they go particularly badly?”

      The large woman just shrugged. “That’s a story for another time. It would have been nice just to have friends, that’s all.”

      “Can you believe when I first started, I told myself that I would be fine entirely on my own?”

      “Hubris is an interesting thing. At least you learned before losing out on the connections you have now. Granted, I’m not sure how I’d feel about around half of my friends being in love with me.”

      Eist twirled her new wooden practice weapon around her fingers. “Huh?”

      “Don’t play coy now, you know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t think I do.”

      “Fine. Also something for later then. For now, the polearm group.”

      Eist nodded and headed off, ready to tackle this challenge just like she tackled everything else. Fior padded happily after her before scampering off to play with his other dragon friends. He would have a part in her weapons training soon enough, but first, she had to learn the basics.
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      “Hey.”

      Eist looked up from the work she was hastily scribbling out, eager to get her studies done so that she could get back to training. She was mildly surprised to see Athar standing there, the sun shining behind his back and making him look truly impressive.

      “Hey,” she answered. “You need something?”

      He shook his head, for all the world looking like he didn’t know what to say, before swallowing harshly. “Don’t you?”

      Eist raised an eyebrow. While she found Athar’s stutter sort of earnestly charming, she realized he was still self-conscious about it and would try to mitigate the impediment by limiting himself to as few words as he could when Ain wasn’t around to be his mouthpiece.

      “Come again?”

      He flushed, a surprisingly adorable reaction on such a giant of a young man, and his huge hand went up to rub the back of his neck. “I heard you started you’re t-t-training with the halberd, but th-they just gave you a staff. If you’d li-li-li-li…” He took a breath. “Want to, I could probably get you a mock one w-we could practice wha-wha-with.”

      Eist waited patiently until he was done, never mentioning his stutter. She knew it was worse when he was nervous, and it struck her as flattering that him proposing a training session made him nervous. He was so huge that he could probably rip her in half if he wanted, but she knew he wasn’t the type. No, he would probably throw himself in front of a wagon to avoid so much as stepping on a cat’s tail. Funny for such a gentle giant to end up best friends with the always pointed Ain.

      “And how would you do that?” Eist asked amusedly.

      “I, uh… One of the weapon assistants is…nice to me. She lets me t-test the dummy weapons wh-when I have some free time.”

      Eist smiled as she rose to her feet, throwing on a teasing tone. “Why, Athar, are you using someone’s crush on you for personal gain?”

      The poor giant flushed bright red from his hairline all the way down to the collar of his tunic. Eist couldn’t help but smile and patted his truly massive chest. Goodness, it was like petting a boulder. What was the boy made of?

      “It’s alright. As far as using people, it’s fairly innocuous. Don’t worry, your reputation is still safe in my eyes.”

      He seemed to relax a little at that and turned away from her. “Th-this way.”

      Eist followed him, having to jog to keep up with his steps. It seemed like he would notice every dozen feet or so and would slow down, only to eventually forget and end up going his initial speed. She didn’t mind entirely, though, it was a good warmup for the practice they were about to start.

      Sure enough, the woman was working there when they arrived, polishing several blades. Eist recognized them as the dull weapons that she had only been allowed to use at the end of the previous year. The attendant was pleasant and had no problems handing them wooden replicas of some truly impressive halberds. She also took the time to explain that she’d given Eist one of the weapons specifically meant for shorter riders with smaller dragons. For someone who apparently let Athar get away with things because she had a crush, she was being very kind to another girl with him. Maybe she just wasn’t the jealous type. Eist had always found that habit particularly silly.

      They ended up in one corner of the court, a few other people already having their practice spots picked out. She noticed that most of them gave Athar a wide berth. It was funny to her that so many were still intimidated by him. They didn’t know him like she did. They didn’t get to see the gentle, uncertain part of him.

      For some reason that made her feel good, like he trusted her with a side that so few people knew.

      But that was probably silly too.

      “Let’s st-start with some defen-fen-fensive stuff. I’ll be the attack-attacker.”

      Eist groaned. “But all I’m learning right now is defensive stuff. I want to switch it up.”

      “You c-can switch it up once you have de-de-defe— it down.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Since when did you get so bossy?”

      “Since I watched Marik take you down in a drill, and he has th-the fighting instincts of a wet r-rag.”

      Eist’s mouth opened in surprised before she snapped it closed. Had he been watching her? She was mystified, but also a little embarrassed. “That was one time!”

      “No, it wa-wasn’t.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” she agreed with a sigh.

      “Come on. Block my st-strikes.”

      And that was all the warning he gave before he sank into drills.

      For being such a kind, teddy bear of a man, he certainly was ruthless when it came to practice. Time and time again, Eist found herself on the ground, or with him lightly rapping the staff part of his weapon against her knuckles. He made care to only gently graze her with the fake wooden blade of his weapon whenever she let him through her guard, which was good considering how many times that happened.

      It wasn’t that Eist was particularly bad at the weapon, it was just that it had such different possibilities and style than her shortsword. Instead of getting an opponent in close and using the sheer strength packed into her small form, part of it was keeping opponents far enough back that they couldn’t get in close enough to do damage. It was a matter of changing her mindset, and that was easier said than done.

      “I s-swear,” Athar said after what felt like several hours. Eist was completely covered in sweat and panting on the ground where she had fallen after he had hooked his staff around the back of her knee. “You’ve got the fighting style of s-someone th-three times your size. I’m not sure the halberd is right for you.”

      “I need it for the reach,” Eist said, holding her hand up to him. He hesitated a moment before helping her up, looking a bit sheepish. “Neither Fior nor I are very big. I need something that can make sure an opponent with longer arms isn’t going to be able to sweep in and impale me before either of us can get close.

      Athar grimaced at that. “I don’t like th-that idea.”

      “And neither do I. So, come on, let’s go again. I think I have the first two drills down, but that third one just isn’t making sense to my muscles.”

      “I think you’ve had enough for t-today.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Eist retorted, sending him a crooked grin. “Haven’t you seen me outrun everyone here despite my short little legs? I’m built for endurance, my friend. I’ll stop moving when I’m dead.”

      “You’re built for end-durance,” Athar shot right back. “But I’m not. I need some food in me before my belly eats itself.”

      “It…it can do that?” Eist asked uncertainly. She didn’t know if that was a man thing or a giant thing, but either way, it didn’t seem entirely out of the realm of possibility that his hulking body would start to devour itself without the proper amount of food to sustain it.

      “Uh, it f-feels like it.”

      “Then come on. It’s close enough to supper that they probably have food out already.”

      “You don’t h-have to come with me.” For some reason, Athar was blushing again, which seemed pretty silly considering they ate together almost every night. Granted, that was usually only during the academy week and also with the company of Ain, Yacrist, Dille, and all their dragons, but still, it wasn’t like a new event.

      Eist shrugged. “Why not? Ain and Dille went to the market to get something for his mother’s nameday, and Yacrist is visiting his family for something political or another. It’s just us.”

      “Well, just us and your dragon.”

      Eist smiled, looking to the far roof where both Ethella and Fior were watching them. While the large red dragon was too big to fit in the cafeteria, Fior still liked to come with her most of the time.

      “Yeah, me and my dragon,” she answered, whistling for Fior to come down.

      And he did, gliding in such a smooth, clean line that she couldn’t help glowing with pride. Those healers who said he might never grow or fly were downright wrong. He just needed some extra time to get there.

      Sure enough, there was plenty of food out. Mostly rolls, but there was a pheasant and fresh greens and some tubers along with barley stew and fish. Eist thought she filled her trencher and wooden bowl with an impressive spread, but Athar had her beat, balancing two of the thick, hardy pieces of bread on his wide arm and stacking a truly shocking amount of food on top. Eist watched him with an amused sort of surprise all the way up until they sat across from each other at one of the long tables.

      “I didn’t eat this morning,” he muttered almost sheepishly.

      “Yes, you did,” she accused, smiling lightly.

      “Yeah,” he answered, echoing the tone she had used earlier. “I did.”

      Eist chuckled to herself and started to dig into her food. Athar seemed to interpret that as a sign for him to start as well, practically inhaling his fare.

      “So, what…” she asked when she paused between mouthfuls. “Do you hold back in front of us at supper every night or are you just especially hungry?”

      Athar just kept chewing for a bit, as if he was thinking very hard about how he wanted to answer. “I don’t mean t-to. I usually end up going back to the ki-kitchen a couple of hours lat-later and they give me any leftovers they have.”

      Huh. That was certainly strange. Then again, Eist knew what it was like to feel a bit self-conscious. She knew that some folks saw what or how much she ate and judged her for the layer of fat she had over the thick muscles she had built up. But Athar wasn’t like her, soft in the middle and thick in the thighs. No, he was so chock full of muscles on muscles that she was sure most folks were afraid to correct him on anything.

      Then again, hadn’t Ain said he’d been terribly bullied when he was younger despite his size? Maybe some of that fear still lingered in his giant frame.

      Curious.

      “You don’t have to do that, you know.”

      “I know,” he answered, and that seemed to be that as they returned to eating. But after a few moments passed, she could feel him staring at her again.

      “What? Did I get something on my plate that you want?”

      “It’s not always a bad th-thing, you know.”

      Eist blinked owlishly at him. “What isn’t?”

      “Holding back.”

      Eist set down her fork, giving him her full attention. She could tell that there was an important sort of meaning to his words, but she wasn’t quite getting it. “What are you trying to say, Athar?”

      “I, uh, I… I know that we didn’t st-start out as f-friends, but I’ve heard about the th-things you did.”

      “The things I did?” she repeated curiously.

      He nodded. “Like f-finding the cure for your grandfather yourself. F-fighting th-that healer alone. And th-then in the market, launching yours-self into the wagon full of brigands who st-stole your dragon. E-even in the forest, you dropped down in th-that c-canyon like you had to t-take everything on alone.

      “And m-maybe it was like that be-be-before. Before you knew all of us and th-thought you only h-had yourself. But th-that’s not the case anymore. You do have all of us. So, maybe next t-time you could, you know, h-h-hold back and let us help you.”

      Eist stared at him, completely blindsided by his quiet and uncertain reproach. It was possibly the longest thing that she had ever heard him say, and she couldn’t quite find fault in it.

      Yes, she tended to take things on by herself, and yes, she threw herself into danger before her friends could be hurt, but she did that to protect them. They didn’t understand the strange abilities that she was developing or how her dragon was different. How he could scream and yet no sound would come out, only power.

      She took all of his words in, digesting them for what they were. Athar looked like he wanted to sink into the ground the entire time, utterly miserable in her silence.

      Finally, she cracked a smile. “Next time, huh?”

      That seemed to send relief flooding through him, and he nodded. “At th-this point, I just assume th-that something terrible and dramatic will follow you.”

      Eist shrugged playfully. “What can I say? Maybe if we’re lucky, it’ll wait until the second half of the year so I can get all my studies in and recover from my inevitable injuries over the break.”

      “That’s what you consider lucky?”

      Eist nodded. “I mean, yeah. I’ve managed it one of my three full years here, so I’m hoping to bring it to a fifty-fifty split.”

      Athar shook his head, laughing lightly. It was a nice sound, one she didn’t hear very often. She resolved to spend more time with the hulking giant if she could. It would be nice to see him open up more, find out who the man was that was buried under all those muscles and insecurities.

      “You know, if you were t-truly ambitious, you’d resolve not to be hurt at all.”

      She sent him a look as she snorted. “Please, even I know some things just aren’t practical.”
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      Somehow, life began to pick up a kind of rhythm. They went to classes and learned new skills. They trained and trained until their fingers were covered in blisters and their muscles were fatigued.

      During free periods, Eist would spend her time training with different folks. Dille and her would work on meditating, breathing in and out slowly as they focused on the strange things that were happening to them. Eist noticed that the binds on her friend seemed to glow brighter and wind tighter, but she didn’t know what that meant so she let it be.

      Ale’a and Athar helped her with her halberd, and her mind finally seemed to make the switch over from her shortsword style. She still had a way to go, but she had gone from miserable to fairly competent.

      Ain helped her with the bow, which she was still decidedly mediocre at. She didn’t mind that as much, however, because she then helped Ain with his swordsmanship, which he was abysmal at. Apparently, he didn’t like how the hilt felt in his hand or how blocking a blow made his fingers ache. Eist had much more fun than she should have telling him to get used to it and making him do various uncomfortable things to build up his callouses.

      And of course, Ale’a was there again to make sure that Fior stayed caught up with all the much larger dragons. He could glide, but he was nowhere near the size of carrying any human, so she had taken to strapping a full bushel of barley to him so he could get used to bearing weight and carrying it around. To Eist’s pleasure, he adapted to it quickly and had already moved on to the next level of weight.

      But even with all of the familiarity of the academy year, it was still different than before. There was a sort of urgency that their lessons had never had. They stopped spending as much time as they used to in classes, learning strategies and history, and definitely poured more into their physical training.

      Their dragons didn’t have it any easier. Their lessons picked up too, until both rider and partner were absolutely exhausted at the end of the night. Eist certainly knew that her very bones were aching, and Fior would barely make it beside her bed before collapsing in a little heap.

      Dille seemed to be struggling as well. Even in what few classes they had, the dark-skinned girl was often distracted, and when the teachers looked to her, she didn’t know the answers. When Eist tried to ask what was going on in the privacy of their own dorm, she was reticent to give a solid reason. Eist didn’t press her, however. Dille would tell her when she was good and ready and not a moment before.

      But even as their first couple of months devolved into constant work, her group still managed to take their evening meal together. The only difference was, once they loaded up their trays with food, they would go and eat outside with their dragons. After all, Fior was the only one who was small enough to get into the cafeteria, and Eist had zero desire to take all of their meals alone while her friends were out with their own mounts.

      “Oh, what’s that?” Yacrist asked, practically leaning into Eist’s lap as he looked over her food.

      “The roasted pheasant. The same exact roasted pheasant that you have on your plate.”

      “Uh, I don’t have a thigh like you do,” he said, reaching over and trying to take it. Eist batted his hand away and leaned over her plate. “Come on, gimme. Thighs are my favorite.”

      “Of course they are,” Ain said dryly, reaching over while Eist was busy with Yacrist and plucking the bit of food away. Eist objected, reaching for it, but the hunk of meat was already in his mouth. “They’re Athar’s too. You two just share all sorts of preferences, don’t you?”

      Athar choked on the roll he was eating, and Dille patted his back helpfully.

      “Do you always have to tease him?” she asked, raising one of her full brows.

      Ain shrugged, winking at Eist. “I dunno. Does your twin have to keep trying to steal him?”

      “I’m not stealing him,” Eist responded primly. “I can’t help it if my personality is just that much more appealing than yours.”

      “Sure, because it’s your personalit— Ouch!” He jumped and looked at Dille accusingly. “Really? We’re pinching now? Is this first year?”

      “You certainly act like it is,” Dille murmured blithely before sending Eist a smirk between just the two of them.

      Thankfully that seemed to settle things and Eist was able to return to her meal without anyone trying to steal her food. By the end of the meal, she found herself leaning against Yacrist, her legs to the side over Athar’s lap while Dille’s head rested against her thighs. Ain sat across from their little pile, petting Gaius, who was being quite affectionate.

      It was easy to forget the dread that lingered in the back of her mind when they were all together. Like their friendship was a shield against everything that was ugly. With their comfort surrounding her, it was easy to believe that she was safe.

      Even if only for a little while.

      Time flew by much too quickly, and before she knew it, Fior was bounding up to her, nuzzling against her side softly.

      “Alright, it looks like it’s time for us to head to bed,” she said, extricating herself from her friends and standing. She didn’t know when she had become so comfortable with touch, but it was nice, and she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “Aw,” Yacrist whined, as if someone had kicked one of his family’s many hunting dogs. “Do you have to?”

      “I’m fairly exhausted myself,” Dille agreed, offering her hand for Eist to haul her onto her feet. “And we still need to go over much of the readings that were handed out at the beginning of our break.”

      “By the Three, I forgot about those.” Yacrist stood up as well. “Can I spend the night again, so we can just all do the reading together?”

      “You spend the night?” Athar asked, apparently too surprised to even stutter. “In each other’s dorms?!”

      “Yeah,” Yacrist said, as if it was the most obvious thing. “Why?”

      “Th-that’s not allowed!”

      Ain just laughed beside him, casually getting to his own feet. “Come on, my large friend. The day the son of the Lord of the House cares about the rules is the day you actually confess t—”

      “Good night,” Athar said, jumping upward. “But I don’t th-th-think that’s very proper.”

      “Proper schmoper,” Dille said with a shrug. “And to answer your question, not tonight, Yacrist. I need some peace and quiet.”

      “Do you want me to go to Yacrist’s room?” Eist asked.

      “Yacrist’s room?” Athar repeated with such quiet dismay that Eist almost didn’t catch it.

      Dille seemed to consider it for a moment then nodded. “Actually, if you don’t mind, that would really be great.”

      Eist didn’t mind that her friend needed space. Sure, she was concerned as to why, but she had faith that Dille would tell her if it was important. It was sometimes a difficult faith to keep a hold of, but she was doing her best.

      “Alright then,” Eist said with a nod. “Looks like I’m all yours tonight.”

      Yacrist clapped his hands. “I’ll see if I can go filch some apples from the kitchen and then we can finish those readings.”

      “I don’t th-thi-think th-th-that the professors would appro—”

      Ain gripped his friend’s arm and tugged a little more insistently. “Losing battle. Let’s go, we have our own work to do.”

      Athar looked like he wanted to argue, and Eist had the urge to explain to him what was going on, but she couldn’t exactly say that she and Yacrist were pouring over forbidden tomes filled with forbidden magic, one of which they had stolen from a healer who had been possessed by the Blight and the other from a hidden crypt that had attacked them with malevolent shadows.

      So instead she stayed quiet and just watched as Ain hauled his blushing friend away. Why did she even feel the need to explain herself anyway? She did what she did and that was that. She didn’t owe the hulking young man a detailed synopsis of why she did what.

      And yet she didn’t want him to think that there was anything going on with her and Yacrist.

      Because there wasn’t.

      Right?

      “You’re going to push him to madness.”

      “Who?” Eist asked. “Ain or Athar?”

      “Both,” Dille said with a laugh before pulling her into a loose hug with one arm. “See you in the morning?”

      “In the morning,” Eist agreed.

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      “Of course. Whatever you need.”

      Dille gave her another little squeeze and Yacrist a nod before walking off toward her dorm. Veralda saw her depart and headed up to the balcony that hung off their dorm.

      “You ready?” Yacrist asked, his hand extended.

      Eist took it without a word, letting him pull her back toward his place. She still got a very bad feeling about those magic books, but at the moment, they seemed like the closest thing they had to a defense.

      She guessed she would just have to take what she could get, even if it made her stomach ache something fierce.
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      “You comfortable?”

      “You’re about to read to me from a book that belonged to a woman who tried to kill me in multiple, very painful ways,” Eist retorted, tucking his blankets around her. They were much nicer than the standard-issue ones that she and Dille were given, but even their lush comfort wasn’t enough to quiet the feeling that they were up to no good. “What do you think?”

      “Fair enough,” Yacrist said, settling back against the wall. “We don’t have to, you know, if you don’t want to.”

      “No, I feel like we need to. That man… He’s fighting with so many cards in his hand that we can’t see, and so far, these books have saved our hides twice. I think it would be better to use them than not.”

      “Glad that you could finally see my side of things.”

      “Yeah, don’t get too cocky about it.”

      “I’ll try my hardest to keep my ego in check.” The young man draped an arm over her shoulders, pulling her flush to his side. A strange sort of flutter went through her and she wasn’t sure whether it was uncomfortable or not. Her heart pounding in her chest far too dramatically for such a simple action, she decided to take a risk and rested her head against his shoulder.

      If Yacrist thought anything strange of it, he didn’t say. He simply opened the book and paged through it.

      “I’m guessing you don’t want to hear any spells, so maybe some…uh, preventative things?”

      “That would be nice,” she answered. “I’m guessing that you look at the spells plenty on your own time.”

      “Hey, it saved your life, didn’t it?”

      “You know, that gets to be a bit tiring when you bring it up every single time we talk about these books.”

      He smiled crookedly at that, the expression making his features look a bit dashing. Then again, didn’t he always look a bit dashing? He was a handsome man, after all. He was almost infamous for it. “What can I say? They saved my favorite person. And you saved your grandfather with them too.”

      “Oh, so I’m your favorite person now?” Eist teased.

      But Yacrist just laughed, reaching over her to pet at Fior’s head as the dragon hogged the bottom half of the cot. “I thought that much would be obvious. I’m not exactly subtle.”

      “No, you’re not,” Eist said with a low sigh. “Back when we first started going to market, I remember being a bit overwhelmed by your friendship.”

      “Overwhelmed?”

      “Well, you come on a bit strong.”

      He shrugged at that. “When I care about something, I care about it a lot. I don’t see the need to play coy. Too many people are like that, and it’s one of the things I hate the most about court.”

      Eist flushed a bit at his frank words. “I can see how that would be frustrating.”

      “Frustrating. That’s an understatement.” He sighed, long and wistful. “I like that when I’m with you that I can be however I want to be. There’s no manners, no etiquette.”

      “Maybe a little etiquette would be in order if it meant you stopped trying to steal my food.”

      “It was just a pheasant thigh.”

      She turned, looking up at him and glaring dramatically. “But it was my pheasant thigh.”

      “What?” he asked ruefully, a grin tugging at both corners of his lips. “Are you going to hold it against me?”

      Eist pushed herself up onto her knees, which only brought her face to face with her friend. Why was everyone so tall?

      “You’d like that too much, wouldn’t you?” she accused, pressing her finger to his chest.

      “That depends…” His voice dropped a bit and he leaned into her, casting her in his shadow. His arm that had been around her shoulder slid down so his hand rested at her solid waist, and for some reason, that simple touch burned into her like a brand. “What kind of thighs are we talking about?”

      He tilted his head downwards, his lips just a breath away from her. His eyes were half-lidded, and the black of his eyes was blown wide, nearly blotting out the crystal blue she was used to. He whispered something, but it was too quiet for her to catch and she couldn’t concentrate enough on his mouth to figure out the syllables. It was like her whole body had been flooded with panic and heat, and she wasn’t sure what to do with either of those feelings.

      His hand at her waist gripped her gently, rooting her to reality, while the other gently stroked up her arm to her face, where his fingers gently traced her chin.

      “You really are dangerous,” he breathed, and she caught it that time. “Do you know that?”

      “Dangerous how?” she whispered. She felt sick. She felt excited. She’d never really thought much about romance or what could happen between a man and a woman, but this felt like it could be a kiss. Did she even want a kiss? Let alone one from her friend? She didn’t know. It was all too much. She needed to think, but every time his fingers moved, her thoughts skittered in a thousand different directions only to be quickly swamped out by the sensation of him so close to her.

      “You make me want things I shouldn’t want. Things that the next Lord of the House should consider below him.”

      “And that’s dangerous?” She looked up into his eye, her face flushing as she tried to figure out what she was feeling. She didn’t know. She hadn’t expected this. They were there to read books and figure out if the evil she sensed coming was an imminent threat or something far in the future.

      “Very.”

      He was moving again, ever so slightly, and if Eist stayed still, his lips were going to touch hers and they would be kissing.

      No.

      Suddenly it was too much. The deep timbre of his all-too-serious voice, the way his breath fanned over her face. It made her feel far too acutely aware of her own body, like her skin was hugging her skeleton too tightly. She wasn’t ready for that kind of sensation and all of the complications it would bring. She pushed away, and to his credit, Fior wiggled between the two.

      “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” Yacrist asked her boy, seemingly ignorant of Eist’s abrupt retreat. Or maybe he was just pretending so she wouldn’t feel bad.

      Not that she would ever feel bad for setting boundaries, because she didn’t. No, she just felt a strange sort of confusion in her such that she didn’t know what she wanted or why she did or didn’t want it. Was this what it meant to grow up into an adult? Stumbling into new and terrifying things with absolutely no warning? She was fairly sure she didn’t like becoming an adult then.

      “Don’t wanna share your girl, huh?”

      Fior let out a warbling chirp then further curled up between them, giving Eist the space she needed. And she loved him for that. The little guy was always looking out for her. She didn’t even want to think of what her life would be like without him. Surely it would be a lonely, pointless existence. She would never forget that day his egg had hatched and changed everything forever.

      “Anyway,” she said, a bit breathless. If her friend noticed her trying to collect herself, he was polite enough not to mention it. “About that preventative stuff?”

      Yacrist looked up from where he had been giving Fior a thorough head scratch with both hands. Normally, Alynbach would be whining for attention from the balcony, but no doubt the purple pair was off galivanting with Veralda on the roof while Dille enjoyed her alone time.

      “Yeah, that sounds good to me.” He opened the book once more and flicked through several pages. “Oh! This is about illusions and how to see through them. That sounds like it could be useful.”

      Eist nodded eagerly. “Illusions. Yeah, wouldn’t want to be fooled by those.”

      “Nope, definitely not.”

      He started reading and this time, Eist sank into Fior’s side, her young dragon’s tongue coming out to occasionally lick at her hair or hand. She was definitely going to need a trip to the baths soon. But for the night, she could just rest and try to learn something.
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      Beautiful hills stretched out before her, rows of verdant green that rippled slightly in the breeze. The air was crisp and cool across her forehead, and Eist took a deep, refreshing breath.

      Beyond the hills was sand, and beyond that were waves of absolute blue cresting into white peaks. It was the ocean, something that she had read about but never seen in person. Even from where she was, she could smell the salt in the air. It was…nice.

      And then she was rushing across the landscape, moving too fast to be possible, until a massive city stood before her.

      It was as big as Rothaiche M’or, if not more so, but other than that it was entirely different. Whereas Eist’s home was built into a mountainside, growing higher and higher with the rocky spires, the city before her was built on a flat plain of land. Instead of being mostly comprised of stone and gray, vibrant colors were everywhere.

      Margaid.

      There was no mistaking the colorful flags and stained glass of the many open-style buildings. Built for life close to the water, for heat rather than cold, she remembered seeing a few drawings of the distinct Margaidian architecture throughout her life.

      It was pretty, and Eist wanted to study it further, to see what it looked like up close. But she couldn’t move, she was just a fixed point witnessing the beautiful display.

      It wouldn’t be so bad to just enjoy the peace for once, wouldn’t it? To just stand there and take in the beauty for what it was? Moments like those seemed so few and far between. Even with all the time she spent reading with Yacrist, or eating with her friends, her life still felt like a constant rush toward one great and terrible thing or another.

      But just when she felt ready to settle into the moment, the ground shook below her. She stumbled a bit, and her stomach felt like it dropped out of her body.

      Eist regained her footing, but only barely, as sand began to rush across the landscape in a distinctive pattern. An overwhelming feeling of dread whipped through her and was quickly confirmed as the sand began to form now hauntingly familiar shapes.

      It rippled out from her in a nightmarish wave, with beasts and creatures and bandits rising from the ground, the sable grains that formed them solidifying then filling with color like dye to wool. Within moments, there were hundreds of thousands of beings forming a circle around Margaid.

      No.

      That wasn’t possible.

      Eist watched with huge eyes as the last of the creatures formed, but the ground still did not settle. There was more shaking, more rumbling, and then she felt the prickle of apprehension behind her.

      Turning, her eyes flew open as she saw all sorts of war machinery trundling toward her. She had learned about most of them in classes. Catapults, ballista, far too many spikes and rams and sickly-looking things.

      It wasn’t just an attack.

      It was a siege.

      Thunder cracked overhead. Looking up, she saw the sky swirling with dark and roiling clouds. She could feel the power of it from even where she was sitting, and it made her skin crawl.

      Then lightning struck, right in the center of the city, and pandemonium broke loose.

      Fire shot up to the sky, shining eerily against the underside of the dark clouds, while screams slammed into Eist’s ears. But wait… She shouldn’t be able to hear that so clearly, especially from this distance.

      The screams didn’t seem to care, however, and grew, and grew, until they filled up every one of her senses. Eist clapped her hands over her ears, something that she rarely ever had to do, but they didn’t relent.

      The decrepit army moved forward, methodical and foreboding in their march. It was only then that she caught a sound just underneath the screaming. It started low at first, before slowly picking up in volume. And then, finally, she knew what it was.

      Laughter.

      Loud, malevolent, and utterly gleeful, the peals of mirth felt like they moved through her entire body. It only took her a few moments to recognize it, and when she did, it was like someone dumped cold water over her.

      The sorcerer.

      

      She sat up with a jolt, her stomach heaving. Looking around in a panic, she tried to get her bearings, her whole body telling her that she wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

      Fior let out a concerned warble, lifting his head from where he was sandwiched beside her. That calmed her enough to gather herself, and she realized that she had fallen asleep in Yacrist’s bed—as usual when she visited—and he had pushed the extra cot in his room up beside her.

      His arm was sitting in her lap, obviously having been draped across her body. Eist tossed it to the side and scrambled to put on the shoes that she had left by the door.

      “Hmm?” Yacrist asked sleepily, pushing himself up onto his elbows. “What’s… What’s going on?”

      “I have to go to the headmaster.”

      “The headmaster?” Yacrist asked. That certainly seemed to wake him up. “Why do you need to see the headmaster before dawn?”

      “I’m going to confess.”

      He was out of bed and catching her arm then, definitely awake now. “What?! Why?!”

      But Eist just ripped her arm from his hold and affixed him with one of her looks. “Because Margaid is going to be attacked, and I have to tell them.”
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      “Repeat what you told me in my office.”

      Eist licked her lips, looking nervously at the group of dragon riders surrounding her. She had never seen so many in one place, and their various gazes were so incredibly heavy.

      When she had confessed to the headmaster that maybe she had withheld a couple of details about how she saved the prisoners during the excursion, she had certainly expected to need to talk to some important people. What she hadn’t expected was to be nearly dragged to the very west wing of the academy, a place she never went, and be plopped right smackdab in the middle of a circular room with seating not unlike the amphitheater the tournaments were held in.

      Elspeth sat before her, naturally. And then there was Fjorin and Ale’a. The former looked angered to even be there while the latter just seemed concerned. There was Keyln, who had spoken to them during their first year. There was Valifar, Dryss, and a couple dozen more that Eist wasn’t familiar with.

      “There’s going to be an attack on Margaid,” Eist said as flatly as she could. For once, she didn’t like being alone. She knew her friends were no doubt right outside the door, having been rounded up by Yacrist, but they hadn’t been allowed in. Even Fior was barred outside, and she could practically feel him whining through the wall. She had a feeling that if she weren’t with allies, he might have busted down the doors himself.

      “And you know this how?” a dragon rider asked, a large one with long, brown hair done in intricate braids that attached to his beard.

      “I saw it.”

      She knew there was no use dancing around the exact details of how she saw these things that she shouldn’t have been able to see, and yet she couldn’t avoid it. Admitting to magic, to breaking the law, could very well tank her entire dragon rider career.

      It could send her to the dungeons.

      It could sentence her to death.

      How ironic would it be to have survived so many attempts on her life only to end up murdered by the very people she had been trying to protect? Certainly not how she had assumed she would one day succumb to the eternal sleep.

      “How did you see it?”

      “I… I see things?”

      Elspeth’s eyes bored into her, strangely calm despite her intensity. It was even more unnerving considering her mount’s large head resting at one of the large, open windows at the top of the room, reminding Eist of that trial she had passed all those years ago.

      “What kind of things?”

      Her voice told Eist that there was no more room for waffling about, for trying to dodge around the truth.

      “Things I shouldn’t be able to. Things I don’t always understand.”

      “Magic.”

      “Magic,” Eist confirmed.

      A ripple of shock went through the room, and Eist felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She hated being the center of attention in this way. It felt far too vulnerable and exposed. She had always hoped that her exposure to the Dragon Council would be more along the lines of being accepted into their ranks rather than risking her freedom.

      “I don’t understand how that’s possible,” Ale’a said softly. “Eist has been a student for four years here. Surely one of us would have noticed—”

      “She has a witch’s eye!” someone else objected. “How could you not have noticed?”

      “A witch’s eye doesn’t mean—”

      “It’s not that,” Eist objected, cutting off the growing argument. “It happened…in the woods.”

      “In the woods?” Keyln questioned. “What does that mean?”

      “The attack,” Ale’a breathed. “When you almost died. He did something to you, didn’t he?”

      Eist nodded. “Something about…whatever happened lets me see things that shouldn’t be visible. Sometimes I can tell where something I want is. Sometimes…it’s just like I’m being led somewhere I don’t understand. There are different colors, different, uh, feelings, I guess. I’m still figuring most of it out.”

      “She’s talking about prophesizing,” Dryss whispered, sounding absolutely horrified. “She’s talking about forbidden magic.”

      “This shouldn’t be possible,” someone else breathed behind her. “Magic isn’t real.”

      “Of course magic is real,” Eist snapped, fed up with their denial. “There’s all sorts of books in our own library about it. Several of you literally watched people being warped and corrupted by dark spells! It’s as real as you or I.”

      “Blasphemy.”

      But Elspeth remained as unruffled as ever. “And these feelings told you that there would be an attack on Margaid?”

      “No,” Eist answered slowly, trying to find the right words but feeling like anything she said would just make the situation worse. “I had a vision.”

      “A vision.”

      “Well, a dream, I guess.”

      “And you believe this dream was a vision of the future?”

      “Uh, no. I… I don’t think so.” Eist gathered her thoughts. If she was going to sacrifice herself to tell these people what was going to happen, then she was going to do it right. “I think what I was seeing was the sorcerer’s plans.”

      “And why would you, of all people, see them?”

      “Because we’re connected,” she answered honestly. “He’s made that very clear.”

      “This is sacrilege,” the same dark-haired dragon rider bellowed. “This child speaks of oracles and visions as if we should just accept her perversions as truth!”

      To Eist’s surprise, Fjorin stepped forward, nearly face-to-face with the man. If it were any other situation, she might have been a bit flushed at seeing two very burly, powerful men posture in front of each other, but the mood wasn’t quite right to really enjoy it.

      Huh…becoming a fully-grown woman certainly made her think some strange things.

      “This child saved several of us that you see before you and nearly fifty civilians. You want to call that evil?”

      “Are we sure it’s magic?” Ale’a argued. “What if it’s something else entirely?”

      “It doesn’t matter what good it wrought!” Dryss objected, shoving her way between the two large men. “Magic is forbidden for a reason. It is heresy, and the penalty for heresy is imprisonment at least. Not to sit here and debate how we can benefit from—”

      “Imprisonment?!” Fjorin bellowed. “I would be some vile creature without her. I have known this child for little over a few months, but everything I’ve learned about her has proven how brave and strong she is! She is an asset, and ally, and the fact that we’re sitting here debating about it just goes to show how we’ve become so obsessed with protocols that we can’t even wipe our own as—”

      “Protocols and rules are what make us the council. Otherwise we are no better than the rogue dragon riders concerned only with gaining wealth and power!”

      It was rather strange to just sit there and listen to people talk about her as if she wasn’t there. Although Eist was pleased and surprised that Fjorin cared enough to defend her, it certainly wasn’t kind to her nerves to hear multiple powerful people arguing for her arrest or worse.

      More voices started to pitch in, shouting from behind Eist. Ones she could hardly recognize. She hated to think of how many she wasn’t hearing behind the shouts, too low for her terrible hearing to catch.

      After fighting so hard for her life several times, it was bizarre to just sit there and wait. She could feel sweat prickle at her brow and her stomach twist harshly. Everything in her was begging her to run, but she knew that she needed to stay put. She had to stop the attack on Margaid. She could feel in her bones that the coming battle was going to be a turning point. One that couldn’t be undone.

      Even if it cost her life.

      “Since when were the rules something for interpretation! We burn her, as we are always supposed to do with magic practitioners. There is no gray area.”

      “Burn a child!? She’s barely into her fourth year, and the only reason she even has these abilities is because we failed to protect her!” Eist didn’t know who that voice belonged to, but she was grateful for them. “We don’t even know if these abilities are true or if she’s been tricked.

      “And are we really in a position to be turning down such a gift? If not for her, more of our kind would be converted, I have no doubt.”

      “We all know that there is no magic. It is these unnatural powers that are warping the natural order of things and allowing these dark machinations to seep into our realm!”

      “You mean the Blight,” Eist said quietly. “And no, that’s not true. Our world has its own type of magic, a kind of energy-wielding that is most powerful when our realm is happy and whole. Getting rid of magic has only weakened us and allowed more of the Blight to slip through.”

      “The Blight is dead!”

      Eist rolled her eyes and gave the closest objectors a look. “I think none of us are dumb enough to actually believe that, right?”

      “This is ridiculous!” another cried. “She is a child! Why are we even entertaining these notions when she outright admits to corruption? Magic is vile, evil, and twisted. It has always been a source of malice to our peop—”

      “No.”

      Elspeth’s calm voice cut through the furor and all eyes flicked to her. Eist felt something in the air shift, something she couldn’t quite name.

      The woman sat there, impassive, before slowly standing. She took a deep breath, as if whatever she was going to say was quite difficult, then finally words fell from her lips.

      “Both of her parents were gifted as well.”

      “Gifted?” someone questioned so quietly that Eist barely caught it.

      “They used magic. They said things they shouldn’t have, knew things they couldn’t have, and cast spells that were outlawed. If it weren’t for their magic, and their visions, we would have fallen to the Blight many, many times.”

      Eist could feel the shock run through the room. She wished she could share it too, but that woman she had seen in her vision all those years ago had already told her that her parents had the gift, and that they had sent it to her when they died.

      “How…how is that possible?”

      “I do not pretend to know how they came by their gifts. They never divulged. In fact, they sought to keep their abilities a secret, no doubt for the same reason that Eist here has hidden hers. They feared repercussions from the same people they were trying to save.

      “The only reason I know at all is because something back then is uncannily similar to what has happened this night,” Elspeth continued. “They woke me before dawn, speaking of the betrayal of my partner.”

      “The black dragon…” Eist murmured. She thought she had spoken quietly enough not to be heard, but Elspeth nodded gravely.

      No one really talked about the dark dragon and his rider, how he had been corrupted by the Blight and turned against them all. It had been her parents who had ousted him then, faced him head-on along with Elspeth and her white dragon.

      It had been a terrible battle, the very same one that had destroyed several parts of the castle. Several of their allies had died, and that was when Eist’s mother had earned the two scars across her face.

      “I did not believe them at first. There was no way Imreldis would betray me. We’d been together for centuries. We were there for the first Auber as the Lord of the House. We helped solidify the structure of the council after the final war with the Blight left us so few.

      “But they took my hand, and it was your mother who looked me in the eyes and told me all sort of secrets that I had never whispered to a single soul. That was when I knew, and I promised to protect them if they protected everyone else.”

      “You’re telling us that you not only broke multiple laws, but you protected those who spit in the face of our code?!”

      “All of us are only here because they broke the code!” Elspeth snapped. “It was Myridepf and Pravik of W’allenhaus who gave their lives, their souls, to deliver the final strike that banished the Blight!”

      Something about her phrasing caught Eist’s attention and she leaned forward. “What do you mean, their souls? I thought they died in battle with everyone else.”

      The woman stiffened before guilt flicked across her face. It lingered there a moment before disappearing entirely into her smooth mask. “It was a spell, one I barely understood. From what I did know, it used the energy within them and the resurrected black dragon and rider to create a sort of…prison, I suppose, out of time and realms. Removed from everything.”

      “The energy within them? You mean…their lives?” Eist tried to contain the emotion in her. She’d dreamed and thought about her parent’s final moments for ages. She’d imagined it dozens of different ways, with them going down in a blaze of glory, weapons drawn. With their twin dragons summoning storms and shooting lightning in a righteous maelstrom.

      But never, never had she contemplated them sacrificing themselves in some sort of ultimate spell to banish their greatest enemy.

      “Not…just their lives as I understood it. But everything about them. Their essence, their…energy, I think was how your mother explained it. I do not pretend to comprehend entirely what she meant by that, but she made it clear that it was different than death.”

      Anger burned within Eist, hot and bright.

      How dare they.

      How dare they!

      Her parents had died, had given up everything for all of them, and now they were standing around bickering whether to kill her!? Not to mention the idiotic fact that they were still so set on pretending that the Blight wasn’t trying to break free from exactly what her parents had sacrificed everything for! How stupid could they be?!

      “This can’t be possible,” someone breathed. Eist didn’t even care who. Did it even matter? Her blood was pounding in her ears, urged on by her rage, and she could feel her heart thumping away like it wanted to punch its way out of her ribs.

      “You think I would lie to you?” Elspeth said oh-so-carefully. “If the daughter of the W’allenhaus comes to us speaking of dreams or visions, then we must listen!”

      “How…” Eist heard herself murmur before she could think better of it. “How could you keep this from me?”

      The leader of the council looked at her like she was surprised at the response. She blinked a moment, then answered as calm as ever. “How would it have benefited you if I told you?”

      “Knowing the truth of how my parents died! Not thinking that I was going mad or being scared of the things I’ve seen. I’ve wasted so much time being afraid of magic, thinking that was the road to darkness and the Blight, but suddenly, I’m finding out that my parents actually used magic for good! That would have made a huge difference in the four years that I’ve been here!”

      Elspeth took a breath, like she was going to object or reprimand Eist, but a melodic, sighing sound issued from above, and the great white dragon’s head descended gracefully. Shining alabaster, she pressed her long, elegant snout against Elspeth’s side, a few more gentle lilts issuing from her.

      “I know you have been our leader for centuries now, but I cannot let our law be corrupted so!” Dryss cried out, stepping forward and drawing her blade. Roars filled the air, and it seemed suddenly as if things were about to erupt.

      And Eist was in the middle of it.

      “I will strike this heretic down!”

      “Do not touch her, Dryss! I command you!”

      “If you will not uphold the law, then I—”

      She never finished her sentence. There was a booming crack and the massive wooden doors flew off their hinges.

      Eist jumped to her feet, pulling up her fists as Fior bounded to her, her friends following suit with all of their dragons. Their eyes were wide, and she could feel their questions, but she just shook her head and caught the shortsword that Dille tossed to her.

      That seemed to be the spark to start the fire, and several riders rushed forward, but everything came to a screeching halt as the white dragon looked forward and let out the mightiest roar that Eist had ever heard.

      She’d hate to think of what it might sound like if she possessed all of her hearing like everyone else. Even still, she had to clap her hands over her ears and crouch down against the ground.

      When she stopped, there was a brief moment of silence as everyone stared in a shocked sort of wonder, and then the other noises picked up.

      There were answering roars and growls, followed by the sound of dozens of heavy feet setting down on the roof all at once. Smaller dragons poured in the open windows above—bronze, silver, gold, and green. Even a few blue dragons were trying to wiggle in. They kept coming until they were practically covering the entire roof. There had to be at least thirty of them there, answering the call of their queen.

      “Thank you,” Elspeth breathed, pressing a kiss against the dragon’s large, alabaster head. Her face, however, hardened when she looked to the rest of the riders. “As for the rest of you, there is no room for dissent. You are either with me, or you can remove yourself from the council. Prepare yourselves. We ride at nightfall for Margaid.”

      There was another beat as everyone seemed to wait to see if anyone would object, and then Elspeth addressed Eist and her friends, who were still gathered in a tight circle, weapons drawn. If Fior had fur like a dog, his hackles would have been standing right up.

      “You lot stay here. I know we have much to discuss, but it will have to wait.”

      “You can’t just leave us here!” Eist objected. “We have to go with you!”

      “Eist,” Fjorin said calmly, walking up to her and placing a hand on her shoulder. While it might have been condescending from anyone else, from him it seemed like a genuine gesture. One of kinship. “You obviously have talents that none of us do, and see things in a way we can’t understand, and for that, you are invaluable. But while those gifts lend themselves well to a sneak attack on a small camp, you are untested in a grand battle. And if this fight is as great as you dreamed, then it is not something you should experience untested as you are.”

      Ale’a nodded behind him. “You’re just not ready, Eist. Please, let us protect you while we check this out.”

      Eist let her gaze slide to Elspeth, who didn’t look very pleased about anything. “I would prefer to not have to order you.”

      “Fine,” Eist groused. She could certainly use some time to rest and update her friends on everything that had happened. “But be careful, please.”

      “Of course,” she said with a wan smile. “Maybe, if we’re lucky, things won’t be as bad as you have foreseen.”
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      Eist stared up at the ceiling of her room, completely unable to sleep. She tried to tell herself that it was just all the breathing of her friends around her, but she knew that wasn’t what kept her up.

      In fact, it gave her considerable comfort to have Dille, Yacrist, Ain, and Athar all crowded into their dorm, blankets and straw mattresses thrown across the ground to make a sort of communal bed. It made her feel warm, and protected, even if nothing else about the situation did.

      She knew that the dragon riders were flying toward Margaid, the moon on their wings as they moved through the silken night. How many of them would never return? Their blood spilled on the battlefield that she had seen so clearly in her dreams?

      Her tongue curled on itself, idly rubbing the crescent scar along her teeth. It was a newer habit she’d picked up, she noticed, but it helped ground her when the threads of what was and what was not seemed to start wanting to get tangled up in each other.

      But it still couldn’t distract her from very certain thoughts that she didn’t want to think about at all.

      Her parents.

      She had long since come to terms with their deaths. It hadn’t been easy. She had cried, and sobbed, and had many a nightmare about their demise. But they had raised her knowing that sacrificing themselves for others was part of their job and there might come a time they would have to leave her. So, while it hurt, and it did hurt so much, there was a calming sort of logic to it. They had done what was right. Their duty.

      But now…

      They hadn’t just given their lives, they’d given their souls.

      Eist had never really thought too much about the afterlife. She had always assumed that the Truth of the Three was…well…the truth. But the more she found out about magic, and the Blight, and everything else, the more it seemed that maybe she didn’t have all the answers.

      Still, she had always believed in souls, and passing beyond the veil, but to find out that her parents never did that, that they were just…erased from everything to make some bonds of a prison to hold a malevolent entity that shouldn’t have even been there… Well, it sucked.

      Sucked wasn’t even the right word for it. It wasn’t raw or angry enough. Didn’t have the bitterness or unfair tint that she was looking for.

      Eist didn’t know if there were any words that fit what she was looking for.

      But at least, in the grand scheme of everything, she had managed to help at least a little. She shuddered to think of what it would be like if she hadn’t known. Would all of the city have been laid to waste before the riders could arrive? She supposed it was possible, considering all the wicked and twisted creatures that she had seen.

      “No!”

      The calm of the night, the melancholy sort of silence that seemed to have fallen over the academy, was shattered as Dille launched herself into a sitting position.

      “By the Three!” Ain groaned. “You know I was asle—”

      He stopped when his eyes cracked open and he saw her expression. She was breathing hard and covered in sweat.

      “Are you alright?” Eist asked.

      “Eist,” Dille breathed, eyes wide and wild. “We’ve been tricked!”
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      “Alright, I get that magic is a thing now,” Ain said as they rode through the night sky. “But since when do you have dreams, Dille?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered breathlessly, tucked low to Veralda’s back. “It’s mostly just been…feelings, lately, but tonight was different.”

      “Okay, so let’s say you’re right,” Yacrist said from behind Eist. “Then how or why did our girl here get a dream that showed something so different?”

      How indeed.

      Eist had a feeling she knew exactly how, but she kept her mouth shut, as if verbalizing it would somehow make the awful reality true. All she really needed to focus on was getting to the castle.

      They were lucky that Veralda and Ethella were both large enough to carry the five of them, the rest of their dragons flying along beside them. Goodness knew that Gaius and Fior wouldn’t be able to carry either of their riders just yet.

      “And you’re certain it’s a trick?” Ain asked for probably the tenth time.

      “Yes,” Dille said. “Or at least it’s a…distraction. All I know is that we have to get to the castle. Right now.” She leaned harder into Veralda. “Please, gorgeous, go faster.”

      Their dragons tried as best they could, cutting through the dark. Eist could feel a prickle rising along her arms and then the back of her neck, and the closer they flew, the more she knew Dille was right.

      Something terrible was going to happen. She could feel it just like she felt all those other times. She had been foolish to think that she had enough of a hand on things to try to interpret dreams all willy-nilly.

      They set down quietly in front of the main gate, which of course was closed with guards patrolling casually about. The night was quiet and still, as if it were just like any other evening. If Dille wasn’t so certain that something important was happening inside, Eist would have almost thought it peaceful.

      The rest of their dragons landed around them, and they strode forward as if they hadn’t suddenly been roused from their sleep by a very weighted nightmare.

      “Young Lord Auber!” one of the guards said in surprise as they approached. “We did not get word that you would be arriving tonight. Where is your escort?”

      “Please, I haven’t used an escort to usher me back and forth to the academy since my second year,” Yacrist said with a smile, standing at the front of the group in a casual stance. Eist didn’t know how he managed it. She felt like she was going to jump right out of her skin, but he seemed about as collected as someone could be. “I just wanted to have a visit with my mates, stay here a couple of days, and stuff ourselves on real food before going back to work.”

      “I… I don’t think your father would approve of this. Things are, uh, tense currently.”

      “I know, I know,” Yacrist said, as charming as could be. As much as Eist had watched him navigate the complicated waters of having nearly a quarter of their class swooning over him, she had forgotten how easy it was for him to finesse whoever he wanted. It would have been alarming if they weren’t on the same side. “When does he ever like what I do? Trust me, just let us in all quiet-like and I swear I will take all of the lecturing he wants to drop on me tomorrow. You know, when my stomach’s plenty full of food from the kitchen. I do so miss Armelta’s cooking.”

      There was a small laugh from the guard and two others close by before he stood aside. “Open the gate for the lord,” he ordered quietly. “And do try to keep the noise down. You know how the Lady of the House hates being awoken.”

      There was another round of dry laughs and then they were walking through the courtyard up to the palace.

      “Is it foolish of me t-t-to hope th-that everything will be that easy?” Athar muttered once they were a far enough distance from the closing gate.

      “It’s a nice thought,” Yacrist agreed before tilting his head to Dille. “I’m sorry to say this, girls and Alynbach, but you’ve all gotten too big to fit through the halls.”

      The three dragons stopped up short, looking despondently at Yacrist as he held up a hand to them.

      “You did a great job, girlie,” Dille agreed, stepping forward and nuzzling the nose of her mount. “I need you to fly to the roof and keep an eye out for us, okay? Listen real close.”

      The massive red dragon let out an arguing rumble, to which her rider laughed. “Aw, come on, don’t be like that. After all, you’ll have Alynbach to hang out with. That’ll be nice, right?”

      As if he understood everything, Alynbach sidled up to his friend and nudged her, his heads going to either side of one of her wings where they nuzzled contentedly.

      “You’ll look out for my girl, right?”

      Both gave a knowing little warble, their eyes closed.

      As for Fior, he continued to wind around her feet, chirping curiously like he knew something was up. Which of course he did, because he knew that things always went a little topsy-turvy whenever they broke their sleeping schedule. Once more, she was grateful that he was small enough to not have to leave her side like her friends’ dragons.

      Ethella, however, wasn’t taking things nearly as well as the others. Her head was tucked low to the ground and she was whimpering softly, like she was crying. Eist felt a bit bad for her, but at least Athar was hugging her neck with his large, thick arms. It was clear to see how much he loved her.

      “As touching as all this is, shouldn’t we hurry it along?” Ain asked.

      “Give them a minute,” Eist said, elbowing him gently. “You and I are lucky enough that our guys are still able to fit through the halls.”

      “I would be fine either way,” he said with a shrug. “It’s your little one that you spoil with all that attention.”

      “All that attention?” Eist parroted. “I wasn’t aware that I was supposed to ignore my winged soulmate who also happened to save my life around four times already.”

      “Fair enough.” Gaius let out a harrumph next to him and he chuckled, gently pressing his shoulder against his golden mount’s. “Don’t be jealous now. It’s not a good look on you.”

      “Oh, he’s jealous? Maybe you should pay him a little more attention.”

      Yacrist inserted himself between them, an arm over each of their shoulders. “So, where to now?”

      Dille looked around, her eyes narrowing like she was searching for something specific. Eist couldn’t help but wonder if that was what she looked like when she was scanning for those bonds that led her places she shouldn’t go. Blinking, she took a deep breath and let her vision transition.

      When she opened them again, she was almost blinded. Those ties that had been pulling Dille in dozens of different directions were now glowing so brightly that Eist could feel them searing afterimages into her gaze. She hissed and quickly flicked her eyes away, drawing attention to herself.

      “That didn’t seem like a good sound,” Ain observed.

      “It wasn’t,” Eist said, wiping the tears that tried to well up and soothing her eyes before opening them again. Just as she expected, she could see the glowing threads leading away from her friend and into the castle. They were more tolerable when they weren’t all on top of each other, tightly bound around the dark-skinned girl’s limbs, and this time, Eist managed not to wince. “This way.”

      They moved forward once more, in through the front doors and through the main halls. Eist mildly recognized them from the grand ball the year before. It seemed so long ago, almost like a different lifetime, and yet it really hadn’t been that far at all. Not considering that she was on her fourth year since she started her whole journey.

      “Maybe this is just another situation with that whole book thing,” Yacrist said hopefully as they walked. Eist noticed that what few servants or guards they did pass looked surprised and bowed or curtsied but didn’t otherwise hinder them. She wanted to tell them to run, or to hide, but in reality, she didn’t even know if they needed to. Nobody had been hurt with the whole shadow monster incident, so there was no reason to assume they would be now.

      Then again, Dille had been the one to stop the creatures before they had overwhelmed Eist and Yacrist. She had sensed the danger enough to come and save the day then, so it made sense to trust whatever she was sensing with so much fear.

      “Really, if there was something going on here, I think my family would have noticed and be up n’ at ‘em.”

      “Really?” Ain retorted. “I would have thought that they would be as unobservant as you.”

      “What are you talking about? I’m very observant.”

      “Sure you are.”

      Fior whined at Eist’s feet. His whole body was tense and pointed forward, like he was a hunting dog who could see the same ribbons that were pulling along Eist’s vision. He had whined before they had gone into that room too, which made her wonder if he was just inclined toward magic as much as she was, or if all dragons were more in tune with whatever gifts she and her parents had.

      They kept padding on, deeper into the castle, until they took a sudden turn and headed away from the grand banquet hall and the ballroom. It wasn’t toward the crumbling, damaged areas of the keep either. The hairs on Eist’s arms raised as they journeyed farther into unfamiliar territory.

      And yet, it was still surprisingly peaceful. No signs of battle, no blood on the floor, no smell of burning or ash. Not even the crackle of the dark magic that the sorcerer called upon. It would be so easy to let her guard down, but Eist gripped it with all she had.

      “Where even are we?” Ain muttered, looking around at the long, narrow hall they were in. It was smaller and less elaborate than the halls above, and there were dozens of rooms along the sides.

      “Oh, this is just the servants’ quarters. I used to play down here back when I was younger until my father forbid it. It’s actually pretty ni—” he cut himself off, looking around more keenly as if he had just realized where he was. “Wait. It’s too quiet here. Like…way too quiet.”

      He strode to one of the doors, lifting the handle and throwing it open before anyone else could respond. But instead of some sort of room with a family or maid, they were greeted by broken furniture and shattered belongings.

      “What happened here?” Athar asked, leaning past Yacrist to look.

      But the young man didn’t answer. Instead, he spun right on his heel and strode to the next door. It too opened, and they saw more of the same.

      His speed picked up, and Eist could feel the anxiety coming from him in waves. He opened three more doors, each one more violently than the last, as if hoping that he could surprise the rooms into not being ransacked.

      By the time he was moving onto the sixth door, Eist caught up with him and placed her hand over his.

      “Hey,” she said soothingly, trying to catch his attention. “I’m pretty sure they’re all the same.”

      “They’re all gone,” he whispered, his eyes spinning around the hall wildly. “How could they all be gone? We have a staff of at least three hundred between the stables, the kitchens, and the rest of the estate. They can’t all be gone!”

      Fior whined, his small, stubby teeth biting into the bottom of her tunic and pulling her toward the end of the hall.

      “Let’s not question it until we have a little more information, alright? I think Fior hears something. Can you pull yourself together?”

      His face was gray as he nodded, swallowing harshly several times. “Yeah. Yeah, I can keep going. I just… Entire families work here, Eist. What if they… What if they’ve all been taken?”

      “If they were, then we’ll find them,” she answered, filling her voice with determination for his sake. “Besides, it seems pretty unlikely that they would be able to move that many people so quickly without the guards at the front noticing.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah. Even with the camp, they stole people in small groups. Who knows how long they were out there, and they only managed to round up around fifty people. Suddenly upgrading to three hundred seems a little bit farfetched, right?”

      “Yeah… Yeah, you’re right.” He took a breath. “Lead on.”

      Eist nodded and the group fell into an informal sort of arrangement with her and Fior at the lead and Dille just beside her. The boys followed along with Gaius bringing up the rear, his low grumble just barely registering in Eist’s hearing.

      They moved forward once more, passing through another long hall that Yacrist said were the family rooms, before there was finally an old door at the end.

      “Where does that lead?” Ain asked.

      “The storerooms, mostly full of things the servants would need but with some old equipment there too.”

      “Storage rooms? That sounds safe enough.”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned,” Eist said, drawing her shortsword, “it’s that sometimes things can be deceiving.”

      She waited until the others were armed before striding forward and throwing the door open with one solid kick.

      The old wood splintered slightly as it flew open, banging into the stone wall with a resounding clang. Eist wasn’t quite sure what she was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t a male figure laying in the middle of a spell circle, bound and beaten to within an inch of his life.

      “Valatos!?” Yacrist cried, stepping forward.

      But it was like his movement triggered something, because suddenly, the entire room began to shake. Eist stumbled a moment, catching herself against the stone wall. Everything seemed to happen at once, with the shaking stopping only for the door perpendicular to them to burst open, allowing spindly and twisted monsters to pour into the room.

      “It’s a trap!” Valatos cried through his split lips. “Run! Save yourself!”

      Of course, Eist didn’t listen. She rushed forward, sword raised, with Fior right beside her. Her blade bit into the shoulder—or at least she thought it was a shoulder—of one thing while her foot lashed out to kick another.

      There was at least a dozen of them trying to cram in and attack Eist and her friends, but that wasn’t nearly enough considering they had two dragons with them. They tore through the monsters quickly and with much more ease than her battle in the canyon. Eist barely got four hits in before they were surrounded by black and gooey parts rather than malicious beings.

      “By the Three…” Ain whispered breathlessly. “Is this always going to happen every time we all go somewhere together?”

      A little groan sounded from Valatos and Eist rushed forward, cutting his bonds with her sword. She helped him up, looking over his face carefully.

      “Hey, are you alright? Who did this to you?”

      “I…I don’t know,” he stuttered. The stump of his wrist raised, resting on her shoulder. “One moment I was sleeping, the next I was being dragged out of my bed! I… Everyone’s gone, and I don’t know where they went!”

      “It’s alright,” Eist said, stiffening slightly as he hugged her. She couldn’t exactly begrudge him the comfort considering all he had gone through, however, and patted his back gently.

      Several screeches sounded back from where they had come from and the others turned, readying themselves to be attacked again. Eist turned to join them, hoping Valatos would be able to walk on his own, but she stopped short when it felt like lightning struck through her entire body.

      Heat hit her first, then pain. It consumed all of her for a beat, before localizing to her stomach. Hardly able to breathe, she looked down to see a vibrant, red gash all the way across her soft middle.

      “Wha— What?” she barely was able to whisper, looking up to see Valatos staring at her gleefully. Blood rushed down her waist, and she pressed her hands to her middle to try to staunch the wound.

      “Oh no, none of that,” the jester said, raising the dagger as if he were going to slash her again. “I need all that blood for my pretty circle.”
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      Eist could feel her heart race and her breathing tried to pick up to match it, but her middle refused to move. She knew that she needed to call for help from her friends, but her body was so locked with pain it felt like it wouldn’t even allow her to exhale.

      But she had to, because the knife was slashing toward her again and she knew she couldn’t take another deep wound.

      Suddenly, something streaked between them, and Valatos’s hand was caught in Fior’s jaws. The save seemed to allow Eist’s mind to catch up and she headbutted the jester with all her might, sending him tumbling backward, cursing. In his rush to grip his bleeding, broken nose, he dropped his dagger. Fior quickly pounced on it, and Eist took the opportunity to stumble backward, trying to grunt at her friends to draw their attention from the horde rushing toward them.

      Was there even a horde, she had to wonder. Or was that part of the trap too? Eist didn’t know, and her question flew from her mind as she took another step backward only to be stopped by strong, solid hands.

      She let out a soft gasp and finally that seemed to catch Yacrist’s attention, but it was too late. Eist knew exactly who was holding onto her shoulders so tightly that she was sure there would be bruises there if she lived to the next day…which seemed fairly doubtful.

      “Stay still now, my little Eist. This will all be over in just a moment.”

      She tried to pull away, her eyes locking on Yacrist’s as all the color drained from his face. She wasn’t sure what she was trying to tell him—to run, to save himself, to save her—but before she could figure it out, he was rushing forward.

      The next thing Eist knew, he wasn’t tackling the sorcerer, but rather her. The two of them went tumbling to the side, ending up in a heap on the floor.

      That had certainly gotten the others’ attention, however, and suddenly all of their weapons were focused on the sorcerer and Valatos, who was crouched where Eist had left him, still nursing his busted nose.

      “Eist, you’re wounded!” Dille cried, bow raised. “Are you alright?”

      “Does she look alright?” Yacrist snapped right back. “By the Three! There’s blood everywhere!” Carefully, he untangled himself from her and helped her to her feet. The world spun for a moment, but she pushed herself through it.

      “It’s just a cut. I’ll be fine.”

      “Here, let me try something,” Yacrist said, eyes only for her as he gently pressed a finger to her middle, sliding it through the blood. Eist wanted to tell him not to take his eyes from the sorcerer, but the last sentence she had uttered had taken up so much of her energy already. She wasn’t sure how much she could have left, even though all of her senses were telling her that the fight was only beginning.

      She shook as his fingers moved over her raw flesh. Whether it was from the pain, or the weakness taking over her, or from the sorcerer’s interested and amused gaze, she didn’t know. She supposed it didn’t matter, especially when abruptly, the pain dulled, and she was filled with a strange sort of warmth.

      “A sealing rune. That’s a clever idea,” the sorcerer remarked idly, as if there weren’t two dragons and five of his enemies in the room.

      “You…you can do magic?” Eist breathed, looking down at her middle. She couldn’t really see much with her slashed tunic in the way, so she pulled the fabric apart just enough to see that he had drawn some complicated looking symbol on her middle with her blood.

      “No,” Yacrist answered plainly, his eyes trained on the sorcerer. “But you don’t need to be magic for a rune to work. It just has to be made with the right materials or put on the right person.”

      “Clever, clever, clever,” the sorcerer said, clapping delightedly. “You know, I could use a fellow like you in the fold.”

      “Why would I ever want to help you destroy the world?!” Yacrist snapped, voice full of venom. Fior growled in a similar sentiment, his head low to the ground while his little wings flared threateningly. As for Eist, she felt as if she was slowly coming back to herself, her skin warming and her blood flowing through her instead of out of her. She was probably going to have a nasty scar, but it could just join the rest.

      The sorcerer’s eyes went wide. “Is that why you think we’re doing this?”

      “Why else would you being trying to bring back the Blight?” Dille snapped, tightening her bow ever-so-slightly.

      But the man just rolled his eyes. “Of course, you use that wretched name given to it by the fear-mongers.” He drew himself up taller, and Eist was reminded of just how dangerous and intimidating he could be. Not that she had ever really forgotten. “What you call the Blight is not some malevolent spirit come to ruin you all. That is all lies and heresy drummed up by the followers of the Three, who usurped this land from its rightful deities!”

      He raised his arms, as if proselytizing to his followers. “Have you not noticed that our world, once lush with dragons and magic and so much life, dwindles every day? It grows grayer, dryer, and ever more dead, drained by the unstoppable appetite of those errant gods.

      “The Blight is a natural force come to cleanse this world, to return it to its rightful state so we can flourish once more! That is why the Three fear it so, why they taught their followers to try to defeat it at all cost. But it cannot be defeated any more than a mountain or ocean can. It is what is meant to be, how our realms keep the balances they were always meant to.”

      Eist was aware that perhaps someone could be stirred by his convictions, especially given what she knew about the spirits that used to be in charge. But when she heard his words, she could feel how incredibly wrong they were.

      And who knew, maybe the Three were a negative on her realm, but she knew well enough that the Blight wasn’t some ultimate judge, or purveyor of the natural order. She could feel it in her soul and sliding along her skin just how much it was a ravenous beast of corruption and malice.

      “And you just happen to be the man who’s going to control this natural force?” she spat, hoping he felt every bit of anger she had in her.

      To her surprise, he shook his head. “Control it? Hardly. I am simply a follower, a shepherd who has a sword to spread his word.”

      “I’ve never heard of a shepherd who pays mercenaries to catch a dragon, or captures innocent people to change into monsters, or—”

      The man just waved his hand, like he was dismissing her words with the simple gesture. “Everything I have done so far has been necessary to break the bonds currently stopping the Blight from doing its calling.”

      “Those bonds were set in place by my parents!” Eist snapped. “They gave up everything to seal that evil away.”

      “Yes, they did,” he answered with a grin. “And you’ve given me everything to break them.”

      “What—”

      “That day where you first faced off with one of my followers, a particularly gifted healer who had taken so much of the gift into her heart, I watched. If someone had told me then that you would be the pin holding everything together, I might have laughed. But now… Now I see it all. How you’re the center of all of it, as your mother was before you. I admire you, Eist, and I do hope that you see the light before it’s too late.”

      “Farmad!” Valatos said, stumbling to his feet. “You must hurry, before it dries.”

      Before what dried…

      Eist looked down to see that a large amount of her blood was pooled in the center of the circle she had found Valatos in, followed by a streak when Yacrist had tackled her. Instantly her legs started to shake, and she realized that she had messed up.

      Really messed up.

      “Ah yes, I forgot myself. I’ll give you an option. Right now, you all can turn around and leave. I’ll let you. And in the dawn, you can see the beginning of the glorious path we’ve started upon.”

      “Or?” Eist asked raggedly. While Yacrist’s rune had helped her, and she didn’t feel like she was dying, she still was quite weak. She had been sliced through her belly, after all, and while it wasn’t deep enough to have gotten through all of her skin, it still didn’t feel very pleasant.

      “Or the lot of you try to stop me, as you no doubt think you have to do. The foolish choice, as I would have to kill all of you. I know you might not believe me, Eist, but I don’t actually want you dead.

      “I did at first, but only because I didn’t understand the potential within you. Now that I know, I would much rather have you see how beautiful our world can be rather than snuff out your light in this sad, little room.”

      Eist pulled one of her daggers from her belt. “You know how I’ll answer that.”

      He heaved out a sigh. “I had hoped that you might see the truth.”

      “I do see the truth, and it’s that I have to stop you.”

      “Shame,” he said before clapping his hands together once more.

      The room shook again, and he began to chant. Both Dille and Ain released their arrows at the man while Athar charged Valatos, who had somehow gotten a dagger into his only hand again. But the bolts glanced away, and black liquid began to bubble up from the floor, reminding Eist of that same pool that had corrupted the prisoners the year before.

      Eist coiled, ready to fling herself at the sorcerer once more. Sure, he was powerful, and sure, she was feeling more than a bit weak, but she remembered that he wasn’t nearly as inclined for physical battle as she was. If she could just get in close and not allow him to use a spell, then maybe she could get him to stop chanting.

      Because she could tell that he had to stop chanting. A great and terrible sort of power was building in the air—the type of disturbance that could level a city or change the course of everything for the worse.

      She lunged, dagger ready to strike, only for the room to shake again and the floor within the circle to crumble away. Yacrist barely managed to catch her collar and haul her backward, saving her from toppling into the sudden abyss in the center of the room.

      Once more, she was struck by the thought of too many things happening at once. The door flew open once more, twisted creatures pouring in. There were more screeches back from the direction they had come, growing louder by the second. The black, inky shapes all began to solidify into even more creatures, each more twisted than the last.

      And the chanting.

      Farmad didn’t even pause in the cacophony around him. Each word built upon the others, summoning energy that set Eist’s teeth on edge. She had pulled herself from Yacrist’s grip and moved to go around the sudden pit that dominated the center of the room when light shot out of it. Not for the first time, she threw herself backward, grabbing onto a shelf as the bright beams solidified into what looked like a pool of sparkling green.

      Sparkling, spinning green that just so happened to be pulling everything into itself.

      It started as just a tug, a gentle pull on her clothes, then the closest monsters began to bend backward, their hands scrambling for purchase. The more breaths passed, the more insistent the strange sort of vortex grew until Eist felt her feet start to lift from the ground.

      “We have to get out of here!” Dille cried, loosing her bow only for the bolt to get dragged right into the churning pool of energy.

      “Eist, grab my hand!”

      Blinking grit from her eyes, Eist looked to see Yacrist holding out his hand to her. He was taller than her, heavier. He could anchor her, but she would have to give up on attacking the sorcerer.

      He was so close.

      If she turned now, she would be giving up a chance to end him, to stop all the pain and corruption once and for all. Surely it was worth the risk. Even if she was being insistently dragged toward the center of the room, she was sure she could get into range if she charged fast enough…

      She tensed, steadying her balance so that she could rush him, when she noticed that something had changed.

      The chanting had stopped.

      Her eyes met Farmad’s and his look of pure joy chilled her to the bone. There was a beat of quiet, with just the two of them existing, then the vortex abruptly shot up through the ceiling in a spinning pillar of blinding light.

      “Eist!” Yacrist yelled over everything. “We have to go! Now!”

      It was too late.

      She ripped her gaze away from her enemy, the man who was trying to destroy everything her parents had built, and grabbed Yacrist’s outstretched hand. With his hand gripping the shelving carved into the wall, he pulled them toward the others. Eist busied herself with slashing at any monsters who tried to grab at or attack them despite the insistent portal pulling them back.

      She allowed herself to watch once, and only once, as one of them disappeared into the pool. It was surprisingly similar to watching someone dive into a churning lake, if that lake was insistently sucking in everything around it.

      The others were braced against Gaius, who had dug his claws into the floor and was trembling as he held them steady. As for Fior, he was still gripping the bottom of her tunic as if it was his last lifeline. And for the moment, she supposed it was.

      The closer they got to the edge of the room, the less violent the suction of the vortex became. Once they were close enough, Athar grabbed the front of Yacrist’s clothing and hauled the three of them right over Gaius’s back.

      “We need to get out of here right now!” Ain cried, his very words seeming to be pulled back toward the churning energy in the center of the room.

      “I… I feel like I’ve been here before,” Dille muttered, barely audible on the edge of Eist’s senses. “I swear I’ve done this…”

      Eist gripped her best friend’s shoulder and shook her. “We can think about that later. Let’s go.”

      They turned as a unit, Gaius helping to push them forward. Gripping the edge of the doorframe, Athar managed to haul each of them into the corridor where the grip of the hungry magic wasn’t nearly as strong.

      “Come on!” Ain said, hurrying forward as he loosed an arrow at one of the monsters charging down the hall.

      Eist hurried behind him, her middle protesting quite a bit at all this sudden movement, when her friend abruptly pulled up short.

      The sorcerer was there.

      Eist had no idea how he got in front of them considering he had just been standing on the other side of the swirling vortex, but she didn’t have time to question it because he was raising his hands with a crackling sort of energy. His entire body was glowing slightly, as if he had been imbued by power that no mere man should ever have access to.

      She didn’t need a vision of the Mother or an ancient witch to tell her that something very dangerous was crackling between his splayed fingers. She raised her blade, not sure what she thought she could do against him but not going to go down without a fight. Her parents had certainly given all they could to try to stop evil.

      Just when it seemed like he was about to release the spell, Eist felt a release from the edge of her tunic. Like so many times before, Fior jumped in front of her, his chest puffing up as he drew in more and more air.

      “Hello again, little dragon. Trying for your special trick again? This time, you’ll find it’s not so easy to—”

      Fior opened his mouth, and Eist felt it down to her very bones when he let out the mightiest roar he had ever issued.

      That time with the healer, then in the forest, even in the camp, none of them compared. The strange, invisible force that issued from his mouth went beyond sound, beyond just pure force.

      Eist could see her friends’ mouths open in a groan as they clapped their hands over their ears, bending away from Fior. While his roar eclipsed all of her own hearing, it wasn’t painful. It was just more of what she was already used to, a muted sort of silence that forced her to rely on her sight, scent, and feeling.

      But the discomfort her friends were experiencing was nothing like what Farmad had to be feeling as he flew down the hall, his hands trying to push back at the sheer power of Fior’s roar. He kept propelling backward, shattering monsters as he passed, until he hit the stairs. Dust rained down and the entire corridor shook as he tried to resist, but instead of being forced up the stairs, as Eist had imagined, the sorcerer was pushed through them, the stone crackling and crumbling all around him.

      She followed Fior as he walked forward, step by step by step. He kept pushing, his roar never shaking, until the stairs collapsed into rubble entirely atop the man.

      Finally, Fior stopped, sagging to the ground with several pants. Eist ran to him, kneeling beside him and covering his head with little kisses.

      “You did good, my boy,” she murmured as he sighed gratefully at the comfort. “You did so good.”

      “Eist!”

      She only barely heard the distraught shout from behind her. Turning, she saw Dille pointing to the stairs with a look of utter terror on her face. Following her shaking, pointing figure, Eist only felt a ripple of energy before a violent force slammed into her and Fior, sending them both flying backward.

      Eist hurtled through the air, all breath gone from her lungs. A hand reached out and gripped her arm, yanking her backward just far enough for a thick arm to wrap around her waist. The sudden jerking made her head spin and her body ache, but her vision cleared and she saw Fior barely hanging onto the lip of the doorway with his undersized claws.

      “Fior!” she cried, pulling against the arm holding her. But it was like an iron bar, pinning her in place even as she fought to get to her charge. “Let me go!”

      “Eist, th-th-the pull is too st-st-”

      “I don’t care!” She tried to wiggle out of his grasp, the sorcerer forgotten behind her as she reached for her little boy.

      His poor body was being pulled backward as if he had a rope around him and a whole team of bandits was yanking him. With every breath, his claws seemed to slide a little from the frame, leaving deep gouges. A short, terrified whine issued from him, and Eist felt something break inside her.

      Gone was her calm, or her ability to think in a crisis. Gone was her way of shutting everything out except what she needed to focus on.

      “Fior! Hold on, baby! I’m coming! Let me go! Let me go!” Words tumbled from her mouth as she tried to pull from Athar. “I have to save him! We have to save him!” She looked to the others with wild eyes, pressed as they were against Gaius’s side. Ain had a dragon! Certainly, the golden beast could do something! Why were none of them moving!? “Why won’t any of you save him!?”

      She was crying, she was fairly sure, but that didn’t matter. She didn’t think she would ever stop crying. Fior was everything to her. Her best friend. Her son. Her charge. Her future. He slept beside or on her cot each night, he nuzzled her when she was uncertain or too exhausted to think. He knew everything about her, both good and bad, and all he saw was his beloved rider.

      He was one of a kind. The perfect fit for her. The stunted dragon who used sound as a weapon and the stunted girl who couldn’t hear him. They couldn’t have been more meant for each other if the Three—or whatever deities were in charge—had crafted the pair by hand.

      “Oh, screw this,” Dille sighed before standing and vaulting over Gaius’s back in one smooth motion.

      The pull of the portal grabbed her the moment she was above the anchor of the golden dragon, and she let it haul her to the door, hand outstretched. Eist felt a bubble of hope raise in her as her friend was yanked toward the struggling Fior, but just when it seemed like she was going to reach him, the frame splintered and Fior was sent hurtling backward.

      “NO!”

      The rest of the world fell away in nothingness as Eist watched the horrific scene. Fior turned over himself, once, twice, before being dragged right down into the spinning void.

      The arm around her waist just squeezed tighter as Eist screamed, broken sounds barely making it through her wracking sobs. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t. Fior wasn’t gone! He couldn’t be!

      “Hey!” she barely heard Dille scream the word, and her eyes blinked back furiously against the tears. The girl was pressed up against the side of the door, facing Eist as the stone at her back stopped her from behind pulled any further.

      “You know, I’ve seen this happen before, a lot of times. It was just fuzzy enough that I didn’t really get what was happening, but I do now.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ain snapped, leaning over Gaius and extending his long, golden-tanned arm as far as he could. “Get over here!”

      “They always cut off suddenly, though, with you crying,” Dille continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “The sound always broke my heart, but I couldn’t help but wonder what would come next.” She took a deep breath, and Eist felt both confusion and dread combine with the utter grief tearing through her. “I guess it’s time to find out.”

      “Wha—”

      The thin girl took a breath then stepped into the doorway, allowing herself to be sucked off her feet and swallowed up by the portal in the blink of an eye.

      “DILLE!”
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      Eist wasn’t sure what happened. One minute she was screaming, her best friend and her dragon having been swallowed up by the churning spell, the next she was slung over a broad shoulder and carried along through a fight.

      There was slashing, and yelling, and hisses and screeches, but it all barely filtered to her. Her eyes were too full of tears to see clearly while the throbbing of her head erased what there was left of her hearing.

      Fior couldn’t be gone.

      Dille couldn’t be gone.

      Neither of those things were possible, yet no matter how many times she told herself that, the fact remained.

      But it couldn’t.

      How could they be gone!?

      She let out a kick, trying to get free of the grip holding her, trying to run back to the portal. She had magic running in her veins, after all, born from the first human oh-so-long ago. If her blood had been needed to open the portal, then surely that meant something. Meant that she could undo all of this and bring back those she loved.

      She remembered the first moment she had seen Dille, all starving limbs and fierce determination. She remembered the first time they had talked and how easily they fell into alliance. She remembered Dille holding her hand and spending entire days with her when she had been recovering in the infirmary after the forest, the lithe woman’s studies and assignments spread across the ground as she made sure Eist was never wanting for company.

      Eist remembered Fior too. From his first breath where he was all crystalline eyes and egg-shiny scales. How he instantly nuzzled into her and used to engulf her whole hand when he fed. She remembered how cute he had been during parts of his teething, but also how guilty she had felt during the painful bits. She’d gone to the healer’s hall several times, despite how much she had come to hate that part of the academy, just to get herbs to soothe the ache and burn of the whole process.

      He had been her forever companion. Growing with her, comforting her, experiencing every good and bad thing in her life. She wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for him and his strange, powerful roar that no one but she and her friends knew about. He wasn’t a stunted, burnt copper dragon, he was so much more than that, and now no one would ever get the chance to see it like she did.

      She remembered all of it in the span of just a breath, and it crushed her heart that much more. It wasn’t fair! It wasn’t right! Her parents had been centuries-old dragon riders, ones who knew their lives could end at any time. That was a risk of the job, and one that she and all of her friends would have eventually.

      But not now.

      It was too soon.

      They were all so…young.

      A hand gripped her chin, stopping short whoever was trying to carry her through the battle. The fingers dug into her face, and Eist tried to blink away the tears to see again.

      Somehow, she was unsurprised to see Farmad there, grinning at her manically. He was still glowing, crackling even more intensely with all that power he shouldn’t have.

      “My poor dear,” he cooed. Eist was faintly aware of the rest of the group stopping as well, and Athar straining against the hold as he turned. “You know, you’d probably be a lot less upset if you had just let yourself fall in just like your little one. Now you’re separated forever.” His thumb stopped biting into her skin only for the pad of it to gently stroke down one of the many tear tracks along her face, smearing the salty, stinging reminder of her loss across her reddening cheek.

      “But they wouldn’t let you do that. Your followers love you so much, don’t they? Do you think they’ll still love you after they realize how you’ve put them on a path that only leads to death?”

      Eist knew that he was taunting her, that he wanted to use his words to hurt her in the deepest way possible, but she didn’t feel despair. No, there wasn’t enough room for all of that.

      Instead, she felt blinding, burning, all-consuming rage.

      She ripped her head to the side, earning gouges in her cheek from his nails. Good, now the scar on her tongue would have matching marks. Without a second’s hesitation, her teeth latched around the closest two fingers and she bit down as hard as she could.

      Yes, the man had magic. He had so much that she never would. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t feel the pain of a bite just like anybody else.

      He let out several curses and tried to yank his hand away. Nothing like the element of surprise to put a spellcaster off their mark. Eist felt blood pool into her mouth, but she didn’t care. She put all the energy she had into her jaw.

      He had taken everything from her, so she would take at least a little away from him.

      “You insipid quim!” he screamed, raising his hand in a spell that would no doubt be devastating. Maybe it would even end everything, and she wouldn’t have to deal with the gaping, aching hole where her heart had once resided.

      “Let her go!”

      Abruptly Yacrist was there, his hand wrapping around the sorcerer’s wrist. He muttered several short words and the ground beneath the man seemed to grow slightly soft before it surged upwards, slamming the sorcerer to the wall, pinning him.

      “That’ll only hold a moment or two,” Yacrist said, turning to them. “You get her out of here. We’ll clear a path.”

      Get her out of here? Oh. He was talking to Athar, who was still holding her. Still preventing her from going back and diving into the portal, the pull of which she was beginning to feel again.

      No, no, no!

      It was all wrong. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Another raking sob fought its way out of her chest, and she succumbed to the angry tears again, letting herself hang limply from her giant friend’s shoulders.

      She didn’t lift her head, didn’t try to help with the battle. She didn’t have the energy. There was just so much…pain.

      Even her physical body seemed to echo the gaping maw within her, the wound in her stomach rubbing against Athar’s shoulder with every movement as he ran through the hall that Ain, Gaius, and Yacrist were clearing for him.

      Yacrist, who had just used magic that he very much shouldn’t have known. It went beyond a rune or knowing the right ingredients to negate a magic poison. He had used a spell. How was that possible? While Dille had the same strange sort of feeling to her that Eist had felt ever since the forest, Yacrist never felt like anything other than human. No strange energy about him, no invisible bonds that only she could see. He was safe, natural.

      And yet he had used magic.

      And Dille was gone.

      And so was Fior.

      How did it all go wrong? She had a stupid eye that was supposed to see things, and yet she had lost two of the most important beings she had in her life. And…and…

      There was something in her mouth.

      Her jaw ached in protest and she realized that her teeth were still tightly clenched together, holding the blood from the sorcerer’s hand within her mouth. She opened it, expecting just thick and heavy liquid, but was surprised to see something solid bounce across the floor as Athar sped away from it.

      It was a finger, just past the first knuckle.

      Oh.

      She barely was present enough to feel the cool air of the night as their fight spilled out into the court. More monsters surged up from the hall, but it seemed that their dragons had been ready and waiting for them, pressed up as close as they could get to the entrance, hearing that terrible things were happening but unable to fit through the inner doors.

      Athar didn’t stop running, and Eist could hear the dragons ripping and shredding things behind them. Did Veralda know that…that her rider was gone? While the massive red dragon was easygoing, Eist knew that she was just as attached to her rider as the overdramatic Alynbach. She always slept on the balcony or the roof right above their room, still ate from Dille’s hand even though she was more than capable of taking care of herself. She was a loving, compassionate girl, and now she was going to die.

      Because that was what happened to dragons when they lost their rider. Nine times out of ten, they would stop eating, stop drinking, and just waste away until they rejoined their rider beyond the veil. It didn’t seem fair considering that riders could live without their mounts, but Eist found herself wishing that she herself was dead rather than feeling the terrible, burning loss tearing through her.

      She was wondering dully if she could somehow fling herself to the ground and make her way back to the portal when Athar stopped short, slamming her face into his broad, muscled back. The man was like a brick house, and the bit of pain brought her back to reality just in time to realize she was being thrown through the air.

      She hit hard, her back slamming into the dirt. The stars spun above her before they were blotted out by a large object. She barely realized that it was Athar, and she rolled to the side as he slammed into where she had just been.

      She panted a little, lifting her head to look back the way they had come. There was a massive battle of at least a couple hundred of those disgusting, dripping creatures with too many eyes, limbs, and teeth, but the four dragons seemed to be holding their own. Ain and Yacrist were helping, shielded by Ethella and Veralda, one loosing his bow almost too fast to see while the other did more spells that he wasn’t supposed to be able to use.

      If she was fast, and quiet, she could probably get around them and back into the castle. But there were probably even more monsters inside, forming a barrier before she could ever hope to get to the pull that the portal had created.

      It was worth a try though, wasn’t it?

      She scrambled to her knees, trying to hurry before Athar recovered. But something gripped her and yanked her flat before flipping her over harshly.

      It was Valatos, his good hand around her ankle and his face twisted in an ugly snarl. Eist felt her middle throb at the reminder of who had slashed it, and she kicked at his face with all her might.

      His already swollen, bruised, and bloodied nose crunched even further, and he fell to the side, cursing vehemently. Eist scuttled backward, only for some strange sort of…something to wrap around her and pull her to her feet, dragging her across the ground.

      Her toes barely touched the grass, wind whipping past her as she was yanked through the night, until she ended up right in front of the sorcerer again.

      Farmad.

      What a stupid name.

      How had someone with such a stupid name ruined so much for her?

      “I should kill you right now,” he said, gripping her chin again, but keeping what was left of his fingers away from her mouth. She could feel him smearing his blood all over her cold, clammy face, and she wanted nothing more than to dive into the closest lake to wash it off.

      If he sensed her discomfort, he didn’t care. His other hand went to her hair, which he stroked gently, like she was a cat. Always so patronizing, like she couldn’t possibly be a threat to him despite the fact that he was missing the tip of one of his fingers because of her. “But I want you to witness this. Please, my little Eist, won’t you watch it with me?”

      She struggled against his hold, but the invisible pressure upon her kept her limbs pinned to her sides. “Hush now. I know it’s your nature to be obstinate, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime show.”

      It reminded her so much of the forest, when he had first manhandled her. When he had given her the little crescent scar on her tongue and the arrow hole in her shoulder.

      He liked doing that, she realized. Superimposing his force on her because she was smaller and technically weaker than him but had managed to do so much damage to all of his plans. He wanted her to fear him, to feel that he was above her, but she didn’t think that at all.

      While he could kill her easily, he would never be above her.

      His grip on her chin squeezed harder and he turned her, forcing her head to point straight at the castle. She felt his chest against her back as he held her, intent on making her watch whatever grand thing he thought he had set up.

      Eist burned with anger again, bright and blinding. She reached into herself, down, down, down deep into the strangeness that had been growing in her ever since she earned her second witch’s eye, and she pulled all of it up to the surface.

      She felt rather than saw the energy burst from her, heat and power and fury erupting from her core. The pressure holding her released, and she turned to face him with fists raised.

      “You always have to fight me on everything, don’t you?” Farmad hissed, recovering his balance and striding toward her again.

      “What can I say?” Eist spat, her words venomous through clenched teeth. “It’s just my nature.”

      What looked like lightning lashed out from one of his hands like a whip. Eist raised her own hand and caught it, pulling it into herself like it was something she could absorb and rebound back onto him.

      Which was actually what she did.

      She didn’t know how, but the bolt curved away from her and went right back toward Farmad. For a moment, she thought that she had the drop on him enough for the lightning to hit home, but he waved it away like it was nothing.

      The next thing Eist knew, that pressure hit her again, throwing her back into Athar, who was just getting up. He gripped her, eyes wide with confusion, then they were ripped apart from each other.

      She couldn’t see where Athar went, he was propelled back so far, but she couldn’t worry about him now. The only important thing was making Farmad hurt like she was. She wanted him to ache, to burn, to be barely hanging on to the precipice, knowing that only despair lay below his feet.

      Yeah, that sounded nice.

      She dug her hands into the ground, whispering pleas for it to help her. She continued to slide backward until the dirt began to ripple and buck, eventually welling up and gripping her arms hard enough to slow her to a stop.

      “What’s this, Eist? Have you learned magic?”

      Farmad didn’t seem upset about the group’s talents, but he should have been. Eist was intent on using whatever strange abilities she had to utterly destroy him.

      She whispered into the dirt once more and it shifted up beneath her, building upon itself until a large, rocky sort of creature rose from below her. Eist slid to the ground and pointed one shaking hand at Farmad.

      “Creating golems now, are we?” he asked with a laugh. “I don’t think even your mother could do that.” He made a specific gesture with his hand and the dirt rose in front of him too until he also had a stone creature.

      The two golems lumbered toward each other, trading blows and terrible bellows. Eist didn’t allow herself to be distracted by them, however, and barreled toward him.

      She lashed out with a hot spike of anger, which manifested in a bolt of purple light that arched toward the sorcerer. It hit square on his chest, making him stumble back, and she put all she had into her charge.

      Perhaps it was a bit silly to try to brute force a situation filled with magic, sorcery, and creatures from other realms, but it was what she knew best. Her body was her tool, honed through years of training, and she was going to use every tool she had at her disposal.

      She crashed into his chest, and they hit the ground. He went to strike at her, but she blocked it with one arm before slamming her other into his face. She recognized that she was moving with more force than she ever could before, and she didn’t know if it was because of her pure, unfiltered anger or the gifts she was tapping into.

      The sorcerer tried to surge upwards, to shift her balance so he could roll the two of them over, but Eist hooked her leg around one of his arms, anchoring them. She pulled her fist back before slamming it home again, and this time, it was her who crackled with spell-like energy.

      “You took them!” she heard herself cry. She hadn’t meant to say anything, because what was there to say? Her dragon and best friend were dead, and she was alive, and everything was wrong.

      “You’re the one who led them on the path of death!”

      Something gripped the back of her collar and she was yanked violently backward. She faintly heard a familiar voice cursing her and caught a glimpse of the battered Valatos as her body moved without her consent. The world spun again, and she was pinned to the ground, the sorcerer above her, his lips and eyebrow bleeding from her blows.

      “This could have happened so differently, if you would just listen!”

      She tried to push against him, but Valatos grabbed her hands, trapping them with his knees against her wrists. She could feel the bones grind in protest, but he didn’t relent. With her hands out of the question, Eist jerked her leg up, trying to slam into the sorcerer’s groin, but he pressed the point of his own sharp knees into the thickest part of her thigh, his body weight forcing her legs to the ground.

      She’d been in this situation before, all bound up and unable to strike. But she still had other weapons to her, one in particular that she’d used ever since she was a child. “If you wanted me to listen, then perhaps you shouldn’t have tried to kill me so many times!”

      He smiled, his eyes entirely too bright and happy. “Kill you? Eist, my stubborn little friend, when have I ever tried to kill you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, how about when I was fourteen and your follower nearly beat me to death in the healer’s hall?”

      “That was truly a performance,” he said as if he was recalling a fond memory. “But I think we can both agree that wasn’t me.”

      “In the forest, when you tried to take Fior!”

      “Ah yes, our first true meeting. But even then, I was just trying to snatch up your boy. He’s connected to very old magic, magic that I thought I would need to enact the last steps of my plan. But it turned out that magic was in you the whole time. I didn’t realize it until after you were gone, but I knew you would return to me, and return to me you did. So no, I didn’t try to kill you then either.

      “All I’ve done is give you chance after chance to see the light. I have been gracious, merciful even, and you spit in my face!”

      Eist gave him her own bright smile at that. “Yeah, I remember that. Good memories.” She drew up saliva to do it again, but then his good hand was back on her face, fingers pinching into her cheeks so hard that the inner parts of her mouth touched between her teeth.

      “Let’s not repeat that, shall we?” He looked her over and Eist swore his expression seemed almost wistful. “You could grow up to be so much. It’s a shame that you’re forcing my hand now.”

      She tried to tell him he was the only one forcing himself to do anything, but her words just came out as an angry, muffled sound. He continued looking down at her, as if he could see right through her, before sighing.

      “It almost seems wrong, you know, to snuff you out here on the grass like a common nuisance. You have gifts that could change this entire world. You deserve a death like what they write in legends.”

      His fingers left her cheeks and went to her hair again, gently stroking. Caressing.

      “I wonder what history will paint you as. The earnest but naïve girl who was led astray by the lies of the corrupt, or the diabolical villain who almost stopped it all? I hope the former, personally, so others might learn how one could be given such great power and still fall away from the light.”

      “You want light?” Eist gasped, her middle screaming in pain where his free hand pressed into it. “I’ll give you light.”

      She reached back into that swirling pool within her, back to the burning, churning feeling that had been lingering within her for so long. Maybe even before the forest. Maybe ever since her parents died and she had almost followed them with that violent fever. Its origin didn’t really matter. The only thing that mattered was that she was able to dip her hand in and yank as much of it out as she could handle.

      Brightness shot out of her like an eruption, going every which way. Eist had to close her eyes for a moment, the luminosity was so intense. She felt, rather than saw, both Farmad and Valatos knocked back, freeing her limbs from their hold.

      Good.

      She surged to her feet without telling her body to stand. One moment, she was on the ground, and the next, she was running forward. Farmad had recovered enough to get to his knees from where he had been blasted, but she rewarded him with a sharp kick to his face, her boot landing against one of his cheekbones.

      She didn’t let up, pressing forward. Her open palm went in an arc, more light blasting from it. The sorcerer barely raised his own arms up, crossed at the wrists and deflecting her blow with what looked like a semi-transparent shield.

      Two could play that game.

      She concentrated on the energy flowing through her, the light and the anger and the need to stop all of this once and for all. Focusing, she was able to form it into a halberd in her hand, and she swung it down at the man. He blocked, because of course he did, and the ground rippled like a wave below her, sending her stumbling backward.

      Once more, she was struck about the irony of two magic users falling back to basic weaponry and fisticuffs, but there was little time to ponder it. He was on her again, a glowing sword in his own hand, striking out at her again and again.

      She slipped into the forms of battle that she had been training for, one hand gripping over her halberd of light, one under. Using all parts as both a defensive and offensive item. Keeping the opponent at bay.

      It was clear that Farmad, for all his supposed power, wasn’t used to fighting physical and certainly wasn’t used to fighting while wounded. And wounded he was. Blood was streaming down his swelling face and his hand with the missing fingertip. He had cuts and scrapes everywhere from Fior’s initial blast, and Eist had to wonder if she was only alive because her boy had tired the sorcerer out with his powerful roar.

      Eist, however, was used to fighting injured. She had fought tooth and nail against a possessed healer who was ten times stronger than she could ever be. She’d been thrown around, had her nose, ribs, and leg broken, but she hadn’t given up. She’d ridden through a forest after being knocked in the head twice and shot with a poisonous arrow. She and pain had long since made friends, and she knew how to push her body beyond it.

      And so, she began to gain ground. Her weapon of light struck more often and harder, sending sparks or smoke shooting up from Farmad’s shield, which he moved slower and slower. She advanced on him like a wave, unstoppable, determined, and finally she saw her opening.

      Deflecting a blow from his sword, Eist swung her halberd around, summoning as much energy as she could into the glowing blade. It all took less than a breath, and she was about to thrust forward through his defense and into Farmad’s body when what felt like white-hot fire bloomed in her lower back.

      “Just die already, you sard of a half-breed!” she heard Valatos spit as he pulled what must have been her own dropped knife from her back.

      Eist stumbled forward, her legs seeming to be too confused to hold her up anymore, right into Farmad’s arms. He caught her like one would catch a friend as they fell, and gently lowered her to the ground, cooing and chiding.

      She hated him.

      She hated him so much.

      She gripped him, trying to keep right on fighting like she always did, but her breath was coming in short, hard pants as pain flooded her body. It was worse than her stomach. Worse than being shot. And she was just so cold.

      “Shhh,” Farmad urged, both of his hands coming up to wrap around her neck. How funny, all the supposed power in the word and he was going to strangle her.

      Perhaps funny wasn’t the right word.

      His fingers squeezed, cutting her off from air and, try as she might to push him off, her body felt weaker than bread soaked in water. She could feel herself slipping away, succumbing to the darkness creeping into the edge of her vision.

      Oh well. At least she would be with Fior, Dille.

      A reunion would actually be pretty nice.

      After so much fighting, so much pain, it would be a relief to not have the responsibility of living anymore, wouldn’t it?

      That made sense to Eist, and with her eyes tilted up to the stars, she let herself go.
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      The night sky was beautiful, all velvet-soft obsidian with sparkling points of light. Stars danced and quivered in her failing vision, her shepherds on the path to whatever great mysteries were beyond the veil.

      But then suddenly all those dazzling points of light were blotted out by a circle of blinding blue that popped into existence. It spun, burning brightly, before a dark, unidentifiable shape punched out of it, moving far too quickly to see.

      The shape rushed toward them, but Eist didn’t even have the strength in her arm to point. Instead she watched, her vision on the verge of blinking out entirely, as the shape hurtled toward them and then bright, silvery claws bit into Farmad’s shoulders.

      The shape rose, lifting the sorcerer off of Eist and flinging him away. Something rolled off it and landed on the ground beside Eist just as Valatos rushed her.

      “Hello, remember me?” the shape said to the jester.

      Eist blinked rapidly, realizing there was a woman standing next to her with a massive head of wild curls and umber, almost glowing skin. The jester pulled up short in horror upon the sight of her, and she just made a strange gesture with one of her hands in response.

      The swirling bit of blue she had shot out from in the sky vanished only to open up again right behind the bleeding man.

      “I can’t say it was good to see you again,” the woman said before kicking him square in the chest, sending him flying backward into the portal before it snapped shut entirely.

      “W-wh—” Eist tried to wheeze out a question that made sense, something, anything that would clear up whatever had just happened. The voice beside her sounded so familiar and the silhouette felt like one she should know, but her vision was still so blurry and flickering between how a normal man might see the night and how her gifted sight worked.

      “Oh, hey there. Hold on, Eist, I got ya. Don’t worry.”

      Suddenly the woman was kneeling beside her, a dark hand pressed to Eist’s chest. She was muttering something while pulling a vial from the sack at her waist, and as she poured the liquid over the wounded girl, Eist suddenly found that she was able to breathe a little more steadily.

      Her vision cleared a second later, and she was surprised to see a face bordering on familiar. The slope of the forehead, the broad spread of her noble nose. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think it was…

      “Dille?”

      The woman laughed, too old and too grown and too everything to be Eist’s friend, but she knew that laugh anywhere.

      “How can you be Dille?”

      “It’s a long story,” she answered, voice quavering behind her full, ruby lips. “But right now, I want to hug you. Are you able to be hugged right now?”

      Utterly bewildered, Eist nodded, letting the woman draw her up into an embrace. As soon as they touched, she knew it had to be her friend. But how Dille had ended up as a fully-grown woman in very strange clothes and decked out in what looked like an entire battle’s worth of potions was beyond her.

      There was a sharp shriek from above and Eist barely registered that the sorcerer had been let go by the dragon that had pulled him off her. He landed behind Dille, his entire body bursting with energy, and abruptly, Eist had had enough.

      Pulling one of the long daggers free from grown-Dille’s belt, she whipped her hand forward, sending the knife tumbling end over end until it buried itself true in the man’s neck.

      His eyes went wide, and he stumbled back one step, and then two. For a moment, his knees bent, as if they couldn’t support his weight anymore, but then Eist could see the moment when he already began to recover.

      “You know what?” Dille said, looking over her shoulder but not letting go of Eist. “I’m getting real tired of you.”

      Eist felt her friend make the gesture against her back and another swirling pool of blue opened behind the sorcerer. Before he could get a single spell off, the large shape that had ferried him off the first time finally landed and let out a roar that was unlike anything Eist had ever felt.

      It was a booming wave of power, and Eist recognized it as sound, but she couldn’t hear it. She couldn’t hear anything. But the total deafness didn’t even register as important to her, because standing in front of her was Fior, fully grown and blasting Farmad backward.

      The sorcerer tried to hold his ground, he really did, but he was no match for the bellow from Fior’s mouth. Eist watched, jaw hanging open, as the man was physically lifted and thrown back into the swirling blue.

      Dille snapped her fingers, and then the portal was gone.

      Eist had almost expected the monsters to fall, dropping to ash as their master disappeared, but they kept right on fighting. There were somehow more of them around Ain, Yacrist, and the dragons while another group had set upon Athar, who was covered in scratches as he swung his great sword this way and that to fight them off. Had he been battling on his own, separate from the group the whole time? Eist had forgotten there was anything beyond the sorcerer in front of her.

      “Come on, we need to get all of us out of here,” Dille said, rising to her feet and gently pulling Eist with her.

      But all Eist had was eyes for Fior. She stumbled forward and her dragon whirled on her, crystalline eyes looking over her. He was so big. How was that even possible?

      She reached forward tentatively, almost not daring to believe it could be her little guy. But she knew those black, copper, and brown scales anywhere. That sweet smile. The way he tapped his not-so-little claws against the ground when he was uncertain.

      Her fingers almost reached his snout when he pulled away slightly, his nostrils flaring. Eist froze, allowing him to catch her scent. How long had he been without her? It had only seemed like minutes to her, and yet he was so much older. Stronger. He could carry her on his back if he remembered her.

      The moment stretched on, her standing there in the middle of a battle with her hand outstretched, then it was over in a blink. Fior rushed forward like he wanted to tackle her.

      He stopped at the last moment, but his body curled entirely around her, tongue laving all over her face and hair. There was spit, so much spit, but she didn’t mind. No, Eist didn’t mind at all.

      Throwing her arms around his neck, she hugged him as tightly as her battered and tired arms would allow her too.

      “Fior, I love you. I love you so much. Never leave me like that again. You can’t, okay? You can’t, I won’t survive it.” She sobbed into his scales, relief flooding every bit of her. Fior made a chorus of whimpering and comforting sounds as well, as if he didn’t know whether he wanted to provide comfort or ask for it. But that was alright, because Eist was going to pamper and spoil him until he was sick of her, and then she’d do it some more.

      A short whistle had Fior untangling himself from her, and Eist was surprised to see the fully-grown Dille standing there almost sheepishly. “I’d hate to interrupt what I know is a really important reunion, but we should really go.”

      Eist nodded, but her mind was still busy comparing how Dille looked now to what she should appear as. Her face was broader, wiser, and utterly beautiful. While Eist had been aware that her friend was maturing into a gorgeous woman, before she’d gone in the portal, she still had much of the girlishness that came along with youth. But the woman in front of her wasn’t anything like that. She was fully realized, filled out and confident. Her eyes were mysterious and her full, full lips curled into a weary smile. What had happened since she’d let herself fly into that vortex? She was so much more now. Eist looked up at her, still trying to figure it all out. “How are you…”

      “It’s a long story,” she said again with a sigh. “One I’ll have to tell you later, when it’s safe. Oh, but there is something I should mention.” She made that same gesture with her hand and another portal opened. For a moment, nothing issued from it, but then a truly massive red snout stuck through followed by a fully grown and gargantuan red dragon. “I kind of have two dragons now.”

      Eist stared, just one more straw to add on top of the pile. No dragon rider ever had two dragons. The closest that ever happened was blue dragon twins choosing siblings, or having a two-headed dragon. It wasn’t possible, and yet Eist knew as the red beast ambled to Dille that she was undoubtedly the girl’s mount.

      Fior let out a happy chirp and danced over to the great dragon, nuzzling her snout.

      “About that,” Dille muttered. “I think your dragon has a crush on mine.”

      It was such a non sequitur after so much violence and pain that Eist couldn’t help but laugh. “Huh, what is it with both of your dragons being heartbreakers?”

      “I don’t know, but—”

      She was cut off as the entire ground shook, throwing them all off their feet. Even the monsters seemed to react, scrambling for solid earth.

      Except there was no solid earth, cracks racing out like the dirt below them was ice rather than solid ground. Just when Eist was sure that it was going to split in two and swallow them all, it stopped just as abruptly as it started.

      “What was—”

      A horrendous crack split the air and the grand castle was collapsing on itself. Statues, pillars, and chunks of stone rained downwards.

      “Retreat!” she screamed, pushing to her feet and climbing onto Fior’s back. Despite the fact that they had never done it before, she felt like she fit perfectly at the juncture between his neck and wings. “Ain, Yacrist, Athar, retreat!”

      The dragons seemed to react before she did, Alynbach grabbing Yacrist and flinging him onto Veralda’s back while the giant red beast gently wrapped her mouth about Ain’s waist. Dille scrambled up onto the back of the dragon from the portal, who flew toward the battle to scoop up the completely exhausted Gaius.

      As for Eist, she directed Fior with her knees, urging him to shoot across the grass almost too quickly to even comprehend. She screamed Athar’s name, extending her arm just in time for him to grab it and use it to swing himself behind her on Fior’s back.

      Eist was more than grateful for her powerful thighs keeping her clamped tightly to her spot, the force of Athar’s grab nearly yanking her shoulder out of joint. But she dismissed the pain as his strong arms wrapped around her waist once more.

      He was safe.

      They were all safe.

      Within moments, they were all in the air and retreating toward the gated entrance.

      Eist could see the guards rushing to see what was happening, but she paid them little mind, her eyes locked on the castle as it collapsed.

      Thousands of years of history all tumbling down like it was nothing. Except tumbling wasn’t really the right word. No, not at all. It was being sucked in.

      It seemed the portal that had started it all hadn’t ended when its creator disappeared. And maybe Eist knew that in the back of her mind. Maybe she knew that it was powered by her blood and would hold as long as she still had blood to spill. No wonder Farmad had taken so long before finally giving into the desire to kill her.

      She watched the castle collapse like it was the end of an era, the marking of some new and terrible part of history they were about to stumble into. It seemed to take ages before it was finally a mess of structure and stone in a large heap on the ground.

      No one said anything, because what could they possibly say in such a situation? Silence rang out, heavy with shock.

      Or at least it did until something burst from the debris.

      Tall, thick, and shining like ink, the force solidified into what looked like the winding arm of a sea creature. A…tentacle, Eist believed they were called.

      “What in the All-Mother’s name is that?!”

      No.

      It couldn’t be.

      Another tentacle burst through the rubble. And then another. And then Eist realized they were and weren’t solid. They billowed within the confines of their dark, squirming mess, like smoke that was somehow contained. There was a venomous sort of bubbling to the thick, almost liquid-like appearance, and suddenly she knew.

      “It’s the Blight,” she whispered, going oh-so-cold.

      As if it heard her, the world rumbled again, and a great and terrible creature rose up from below the earth. Something like a skull, something like a drawing of a terrible leviathan in the abysses of the ocean, something like what lurked in the darkest corners of a nightmare… There were no real words for the writhing, wriggling mass that slowly continued to move up, up, up, until it reached the clouds.

      “That…that can’t be,” Yacrist breathed. “Your parents—”

      “—died for nothing.”

      The creature stopped its ascent, its form rippling and spreading out until it covered a good part of the sky. Another foreboding rumble issued from it, and the sound seemed to resonate across the entire ground.

      The monster reacted viscerally, going stock still and then collapsing into the same piles of liquid that had created it. Then, in some sort of bizarre corruption of a rainstorm, the liquid flew upwards, rejoining the Blight’s body.

      And with each surge it absorbed, the mass grew bigger and more foreboding. Eist’s stomach twisted in horror and dread. In front of her, her worst nightmare was happening, and she was powerless to stop it.

      Was this how her parents felt right before they had given up their lives to lock it away forever? Now that it had broken out, were they free?

      She didn’t know, and she supposed that she never would. The only thing she knew was that the Blight was free and a part of her world again.

      As if it could sense her thoughts, what seemed like its head turned to them, its eyeless face somehow staring at them all intensely. Eist’s breath caught, sure that it was going to surge forward and swallow them up.

      But it didn’t. Instead, it finished absorbing the last drop of inky blackness and then disappeared into the night sky.

      “I…” Ain breathed. “That can’t be.”

      “It is,” Eist answered, her voice shaking.

      “B-but what…what d-d-d-does th-that mean for us?”

      “Simple,” Eist said, steeling herself against the despair curling within her. She had her best friend back, she had her dragon back, but she felt like she had just been propelled out of the cauldron and into the fire. “It means war.”
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      “What happened to you?”

      It was a simple question, but Eist was under no delusion that it would have a simple answer. In fact, she wondered if she would ever get a simple answer to anything ever again.

      Dille sighed wearily, sagging in one of the chairs. They were in the same council room where Eist had been grilled about her vision. It seemed impossible that it had just been the previous day, but it was.

      The city was going mad at the collapse of the castle and Eist knew that if the five of them hadn’t booked it out of there on their mounts, they would be in another interrogation. Thankfully, nobody seemed the wiser about their involvement in the crumbling of the strongest and grandest building in all of Rothaiche M’or.

      “Can this wait until tomorrow?” she asked as Eist looked her over yet again. The more she stared at her beautiful friend, the more she looked like Dille, just if someone emphasized all of her best features. Her dark skin was flawless and had taken on a deep, red tone that reminded Eist of earth deep, deep down that had yet to be drained of life by farming or roads. Her lips were full while her lashes were thick and dark, framing her deep, honey eyes and making them look both mysterious and mischievous. Even her hair spoke of so much time passing, surrounding her head in a cloud of thick, black curls. “I know that I was only gone for a few minutes for you, but for me… Well, it was a whole lot longer than that.”

      “I don’t think we should wait,” Yacrist said, looking strained as he stood with his arms crossed over his chest. He seemed to be vibrating with barely-held-back energy, and Eist couldn’t blame him. He had no idea what had happened to his family, and the home that he had known his entire life had crumbled to the ground right in front of them.

      Oh, and they had watched the Blight break into their world and take to the sky.

      That wasn’t exactly something to gloss over either.

      “I… I’m not sure how to explain it. I went into the past, I suppose you could say, but it wasn’t like I just popped out of a portal there and ended up walking around until I found my way back.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Unsure if they were still as close as they were, Eist carefully reached for her friend’s hand, hoping to reassure her. Dille stiffened a moment, her breath seeming to catch, before she did relax. “I was born. I remember being a child. I lived a whole life.”

      “But how is that possible? You already grew up here.”

      “Did I?” She shook her head and sighed again. “It’s all really complicated. I don’t know if I started there, was sent back here to live again only to get knocked back into a portal so I could fly around and make sense of it all, or if there’s some other mixed-up order of things. Time doesn’t seem so straight to me anymore. It’s like more of a ball of woven thread all twisted up and tied together.”

      “So what you’re s-saying,” Athar said breathlessly, “is that you went into the past and lived a whole life then came here?”

      “Well, no. It wasn’t so linear as that. I fell into a portal in the past and I was just sort of…hurtling, I guess. Through… nothing? I can’t really explain it. But then I was dumped out long, long ago and I didn’t know what I was going to do until I ran into this little guy.” She jerked her thumb toward Fior, who chirped happily. Except his chirp had a much deeper tone now and the difference bothered Eist. She loved seeing her little guy so big, but she had missed all of it. She would never get that time back. “You see, my mind was blank, like a slate that had been washed off. I didn’t know who I was or how I got there or anything. But the moment Fior saw me, he started jumping and yelling, and after a few sharp barks from him, I started to remember bits and pieces.

      “We eventually found a sort of…witches coven, you could say. But back then, it was called a temple to the spirits, I guess. They taught me how to control the magic in me, taught me spells and all sorts of things. As the years passed, memories started to come back until I was able to recall all of both of my lives.”

      “And then you came back?” Ain asked, sounding somewhere between awe and disbelief.

      “No. Then we fought in a war. I, uh, I think it might have been the first great war.”

      “What?” Eist couldn’t help but blurt. “You’re kidding.”

      “Uh, no. I’m not. Fior and I were quite a team. But then I had a vision. One that said you needed me more than anything. And I remembered you, I remembered what you mean to me. So, I went down into the deepest part of the archives and found the ancient spells that opened the portals.”

      “And—”

      “No. That’s not when I came back either. I ended up back in the first place where my dragon was waiting there for me, like she knew that I would be arriving right then and there. Dragons are more attuned to the magic of our world, of all the things that we can’t see. Even more than we give them credit for.

      “Then I opened a portal and was finally spit out just a few minutes after I had left.”

      “It was a bit more than a few minutes.” Or at least it had felt that way. To Eist, it felt like her entire world had been turned upside-down, inside-out, shaken, cut down the middle then burned in an inferno. If she hadn’t had her rage to cling to, she was sure that she would have crumbled into despair right then and there.

      “And those same portals are what you knocked Valatos and Farmad into?”

      She shook her head, her large curls bouncing around her. “No. All of my portals for me had very specific paths or destinations in mind. The ones I shoved them into were like the one Fior and I got sucked into.”

      “Which is different because…”

      “Those were gates to things outside of our dimension. Outside of time and life and, well, everything as far as I could figure. That’s why I was falling for so long. And that’s also how I was able to run into Fior over twenty years later and have it only be a small time for him.” She squinted, as if thinking hard. “Although, if I think about all the time that’s looped back for me, uh… I suppose it’s been around fifty plus years that we’ve been gone.”

      Eist sputtered several noises before she pulled herself together enough to comprehend that. “Fifty years? But you look…five years older, maybe six. How is that possible?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I remember growing in the first place I landed, but not during the great war. Fior did, though, but it doesn’t really make sense that no one commented on how I never aged.”

      “Yeah, out of all of this, that’s what doesn’t make sense,” Ain grumbled.

      Suddenly, Dille was leaning forward, her big, umber eyes staring into Eist’s. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

      “There’s a lot of things you have to tell me.”

      She let out the slightest smile before seeming to steel herself. “Look, when I went into my other life…the one before, or after…or in the middle of this—I guess I don’t even know—but anyway, in that life, I kinda, maybe, sorta became friends with your parents.”

      “What?” Eist asked, feeling like she couldn’t possibly get any more shocked and yet feeling that same overwhelming surprise swamping her again. “You were knocked back into my parents’ time?”

      “Yeah. But I only knew them for a real short while. I started having these dreams that kinda led me to them, and the next thing I knew, I was helping them stop a ritual that was going to sever the already pretty tenuous connection between the Three and our world. That’s when I fell into a portal there too.

      “Well, fell is a very generous term. I cut a guy’s hand off because he was trying to pull your mother in. Also, I think it might have been the same one-handed guy you were fighting tonight. Either that, or the similarities are uncanny.”

      “Wait, Valatos, my family’s jester, was making ritual portals back in Eist’s parents’ time?”

      Dille nodded.

      “Why would he do that?” Eist managed to ask, trying to process everything that was happening. “Pull my mother in, that is. Or make that portal in general.”

      “Probably because he was actually trying to create a sort of ancient severing seal, but your mother altered it using the sheep’s blood he had been using. There were some…unintended consequences to that, it seems.”

      “Consequences that involved the two of you hurtling through time?”

      “Uh, I think hurtling through existence is more accurate.”

      “Huh.”

      “But what I want to know,” Dille said, her too-keen gaze swiveling away from Eist to Yacrist, “is why I’m pretty sure I saw you using spells against that horde.”

      “That’s right,” Ain said, seemingly eager to jump to that. “Since when do you use magic?”

      “I, uh, don’t.” The boy shifted from foot to foot. It was unusual to see him as anything less than effortlessly confident, but Eist would be lying if she didn’t admit that she was curious too. She felt like she could usually see the glow of enchantment around people, or see it in the ties that surrounded them, but Yacrist had none of that.

      In fact, when she closed her eyes and tried to look at what might bind him, everything got a bit…fuzzy.

      “I may not underst-stand most of this, but I am almost c-certain that I saw you use magic.”

      “They’re spells,” Yacrist said softly. “From the books that Eist and I have been studying. There are ways that you can manipulate the energy that connects everything without having any ancient dragon’s blood in you. It’s not really using magic, it’s more just knowing the rules.

      “That’s how Valatos was able to do that ritual back in your parents’ time, I’m guessing. He didn’t seem like he had the ability, unlike the…” His face drained of a bit of color. “…that other guy.”

      “Farmad,” Eist forced herself to say. “That’s his name.”

      “At least he’s gone now,” Ain grumbled.

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Dille said solemnly. “I came back, after all. And now that their master is out, it’ll be pretty easy for it to call them to its side.”

      Eist felt the breath rush out of her and she sort of collapsed against the back of her chair.

      That was right. The Blight was freed. After everything her parents had given up, had sacrificed, the Blight was set upon the world once more.

      They had failed.

      They hadn’t even known what they were up against. Not really. They had all sorts of cursory knowledge and a vague idea, but until that morning, Eist hadn’t even known that her parents used magic.

      “What’s the point of having these dreams or visions if they’re just going to trick me?” Eist hissed. “If we hadn’t sent the riders away to some fake battle, then maybe all of this could have—”

      “Wait, who said it was a fake battle?”

      Eist looked to Dille with wide eyes. “Isn’t it? I thought you said it was a diversion.”

      “It was, but that doesn’t mean it’s fake. I’m certain that I saw just how very real it was. The war is starting on the dawn, and it will be a bloody one.” She closed her eyes, as if she was sorting memories she had. “I wish I could remember if they win, but I don’t think I’ve seen that. I think… I think this is my…now? And all those other things are my past?

      “I don’t really know. It’s all so confusing.”

      Finally, something to do. A task that Eist could throw herself into and bury her emotions underneath. She jumped to her feet, feeling her determination come back a bit. “Then we have to help them! If we leave now, then—”

      Athar’s large hand came to rest on her shoulder. “Eist, you’re wounded. We’re all battered. We n-need to rest and grab su-sup-supplies.”

      “He’s right,” Ain added before she could object. “The sun is rising, so it’s too late to reach them before this battle the both of you have apparently seen. We all know that the bells will sound if they need reinforcements, so showing up damaged and already defeated will help no one.”

      Eist wanted to argue with them, but they were right. Even with Yacrist’s spells, her wounds were wearing on her. Every moment, she felt a little colder, a little weaker, a little emptier. But maybe that was also because she had just seen a creature that could end her world and everything she loved rise from what was supposed to be its eternal prison.

      “I guess I should get to the healer’s hall then,” Eist said, wrinkling her nose. She’d been so good about staying away from there that it pained her to go back.

      “Wait a minute, I think I can do something to help.” Dille stood and reached into one of the many pouches attached to her belt. Feeling around a bit, she pulled out a vial and tossed it to Eist.

      “Drink that,” she said plainly, closing the distance between them.

      Eist did as her friend asked, chugging the liquid down. It didn’t taste as awful as she thought it would. No, it was a bit like fruit and…earth? Not exactly something she enjoyed but not vile enough to churn her stomach.

      If her stomach could even churn anymore. She did have a dagger pretty close to it just a bit earlier.

      “Hold still,” Dille continued softly, her bigger hands spreading out across Eist’s wounded middle. Although everything about the woman had changed, it was bizarre to see that even her fingers were longer, more tapered. They’d grown graceful with age, but everyone else was still the same.

      Ugh. Magic seemed to complicate everything. Eist was tired of it.

      But she was distracted from her irritation by a sort of shifting in her stomach followed by a warm rush through all of her limbs. Some of her soreness abated, and she felt like she could breathe easier.

      “How’s that?” Dille asked, stepping back.

      Without thinking, Eist pulled up her torn, dirty tunic to look at her middle. There was still the seal written in blood by Yacrist, but above it, the wound from Valatos was shimmering with a sort of golden sparkle as it shrank a bit. The skin around the edge was pink, and slowly going pale, but not closing entirely.

      “Huh,” Eist murmured. “That’s impressive.”

      “It won’t heal entirely, but it’s something I learned that works on people with magic in them. Basically uses the energy in you to speed things up.”

      “That could come in handy,” Ain said, coming up alongside and bending to stare right at Eist’s healing middle. It was only about then that she realized she had her tunic up all the way under her chest, which was probably the most exposed she had ever been in front of her male friends.

      Huh.

      She looked to Yacrist and saw that his eyes were locked on her injuries and the seal. Athar, however, was staring up at the ceiling and a bright red. It was cute, even if it was a little silly.

      “Well, we should at least try to get a couple hours of sleep,” Dille said, wiping her hands on her clothes.

      “Yeah,” Eist agreed. “So are you going to come up to our room?”

      After all, if what Dille was saying was true, then she hadn’t been in the academy dorm in decades. She might not even remember it.

      “I…uh, I think perhaps I should spend tonight out with my dragons. I’ve got a lot of introductions and explanation to make to the two of them.”

      “Right. That makes sense.”

      “W-we’ll walk you to your do-do-doo- your room,” Athar said, finally looking back to her.

      Eist nodded, feeling strange all over again. “Are you sure, Dille?”

      “Yeah. Look, I still know you, and I’m pretty sure I still love you, but I need a little bit to figure out where I am and what exactly is the past.”

      “Right, right. That makes sense.” Eist looked to her little boy who wasn’t so little anymore. “You remember where our room is, Fior?” Her dragon, now the size of two horses with his broad, shovel-like head as big as her upper body, snuffled at her before nodding. “Alright. Sounds good.”

      There were farewells all around as the boys called their own dragons down and gave them their goodnight pets and check-overs before sending them back outside. Eist had no doubt that both Alynbach and Gaius would be waiting for them on their balconies the moment Ain and Yacrist got to their room while Ethella would no doubt plop herself right on the roof above Athar’s room.

      They were all definitely going to miss classes the next day. If there were any, that was.

      When it came time for Dille to depart, Eist had to resist holding onto her. The whiplash between having lost her closest friend and then suddenly having her back again—but older—still hadn’t faded much. Eist didn’t know if it ever would.

      “You promise you’re never going to disappear again?”

      “I promise,” Dille said, pulling Eist into another soft embrace.

      They held on for quite a while, longer than what was probably necessary, but Eist just wasn’t ready to let go.

      However, she was able to eventually release Dille, although her eyes didn’t leave her friend’s back until she disappeared down one of the halls that led toward the dragon caves.

      That left just the four of them and Fior trundling toward the dorms. While her charge had once been no different from a dog trotting along beside her, he now took up too much room and had to follow along behind her or lead. It was strange when just that morning, he had been so small that no one was sure if he would ever grow enough to ride.

      What had he seen in that time away from her? Did he resent her for letting him fall into the portal? For failing him? She couldn’t blame him if he did, but still, she hoped that maybe somehow things would be alright.

      They walked up to her door in silence, although walking didn’t really describe the shuffling, uncertain sort of shamble they moved with. Even after all her healing, Eist didn’t think she’d ever been so exhausted. And she’d almost died twice.

      “Huh, this seems a bit surreal, doesn’t it?” Eist asked, looking back at her companions. All of them looked as uncertain and awkward as she did. Because how did someone fall asleep after watching their world launch itself into the apocalypse?

      “Maybe we should all spend the night in my room,” Yacrist offered. “My floor is still covered in mattresses.”

      Eist smiled at her friend, but she had a feeling it looked much more melancholy than she intended. “Thank you, but I kind of want some alone time to talk to Fior. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “We understand,” Athar said, a kind expression on his face. “Just try to get some rest between all that talking.”

      Eist nodded. “I’ll try my best, but no promises.”

      She lifted the latch to her door and swung it open. It was a tight squeeze, but Fior managed to get himself inside with only a little bit of wiggling while the boys headed down the hall to their rooms.

      Once Fior was completely inside, Eist watched him settle down on the floor. He took almost all of the spare room, with his tail curled up in Dille’s cot. It seemed that very soon he was going to have to sleep on the balcony or roof like Veralda.

      “Eist!”

      She turned at the sound of her name only to see Yacrist running back toward her. She stiffened automatically, expecting an attack or perhaps even something behind her, but instead he threw his arms around her and yanked her into a fierce kiss.

      Oh.

      Oh!

      Eist blinked up at his face, so close to hers, but his eyes were closed. His lips pressed against her with a strange sort of heat that she wasn’t sure if she liked or made her nauseous. Suddenly, she was acutely aware of the firm cut of his body, and his musculature pressed along her form. Of how his arms were both crushing her and lifting her to him, caging her in his embrace.

      It was all too much. All too intense. Eist was too exhausted to figure out if it was a good thing and she wanted it to keep going, or if she never wanted it to happen in the first place. Couldn’t life give her a tiny break for just a moment?

      Yacrist pulled back, and when she focused on his face again, she saw tears in the corner of his eyes.

      “Please, please, stop trying to take everything on by yourself,” he whispered before pulling her into another tight, desperate hug. “I don’t think I could survive if anything happened to you. Do you understand that? You’re so important. To all of us.”

      Eist stood there, shocked by her friend’s emotional words. Sure, Yacrist was always flirty with everyone and a bit on the dramatic side, but this was different. She could hear the fear and the caring in his voice. She had really scared him.

      She hadn’t meant to.

      Gently, she patted his back as he held her, his fingers clinging to her back like he was afraid that she would turn to dust in his hands. She didn’t mind, but her attention was quickly diverted when her gaze caught on Athar’s expression.

      The look on his face could only be described as crestfallen, his lips pressed into a thin line. His gaze met hers while Yacrist was still holding her and out of nowhere Eist found herself feeling both embarrassed and confused. But that didn’t make any sense.

      The whole thing was just too overwhelming and irritating, so she abruptly pulled herself out of his grip.

      “I’ll try, okay?”

      “Okay,” he whispered, wiping his eyes and letting his arms drop.

      Something in the air had changed as he walked back to join the other two, but Eist didn’t feel like she could put her finger on exactly what it was. It mostly just felt like expectations were heavy in the air. Expectations that she wasn’t even sure she wanted.

      A quiet trill sounded from Fior and Eist shook herself from her reverie to glance at her charge. His crystalline eyes were full of curiosity and concern.

      “It’s alright,” she assured him, moving around his large feet and going to sit on her cot. “We can deal with all that later. For tonight, let’s just focus on me and you.”
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      “So, you’re a lot bigger now, aren’t ya?”

      Fior blinked at her a moment, secondary eyelids moistening his crystal gaze, before his head surged forward. Before Eist could quite comprehend it, his head was in her lap and his muzzle was gently pressed against her still-healing injuries.

      Goodness, his head was practically the same size that all of him had been just that morning. But also somehow heavier. It made her glow with pride that he was the grown dragon that she always knew he would be, but there was still that bitter edge of missing so much.

      “So I’m guessing you remember me?”

      Another sweet trill and it broke down what little defenses Eist had. She doubled over so that she was leaning against the top of his head, resting her cheek against his cool, smooth scales.

      “I’m so sorry, my baby boy. I never meant for you to fall into that portal. You know that, right? You know I fought so hard to save you, right?”

      Another set of soft coos, but with a whining sort of edge. Eist knew that sound, even if she didn’t hear it very often. It was a noise he made when he was sad, or scared, but was trying to tell her it wasn’t her fault.

      “I love you so much,” Eist whispered into his scales. She didn’t know when she had started crying, but she felt the warm, salty tears as they trailed down her cheeks. “When I thought I lost you, I didn’t know how I was going to live. I didn’t want to live. And I know that you were gone much longer than me, but even just those few minutes were awful.”

      “I promise to never let anything like that happen to us again, okay? I’ll die before I let that happen. I swear it.”

      Fior just snuffled further, his wings raising then resettling so that they cocooned Eist in a protective little shelter. Well, that was an answer if there ever was one.

      “You ready for some sleep? I have a feeling that we won’t get a chance to rest, and I mean really rest, for a very long time now.”

      He nodded ever-so-slightly, and Eist couldn’t help but smile. Swinging her legs up onto her cot, she arranged her pillows so she could comfortably stay with Fior on her lap.

      It was surprising how quickly her eyelids grew heavy, and before too long, weariness sent her tumbling down into sleep.
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      Eist woke up painfully hungry. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant sensation, and her head spun as she rose from her bed. Judging by the disgruntled sound that Fior made, he was equally as grouchy from hunger pangs.

      “How about we break the fast, huh, boy?”

      He nodded eagerly and jumped to his feet, managing to completely knock over Dille’s desk. He cringed, his body hunkering low to the ground, but Eist just shrugged.

      “I dunno, it’s been fifty years since she’s seen this room. Maybe she won’t notice her desk being, uh, upturned.” Fior seemed to perk up at that, allowing Eist to skirt around him and open the door. She was surprised to find Yacrist and Athar sitting in the hall.

      “Uh, hello?” Eist asked, blinking at them.

      “We wanted to let you sleep, but we also wanted to be here if the bells sounded.”

      “So, I’m guessing it hasn’t by the fact you didn’t burst through my door?”

      “That would be correct.”

      “Right. Okay. What time is it?”

      “They just started putting out the food in the dining hall. You hungry?”

      “Yeah, that’s one way to put it.” Eist ran a hand through her hair and stepped to the side so that Fior could do his little wiggle out of the room.

      “Where’s Ain?”

      “I think he went to get Dille and walk her to the dining hall.”

      “Alright, shall we join them then?” Eist asked.

      “Sounds good to me.” Yacrist offered his arm, which Eist looked down at. Their kiss was burned into her brain, and despite her long sleep, she wasn’t any clearer on how she felt. Maybe after they defeated the Blight and everything was back to normal she could worry about something as silly as a kiss.

      Even if the kiss didn’t feel silly at all.

      Brushing past him, Eist joined up with Fior and headed toward the food. If either of the boys thought anything of her subtle refusal, they didn’t say it, and for that, she was grateful.

      Sure enough, she saw Ain and Dille in the line, piling food up on their trenchers. She trotted right up to them, trying to ignore the strange looks their fellow students were giving Dille.

      “They called me M’baya,” she said as soon as they all had sat down. Dille blinked at her a moment, her cup of soup halfway to her mouth, before her mind caught up.

      “Who?”

      “Your parents. I mean, everyone. That was my name in that other life. I think this is M’baya’s body. Not Dille’s.”

      “But you’re Dille.”

      “Yes.” Her dark, full eyebrows furrowed. “I’m both. I just think that this body isn’t the same one you knew. I’m missing that scar on my calf from when I wiped out on a slick rock and sliced myself fairly deep. And I’ve got a few other scars that I didn’t before.”

      “So, uh…” Eist set down her soup and rubbed at her throat, as if that would somehow soothe the unease as everything came flooding back to her. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know, really. I just thought it was something to point out.”

      “Well, since we’re talking about complicated magicky things again, there’s something I wanted to say.”

      Everyone looked with surprise to Ain, who sounded much more dry and frustrated than he normally did.

      “Look, I know we didn’t exactly start off on the best foot—”

      “You slapped me,” Eist interrupted.

      “You lied and tried to get her suspended after Fior de-defended her,” Athar added as well.

      “You outed her in front of the entire academy about her hearing loss thinking that she would get kicked out,” Yacrist chimed in.

      “Alright, alright, I get it. I was a proper cad. But look, even though we didn’t start off great, it’s clear that we’ve built up some level of trust. Athar and I have been your allies for at least two years, but we’re only just now finding out about magic, and dreams and sorcerers, and…well, everything.”

      His tone sharpened. “I don’t think it’s fair to expect us to back you up whenever you need, to risk our literal lives for you, and not tell us exactly what is going on. No more secrets. No more dropping surprises like dreams that tell the future, or suddenly revealing the ability to use ancient and very forbidden spells. We’re either all on the same page or this—” He made a circle with his finger, encompassing all of them. “—does not happen. You got that?”

      Perhaps it wasn’t appropriate, but Eist couldn’t help but smile. Ain was right, they definitely hadn’t started off on the right foot, but she appreciated where they were now. “I got that.”

      “Good.” He nodded with satisfaction. “So, any other secrets to reveal?”

      Dille swallowed her mouthful of food. “Uh, I don’t know if you’ve been told this or not, but Fior’s a brindled dragon.”

      Eist wasn’t exactly surprised, especially given what she and Yacrist had read in one of their books. Ain and Athar, however, seemed fairly shocked.

      “What in the name of the Three is a brindled dragon?”

      “One of the original dragons. They’re smaller, only a bit bigger than the metallic dragons, but there hasn’t been one born in several hundred years.”

      “Why is that?” Eist asked. It seemed like the most harmless question she could ask without tipping her hand that she’d already had an idea that he wasn’t just a lightning struck bronze dragon.

      “Because they grow so slowly. While it might take most dragons about a decade to reach full growth, a brindle can need up to thirty years. Their hide is the thickest and most resilient of any dragon, but after the last war, none of them were able to reach reproductive age.”

      “If that’s true, then how did Fior’s egg get laid?”

      “Two dragons with recessive brindle traits must have mated. He’s a miracle, to say the least.” Dille’s eyes were full of admiration and camaraderie. Eist felt a flare of jealousy at what kind of adventures the two must have shared in their decades together. It wasn’t like her grandfather had taught her how to deal with time portals knocking her dragon charge into the past.

      “But the most amazing thing is their inner ability. The two of you were really destined for each other.”

      “You mean his roar?” Eist asked.

      Dille nodded. “Yeah. Do you know what it is?”

      “I’m not sure. I always guessed he was summoning some sort of great wind or something. Something that could push people and break open doors.”

      “I dunno,” Ain said with a grimace. “When I was hit with it, it didn’t feel like wind. It was more like someone was trying to shake my entire body apart. I thought I was going to bleed from my ears.”

      “Ain’s on the right track,” Dille said with an excited gleam to her eyes. “It’s not wind, Eist. It’s sound. He generates noise that’s so loud and powerful that it can bring down entire walls of a castle. The vibrations alone can kill a man.” Her grin grew even broader. “But the most amazing part is that you can’t hear it.”

      Eist found herself blinking at her friend again. “What?”

      “Don’t you see? Back when Fior and I were in the first war, there were a handful of brindled riders. All of them had to have protective gear so they didn’t succumb to their own dragon’s cries. And if they were caught without their headgear, or if someone knocked it off, they were done for. But you! You don’t have the need for that at all. You and Fior are the most perfect pair that could ever have matched with each other!”

      Eist’s heart swelled at the same time she felt her cheeks redden. “Huh.” She looked back at her handsome not-so-little guy and reached up to rub his snoot. “I could have told you that last part.”

      “I’m sure you could have.”

      From there, the meal settled into something much more casual and they all stuffed their faces to bursting. It wasn’t until Eist was halfway through her meal that she even remembered just the previous night that she’d had a hole in her stomach. Yanking her tunic up, she was pleased to see a very ugly but entirely closed scar.

      “Really, Eist, are you trying to kill Athar outright?”

      “Huh?” She looked up to once again see that the giant of a man was bright red and staring at the ceiling. Again, she was struck by how strangely cute it was before rough fingertips traced around her scar and she nearly jumped out of her own skin.

      While she had been distracted, Yacrist had reached over to touch what remained of her wound. Although there wasn’t anything demanding about the gesture, it still made goosepimples rise along her arms. It was just so…

      Intense.

      She looked up at his face to see him gazing at her with those bright blue eyes. They were darker than usual, full of feelings that she didn’t know what to do with. And those feelings just kept on amplifying, growing thicker between them, until suddenly the bells were tolling all around them. To Eist, it was a pleasant sound, but she watched her friends all flinch and cover their ears.

      “Looks like our rest is over,” she said as soon as they were done. Standing up, they all headed out to the open court.

      It seemed that their training had ended. Whether they were ready or not, it was time for war.
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      “And what do you think you’re doing?”

      The dozen or so students who were saddling up their dragons all paused as the weapons master came striding toward them. His barrel chest was heaving, and his face was clouded with anger.

      It was a tall, slender woman that Eist wasn’t familiar with who spoke up first. “The reinforcement bell tolled. I heard that the ravens say there’s been an attack on Margaid.”

      “I don’t care what kind of cockamamie stories you’ve heard. You all are fourth years, students, and you aren’t ready to go off into battle. Most of you don’t even know how to properly stock the saddles of your mounts. Most of you don’t even have saddles.”

      Several students circled the man to argue, but Eist looked to her friends. They were all sharing a fairly similar expression, so she gave them a little nod.

      They all crept through the process of strapping their weapons to their mounts while the weapons master gave the other students a real diatribe. It was tricky, walking back and forth, creeping between the stall walls and the weapons racks, but they managed to get their mounts all loaded up and nearly out of the other end of the stables before they were caught.

      “You all think you’re sneaky, don’t you?!”

      It didn’t matter how hard of hearing Eist was, the weapons master was just that loud. She swore her ancestors heard him, and she nearly dropped the spare shortsword she was attaching to her belt.

      “I don’t know,” Yacrist replied smoothly. “We got this far without you noticing.”

      He took a breath as if he was going to really give it to the group, but before he could, there was a flash of red at the main door and suddenly a huge gob of spit flew through the air and smacked right into the back of the man’s head.

      For a moment, it seemed like he was completely coated in the stickiness, and they took that as their cue to bolt. Eist couldn’t help but laugh as they sped out, taking to the air with several sharp dragon cries.

      The weapons master was left sputtering and cursing on the ground. Eist looked over her shoulder, expecting to see Dille’s new red dragon flying toward them, but it turned out that she wasn’t the spitter at all. Instead, it was Ale’a and her mount that cut through the air straight toward them.

      “Took you long enough,” she said with a grin, her smile glinting almost as bright as her armor. “Follow me. It’s nearly a straight line.”

      “I thought you couldn’t fight with your dragon.”

      Ale’a’s smile was wolfish. “Oh no, dear, I said I wasn’t allowed to. That’s entirely different from not being able to.”

      “Do I want to know why you weren’t allowed?” Yacrist asked cautiously, seemingly surprised by her expression.

      “Oh, probably because Pernicia here ate an instructor in our third year.” That got Eist’s attention and her head snapped to the muscled woman. But she just laughed. “Don’t worry, he deserved it. He put his hands on one too many a student, and Pernicia just didn’t like that.” She patted the side of her large red dragon, one almost as big as Dille’s new mount. “Did you, my girl?”

      Pernicia let out a rumbling sort of chuckle then zoomed forward. Eist looked back to Dille, who seemed absolutely awestruck.

      “So that’s what that was all about.”

      “What?” Eist asked with raised eyebrows.

      “There’s a lot of rumors about why they wouldn’t let Ale’a graduate to dragon rider but still allowed her to teach. The most believable one I heard was that she turned it down and opted to stay in the academy to make sure no one ever had to go through what her class did. I think maybe we owe her more than we ever realized we did.”
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      Eist had never been to Margaid before. She wished that she could enjoy the beautiful landscapes they were passing over, but her mind was too focused on the battle that they could possibly be flying into.

      Would there be massive casualties? Would it still be going on? Would the Blight be there?

      Who knew.

      They didn’t run across any ravens on the way, but the longer they flew, the more dragon riders joined them. By the time the coast came into sight, there were around thirty of them flying in a loose formation. Eist could feel Fior beginning to flag, and Gaius had to stop carrying Ain, who had clambered over to Veralda.

      “We’re close,” Ale’a said, probably more to herself than any of them. She actually hadn’t said much since they took off, her square face stern as she leaned forward. In all the years Eist had known her, she’d never really seen the carved woman fly. And goodness, she certainly was a sight, her armor glowing with sunlight and her mount shining a brilliant scarlet. Maybe the Blight would see her and turn right around, metaphorical tail tucked between its legs.

      But perhaps that was being a bit too hopeful.

      Night had passed and the sun was just beginning to rise when the city came close enough for them to see a bit of land devastated from the battle.

      Although there were no creatures, there were trees uprooted, craters in the ground, and large portions of land stained red. Too many bodies littered the ground, with small teams moving about to clear them.

      Eist could make out soldiers from Margaid itself in a tight circle around the city walls. A larger circle around them was completely barren, stained pitch-black. Eist didn’t need an ancient tome to know that it was the blood of those creatures, born from the Blight itself, that had poisoned the ground everywhere they fell.

      And finally, in a much larger circle that was farther spread out, were the bodies of dragons and their riders. The sight of them made Eist’s heart clench, and she was reminded of that same feeling she’d had when she saw the prisoner in the canyon being consumed by corruption.

      So much loss. So much devastation. And all of it was because she had been stupid enough to fall into Farmad’s trap and let Valatos get her blood. If she had just been a little smarter…

      She cut off that line of thought. What was done was done, and she couldn’t afford to waste energy worrying about how she had already messed up. She had to get her act together and focus on the now.

      “There! Those will be the headquarter tents. We should land there.”

      It was a dragon rider that Eist didn’t know who spoke, their thick finger pointed to a row of light tents toward the outer circle. She could make out maybe three large ones, with dozens of smaller ones in between.

      Fior huffed gratefully when she squeezed her knees in the signal to land. Soon, they were all thunking to the ground, some of the dragons having had an easier time as long-distance flyers than others.

      “By the Three,” Ain grumbled, sliding off of Veralda then crossing over to help Dille down from her newer mount. Eist figured she should probably ask her what the name of the gargantuan red dragon was, but that could wait until later.

      Later being after they all filed into the open flaps of the largest tent.

      Unsurprisingly, Elspeth and several more of the council were there, a map spread between them. There were multiple pieces and marks on the hastily-drawn landscape, looking much like Eist had always imagined a war headquarters to look.

      Elspeth’s head snapped up, then almost immediately snapped to the ground, her lavender eyes landing on Eist. The young woman could feel the weariness in the woman’s gaze and tried hard not to sag under its weight.

      “I hear that the castle fell in Rothaiche M’or,” she said hollowly. “And that the Lord and Lady of the House are both missing, along with most of their staff.”

      “That’s right,” Yacrist answered uncomfortably.

      “I have a feeling that you lot know exactly what happened?”

      Eist nodded, surprised by the reaction. She had expected orders to go back to the academy or demands for what they were thinking by coming here. Not this weary sort of acceptance.

      “Do you remember that man in the woods I saw years ago? And how I told you he was the same one in the canyon?”

      “Is this more magic—” a council member started to sneer. They didn’t finish their sentence, however, because Elspeth had flicked out a long, thin dagger between her fingers so quickly it had been almost impossible to see, and the blade was resting lightly against the man’s chin.

      “Let’s not start with any of that, shall we? I’ve had a very bad day.”

      The council member put his hands up and stepped back, allowing Eist to continue.

      “Well, he laid a trap…”

      Bit by bit, Eist told them everything. From her wounds, to the portals, to Valatos and beyond. The only thing she left out was Yacrist using forbidden spells. Because, although she had the cushion of her parents and Dille had literally traveled through time, Yacrist could easily be an orphan in the next few days if his parents were never found.

      If any of her friends objected to the omission, none of them said. Yacrist even squeezed her shoulder in approval.

      By the time she finished, she was left looking at a cluster of faces that ranged from skeptical to horrified.

      “The Blight is back,” Elspeth breathed, sagging against the table. “Everything we’ve done, and we’re right back where we started.”

      “We barely survived the last time we faced this creature down,” someone else remarked. But Eist couldn’t turn her head to see who spoke. Seeing Elspeth, who was always so strong, so assured or even aloof, reduced to a trembling gasp was almost too much. Eist felt like she’d experienced a whole lot of ‘too much’ lately, and it was beginning to get to her.

      “So what do we do?” Fjorin said, standing up from a corner. Eist hadn’t even seen him there, and she felt the tiniest bit of relief at his friendly face.

      To everyone’s shock, it was Dille who spoke. “From what I know of the Blight, it’ll attack at night this time, most likely from the sea. It thrives on the chaos of disrupting sleep and schedules. If we’re going to fight it, we need to prepare for multiple skirmishes here, keeping it busy and stopping it from spreading while also hunting for old knowledge that could shut it out.”

      “Knowledge like what killed my parents?” Eist asked.

      Dille nodded. “Yes. Exactly like that.”

      Elspeth straightened, taking in a deep breath and becoming every bit of the leader that the legends spoke of. “In that case, have the healers swamp the fields and tend to survivors. I want the non-riders to handle resupplying our entire force.

      “Get food from the city, enough for everyone. And we’re going to need to request the royal navy. This is going to be a marathon, not a sprint, and I want as few of us to die as possible.”

      People started to move, all rushing off to where they could help, but Elspeth stopped Eist’s group from leaving with a single hand on Ale’a’s sizable bicep.

      “I know you. You’re one of the guardians of the academy, aren’t you?”

      A lot of firsts were happening as Eist watched the tall redhead blush. “I think we both know that’s not an official title.”

      “All that matters to me is that it’s true. Look, battle camps like this have a lot of wounded and people who are easy to take advantage of. We’d all like to think that nothing would happen, but there will always be nefarious souls looking for gain. I need you on patrol with anyone else you trust. It’ll take you out of most battles, but it’s vital.”

      “Don’t worry,” Ale’a said with a grin. “I’m not here for glory. If you need me to prowl for predators, then I’d be happy to prowl for predators.”

      “Good.”

      The women shared a nod and Ale’a headed out, no doubt to tell Pernicia their new task. Eist felt like she was seeing other sides to people, sides she never knew existed, and it was certainly an education.

      “Now, as for you lot, you’re all students, right?” They nodded and for a moment, Eist was sure that the leader of the council was about to send all of them back home.

      “I’m going to put you all as aerial second waves to defend the coastline. You won’t be in the main part of battle, but if what this young—” Elspeth paused, tilting her head to the side. “Weren’t you much younger yesterday?”

      “Yes. The portals Eist mentioned seemed to have…changed my body.”

      “I see. Well, as I was saying, if what you say is true, you’ll still see plenty of the fight. And when you’re not in battle, I need you in the Margaidian archives, hunting for the answers. I will join you when I can, but I don’t have the same magic in my blood that you lot seem to.”

      “Actually,” Ain said. “Athar and I don’t have a lick of magic between us. They just keep us around for our dashing looks.”

      Elspeth did not seem amused. “I’m sure. I want you to report to me each day at midday if we’re not under attack. Can you do that?”

      Eist nodded. “I can.”

      “Good.” Elspeth reached out, her hand resting on Eist’s shoulder. “I know you are young, but it seems that the curse of W’allenhaus puts great responsibilities on your head. We are counting on you a great deal, young dragon hopeful.”

      “I won’t let you down.”

      “Bold words.”

      Eist felt herself smile, a bit of hope curling in her middle. “I’ve been told I’m a bold kind of person.”

      “Who knows,” Elspeth said, dropping her hand. “Maybe that’s exactly what we need.”
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            The Monotony of Violence

          

        

      

    

    
      Waves crashed against the shore, a deceptively soothing sound considering the battle enveloping them all. Eist couldn’t hear the slosh of the waves so much as she could feel them, but the undercurrent of their tempo was ever-present as she scanned the battlefield with her enchanted sight.

      If she thought the canyon had been a horde, the scene before her was truly overwhelming. Thousands upon thousands of creatures had welled up from the earth like oil, spilling toward the city and out into the larger battlefield of dragon riders.

      The only positive seemed to be that the beasts were single-minded, spurred only by their lust for violence and bloodshed. They were not Farmad, or even Valatos. Eist shuddered at the thought of abominations as relentless and intelligent as that pair, her fingers pressing against the scar in her middle.

      It was difficult, but she tore her eyes away from the battle so that she could look over the sea once more. She and her friends—along with three other riders—were the second wave assigned to the coast. Dille was still certain that the Blight was going to come from that direction, one that would normally be unguarded. Their job was only to delay and mitigate damage until the first wave was able to divert from the main battle.

      Eist’s stomach bubbled with apprehension. She hadn’t even graduated yet. Her halberd was one that she had technically stolen since they’d snuck out with Ale’a, and the longest she had ever ridden Fior was the day previous. Yet now she was in battle, and a key part in making sure their formation had enough time to shift if the Blight did indeed attack directly.

      She remembered all of the legends she had heard about it. How it consumed people whole and left nothing but bones and armor behind. How its great arms could cleave a dragon in two. The thought that she and her friends would somehow be enough to distract it was mindboggling.

      “Does anyone feel like a very small tadpole that’s been thrown into much too large a pond?” Yacrist asked from beside her, his unease clear in his voice.

      “That’s one way to put it,” Ain remarked, counting the bolts in his main quiver for what had to be at least the third time. Eist also didn’t miss how he had three more quivers slid into a multi-strap holster attached to his saddle. Clearly, he had been paying attention in their strategies class where their professor had taught them that an archer is only as good as the number of arrows they carry.

      Dille, however, had her bow attached to her tack, but it clearly wasn’t her main weapon. No, her offense was clearly the vials in all the pouches attached to both her and Veralda while her older dragon was outfitted with what looked like generic assault armor from the academy armory. When she had time to pilfer that was beyond Eist.

      As for Yacrist, he had his longsword and shortsword while Alynbach hovered nervously, tipping close to Veralda’s side. Eist noticed that Fior kept glancing at and leaning toward Dille’s other beast, and she wondered what kind of adventures the two had gotten up to for her mount to be so enamored with the gargantuan dragon. And also how Dille managed to end up in two different times but somehow always ended up with an overly-large red dragon.

      That left Athar, who kept looking to her with an expression she didn’t quite understand, even with her gifted vision. He had a shield strapped to his back, a pike in one hand, and a broadsword in another. Eist didn’t even know people actually used one-handed broadswords outside of legends, but the massive blade looked quite at home in his large grip.

      They almost looked like they knew what they were doing, which was good, because the corner of her gaze caught movement.

      Snapping her head in the direction of the dark water, she saw a disruption in the waves. It started small, a slosh of bubbles in an almost invisible circle, but it quickly grew. Soon, the bodies of fish and other sea creatures began to float to the surface, dead and covered with slick, inky black.

      “There!” she cried, pointing with her halberd.

      The others looked, and she could almost feel them all collectively hold their breaths. The bubbling grew more violent, and then a glistening dark point breached the surface.

      Bit by bit, it rose, revealing a skull-like head that sloped down into slick, aquiline features. Not quite human, but not quite like the exotic squid that Margaid was known to export, it was truly a terrifying creature.

      And that horror only grew ten-fold when dozens of tentacles shot out of the water, reaching for the shore to no doubt do harm.

      “Now!” Eist cried, zooming forward.

      “Remember, distract and disarm,” one of the dragon riders in their group cried, just barely audible on the edge of Eist’s senses. “This is about mitigating damage. Protect yourself and don’t take risks.”

      As if going into battle itself wasn’t a risk.

      But Eist didn’t say that. Instead, she hunkered down against Fior’s back and used her hands against the sides of his neck to tell him where she wanted him to go.

      While they had learned all those important verbal commands to pass their tests, she had long since picked up that she and Fior worked best through touch. And apparently that ability had grown quite a bit for him in the fifty years they had been apart. It only took the slightest pressure of her fingers, and he was darting in that direction, looping, or ducking.

      It didn’t take long before they had a group of tentacles after them, streaking through the sky in a desperate attempt to either spear them or pull them down. Eist did her best to just keep dodging them, before an idea snuck into her head.

      It couldn’t be so simple, could it?

      Well, the Blight seemed to be a physical being, for all that it was a great and insidious thing of magic and death. Maybe it could fall prey to physical handicaps.

      “Hey, Fior, want to try something no one in their right mind would do?”

      He let out a trill that she could feel vibrate against her chest.

      “Alright then. Follow my lead. And make it artsy.”

      Pressing her fingers in, the two of them dove right between two tentacles that were surging for them, shovel-headed ends slapping at air. Carefully, Eist went right, and then up, and then left, circling around and diving through until she was satisfied. With a sharp turn, the two of them surged upwards, grasping tentacles hot on their heels.

      Only to be jerked backwards by the sudden knot they tightened themselves into. Eist stared, a bit in shock that her plan actually worked and that three of the legs were all bound tightly in each other. It would have been comical if Athar didn’t go streaking by with his broadsword, cleaving the tentacles in two.

      “Thanks,” Eist said, eyes wide as she watched him circle. For being so nervous and shy, he certainly had a compelling confidence to him on the battlefield. Finally, she understood why so many at the academy were scared of him.

      “Watch yourself,” was all he said before the tentacles suddenly regrew, shooting through the air to separate the two.

      Eist peeled back, her and Fior spinning over themselves. When they were out of range, she saw Dille diving straight toward the creature’s head, the air around her glowing the same as the portals had just the night before.

      Of course, the Blight wasn’t dumb. It had been through hundreds of battles and no doubt could sense dangerous magic hurtling for it. Eist could see all of its legs retreating from their many confrontations, their only target shifting to the witch.

      Well, that couldn’t happen.

      “So if cutting them off isn’t a good plan, why don’t we just try shaking them apart?” Eist hissed. Somehow, Fior seemed to hear her and let out several barks, spiraling down into the most dangerous part of the fray.

      Or it would have been dangerous if the Blight was paying them any mind. But its whole attention was on Dille, trying to overwhelm the woman with its dozens of spear-like legs. That was its mistake.

      Fior reached the closest grouping of legs, and Eist braced herself against his back. “Alright, friend, it’s been a long time since we’ve done this, but let me here your biggest, bestest roar.”

      She could feel his ribs expand between her legs as his jaw dropped open to allow more air into his body. It seemed to stay within him for a moment, building up pressure inside his body, and then the force of it ripped from his throat like a punch.

      Eist could hear a deep rumble, but that was all her ears could tell her. Her body, however, spoke of a great and terrible force pushing away from them, rattling her down to her bones. There was shifting pressure too, like something had been taking up too much space and then was suddenly gone before the world could react.

      The effect was nearly instantaneous. The three legs in front of them vibrated violently, jerking in multiple directions, before bursting into several sprays of black, noxious liquid. Eist guessed that it would take the Blight at least a couple of minutes to call that much of itself back to its form and urged Fior onto the next grouping.

      The rest of their group seemed to catch on, and began flying distraction, directly engaging the legs so that Dille could get close. And get close she did, throwing a vial of liquid down that burst into a colorful cloud on the Blight’s skull-like head.

      It let out a squeal, thrashing this way and that, before retreating into the water. Eist watched, a bit in disbelief, until it was completely gone from sight.

      “Was that it?” she asked, flying upwards to join Dille. “Did we win?”

      “No. We just surprised it,” she answered, her face full of determination. “I’m using old magic, magic that it thought was completely gone from this world. It’ll let its minions finish out the battle, exhausting us further, and then it’ll be back again with a plan.”

      “So what do we do?” Ain asked, setting his bow down for the first time since the creature had risen from the waters.

      “We rest. We eat. And then we research. As long as we can keep surprising it, we can buy ourselves times. The Blight is relentless, but it is cautious. It’s been beaten back too many times for being impetuous.”

      “Great,” Yacrist remarked with a sigh. “Nothing better than a world-ending evil with a sense of humility.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alynbach!” Eist bellowed, holding the massive net with Ain, Athar and Dille. “Now!”

      There was a moment’s pause where it seemed like there was no way they could have heard her order over the thundering din of battle, but then the water of the moat erupted in a splash and the purple dragon burst into the air, bringing a wall of liquid with it.

      Eist had never seen the dragon manipulate so much water at once, but he carried it behind him like a funnel, Yacrist determinedly sitting astride his back like they did it every day. Together, the two barreled along the choke point of the drawbridge, sweeping up the horde that had managed to breach the soldier’s perimeter and carrying the attackers out to the sea where they could sink to the bottom and drown.

      Granted, they would just be recalled to the Blight anyway, but they would at least be taken out of battle for the time being.

      With the abominations that had managed to break through the barricade taken care of, her friends wheeled around to make sure the breach had time to be reinforced as the drawbridge was slowly pulled up. It figured the Blight had learned when their supplies were usually delivered and had decided to attack right then.

      That was just war, Eist guessed.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Dille, tell me if this is of any use,” Ain said, tossing an open tome over at the girl. Eist coughed at the cloud of dust that rose from the pages. Clearly no one had been in the archive for quite a while.

      “Hmmm, minor banishment spells? That sounds promising.”

      Eist tried not to get her hopes up and instead looked to Yacrist. His head was studiously buried in a scroll and she wondered how he was doing. It had been a week since they had been on the battlefield, and they had received no news of his family. The whole city was picking through the rubble, but that was all they knew. She remembered when she had lost her own parents. It had nearly torn her apart.

      He must have felt her gaze on him because he glanced upwards. “Something on my face?” he asked, lips sloping into a very tired smile.

      “No. Just worried about you.”

      “Honestly,” he said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I’m worried about us all.”
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        * * *

      

      “Second wave, to the far side of the crevasse! Make sure it doesn’t isolate the human soldiers!”

      Fior reacted before Eist could, zooming away from the heart of battle to the far end of the massive canyon that had suddenly split the ground. Her cheek was bleeding, but she couldn’t remember why. All she knew was that she needed to make sure the Blight didn’t break through the Margaidian army’s lines. The longer they kept it occupied, the less likely it was that it would spread to other cities, and the more citizens that could escape during the lulls in battle.

      It was just a waiting game.

      A waiting game where a lot of people died.
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        * * *

      

      “What’cha doing?”

      Eist sauntered up to Yacrist, who was sitting on a log by himself in the center of their little camp. She slowed to a stop as she caught the expression on his face and the red in his eyes as he quickly glanced away.

      “Yacrist, are you alright?”

      She walked to his side and saw a crumpled piece of parchment in his hands.

      Oh. He must have gotten a raven.

      “What does it say?” Eist asked quietly, fearing what he might say.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he just handed the crumpled thing to her without a word. Carefully, Eist took it and straightened it out so she could read the smeared ink.

      
        
        Lord Yacrist of Auber

        

        We regret to put to letter that the body of your mother, the Lady of Auber, has been found. We know not if it brings you comfort, but she had passed before the collapsing of the tower.

        Our healers who examined her found evidence of a painless poison in her stomach. When she left us, it was peacefully in her sleep.

        Your fathers and brothers are still missing.

        As difficult as it is to admit, we are outside of the time where anyone trapped within the rubble of the castle will have survived. If we do find anyone from this point, they will not be living.

        We have received word that you are serving at the battlefront with the terrible creature. We know your assistance is no doubt vital there, but as the last surviving member of the House of Auber and the eldest son, it is your place to rule as regent until the council can vote upon the next keeper of the house. Even if there is no castle now, our people need a figurehead.

        We are well aware that your mother’s wishes for her final rights were no doubt in your family’s crypts, but we are not able to excavate that part of the castle yet. We ask your input, should you have it. If you are not able to respond while the body is still viable, we will follow standard Truth of the Three rituals.

        

        With the warmest regards in this tragedy,

        The Healers’ Circle

        

      

      Eist read it over twice before letting it fall to the ground.

      “I… I’m so sorry, Yacrist.”

      He sniffled, keeping his eyes on the ground. “It’s fine. It’s not like I didn’t know this was coming. I watched as that whole castle collapsed. There was no way they survived all that.”

      Eist was sitting beside him in an instant. “But it’s not fine. When I received word that my parents were dead after I emerged from my sickness, I thought that I was going to die. The entire world ended right then and there. I cried. I cried for hours. I cried even though I couldn’t hear myself weep. I made myself sick again with my grief. I threw things. I broke things. I even struck my grandfather.”

      “Your grandfather?” Yacrist asked, looking up in surprise. “The man that you nearly got yourself beaten to death trying to cure?”

      Eist nodded. “Yup. I blamed him. I blamed everyone. So believe me, if anyone knows that it’s not fine, it’s me.”

      He finally looked at her, truly looked at her, blue eyes sparkling. “Eist… I…” He cut himself off, sobs punching out of his mouth. Eist wrapped her arms around him, pulling him down to rest his head against her.

      Over the years, she’d heard idiot young boys talk about how men didn’t cry, or how it was womanly to shed tears, but they were all morons. Crying, mourning, feeling was a bitter part of life that had to be gone through if he ever wanted to be healthy again.

      So, she held him. She held him and listened as he asked why, asked what he was supposed to do, begged to see them just one more time. She held him until her arms were heavy and his tears stalled.

      Eventually, he sat up, slipping his hand into hers even as he untangled himself from her embrace.

      “How is it you always know what to say?”

      “Both you and I know that’s definitely not accurate, but I appreciate that you think so in this moment of weakness.”

      He chuckled at that but stilled as she wiped his tears away with her sleeve. His own hands drifted down to her waist, where he lightly rested them. “Did I ever tell you about the first time I ever saw you?”

      Eist shrugged, continuing to pat at his face. “We were both there, why would you ever have to tell me about it?”

      “Because you only know it from your point of view.”

      “And is that so different from yours?”

      “I’m willing to believe it is.”

      Finally, his face was dry, and she sat back, studying his expression. “Then enlighten me.”

      “Alright. Well, if you’ll recall, we were standing and waiting for our trials. I remember I was talking to a whole crowd of people, but nobody really stuck out. See, they all faded from my memory because then you walked in the door, and it was like the entire world had shifted.”

      Eist snorted. “Come on now. Be serious.”

      “I am,” he said, squeezing her waist. “I remember you striding in like you owned the place, like nothing could possibly bother you. And suddenly I knew that you had to be a part of my life. You see, I was always surrounded by kiss-ups and sycophants, people eager for power or wealth. But I could tell just by looking at you that you couldn’t care less about any of that.

      “I was thinking about how I was going to introduce myself to what could be the most important ally I ever made, when suddenly Ain and Athar started talking to you. I crept over, thinking perhaps they were making their move before I could, and that was when I realized that Ain was being his smart-mouthed self.”

      Eist stared at him with wide eyes. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “I’m not. I am as serious as I can be. I’ve known you were going to be a force to be reckoned with, and you prove that more and more each day.”

      Eist felt herself blushing and looked down. “Why are you saying all this?” she muttered, feeling her emotions swell up in ways she didn’t understand.

      “Because every day here could be our last, and I figured that you ought to know.”

      “Well, uh…thanks.”

      “Besides, I’m not sure I’d be able to survive the death of my parents without you. So, be careful with yourself, okay? You kill yourself, and I’ll just follow right after you.”

      “Uh, I don’t like that deal.”

      “Good,” he said with a smirk before leaning forward and kissing the top of her head. “Then don’t die.”
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        * * *

      

      “So how exactly did you get this slash across your face?” the healer asked, rubbing some sort of cleansing salve onto Eist’s cheek.

      “The same as anybody else around here. Got too careless in battle.”

      “Hmm, well, it won’t scar. As long as you keep putting the ointment on it after I sew it up, you might have a thin light spot, but that’s it.”

      “Really?” Eist asked in disappointment. “I thought a scar might help me with the whole baby-face situation.”

      The healer let out a dry laugh before sticking a bit of soft bark in her mouth. “Bite on that for the pain. I used numbing herbs as best I could, but you’ll still feel the sewing as I finish cleaning you up.”

      Eist nodded, hoping that perhaps getting her face sewn up wouldn’t be as painful as it sounded.

      It was.

      By the time the whole process was finished, her head was spinning, and she was covered in sweat. The healer handed her a water canteen and a vial of salve and then moved right along.

      “Hey, Eist, can I t-talk to you?” She looked up to see Athar standing a bit away from her, some dried meat in his hand. “I got you food.”

      “I, uh, don’t know if I can really chew right now,” she said, pointing to her cheek.

      “Right. S-sorry. I brought bread too.” He reached into his satchel and pulled out a soft roll that she recognized from the city bakery.

      “Where did you get that?” Eist asked, sitting up with interest.

      “I bribed an urchin yesterday.”

      Eist’s heart swelled a bit at the gesture. “You did that just for me?” He nodded, crossing to her to hand her the roll. “Well, talk away, my friend. I can’t remember the last time I had something like this.”

      “I, uh… This is a kinda, ma-mah-maybe a p-personal topic, but I just, I, uh, I, I—” He stopped to take a breath. “I am worried about something. Someth-thing concerning you.”

      Eist sighed. “I love the dessert, but please tell me that you’re not about to lecture me on my brash actions too.”

      He shook his head. “No, uh, I th-think we have discussed that to dea-eath.” He fiddled with his thumbs, and this time, Eist waited until he was ready. “I wanted to talk to you about Yacrist.”

      Well, that was something she hadn’t expected.

      “What about him?”

      “L-look, I know that you are a beautiful and powerful person, and th-that you’ve no doubt de-dealt with many people who’ve taken a shine to you, but I th-th-think that you sh-should maybe be cautious around Yacrist.”

      Eist’s eyebrows pushed together. Careful around Yacrist? What? “I’m not beautiful. But what do you mean about Yacrist?”

      “N-not beautiful?” He stared at her like she was insane before shaking his head. “Never mind th-that part.”

      “Alright. Never mind it. Why are you telling me to be careful around one of my closest friends?”

      Athar didn’t answer right away, seemingly gathering up the right words. “I have no doubt th-that Yacrist cares very dearly for you, but I worry that his f-f-fe-fe-” He growled, shaking his head and pressing his hands to his temples in frustration. Eist reached up, patting him soothingly.

      “Hey, it’s alright. You know you don’t have to get the words out all at once. I’ll wait.”

      He sighed and looked to her gratefully, then continued, “I worry that his affections are a bit-t, uh, possessive.”

      “Possessive how?”

      “W-well, how he touches you. I c-could tell when he kissed you th-that you weren’t comfortable. He presses boundaries that you aren’t ready to c-cross yet. And when he talks about you when you aren’t h-here, he makes it sound almost as if, as if…as if he owns you.”

      “Is that so?”

      Athar nodded. “I underst-stand that we are all young. And he may just be showing off as we dumb men like to d-d-do. I know if I had yo— someone like you, I would b-brag about it as much as I could.”

      “He doesn’t have me,” Eist said gently. “No one does. But I really appreciate that you’re looking out for me, Athar. You really are a good friend.”

      He beamed at her, his cheeks flushing pink. “I never th-thought I could ever have a friend like you.”

      “Like me?” Eist laughed. “I’m just a deaf girl with a slashed-up face. Nothing special.”

      “Oh, my f-friend, I could not disagree more.”
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      “How much longer can we keep this up?” Elspeth asked, her head bowed in weariness as she handfed some unidentifiable meat to her dragon. The beautiful, white beast looked just as exhausted as her rider, its glimmering, gleaming hide as scuffed and dirtied as everyone else’s.

      “Supplies are getting low. We’ve been switching our fetching times to keep the Blight off our schedule, but it seems to already know Margaid’s schedule for its imports and exports. While we’re busy in battle, it’s been sending small raids to haze them. Some are completely destroyed and the caravans that do get through often have much of their supplies damaged.”

      “Ugh, it’s done this before. Although the Blight needs to rest, and gather itself, that’s all it requires. It knows the best place to strike us is our food, water, and healing demands.”

      “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate having such a smart enemy?” Dryss groused. “For being a mindless machine bent on devouring and destruction, it sure does learn well.”

      “It wouldn’t be a trans-dimensional being capable of wiping out multiple deities if it wasn’t intelligent,” Dille said with a shrug.

      “A multi-what now?” Fjorin asked.

      “Another time. I really don’t want to explain that right now.”

      “What did we say about no secrets?” Ain asked.

      Their group wasn’t normally in the head tent, as they were normally too busy either researching or functioning as the second string, but they weren’t in headquarters at the moment. No, they were all sprawled across the ground in a circle after relief from the city had come to cook them food. Eist was incredibly grateful for all the civilians helping with the war effort, because she didn’t think she could so much as burn a bit of bread for herself, she was so exhausted.

      “It’s not a secret. It’s just complicated. All we need to know right now is that we’re being repeatedly attacked by a giant monster that’s capable of severing our very connection to the gods.”

      Something about what she said clicked in Eist and she sat bolt upright, all the exhaustion fleeing from her system.

      “Wait. You said that Valatos was trying to do the ritual to sever that connection when you and him got pushed into the portal?”

      “Well, more dropped or fell than pushed, but—”

      Eist waved her hand, cutting her off. “That doesn’t matter.”

      “I dunno, it seems like it matters to—”

      “If Valatos could sever our connection to the Three, can we sever the Blight’s connection to us?”

      Suddenly everyone was sitting up and regarding Dille with an intense expression.

      “I… I don’t know. I mean… The logic stands to reason. We’d have to alter several things about the ritual, call upon some different incantations and runes…but I don’t exactly see how it would be impossible.”

      Elspeth was up on her knees, leaning forward so her white hair almost curtained both her and Dille’s faces. “How soon can you find out?”

      “I…I don’t know. There’s whole chunks of the archives that I haven’t—”

      “You’re off second wave, consider yourself dedicated to the research wave which I’m making right now. I’ll be sending all injured that are still ambulatory to help you. You follow this lead, you got it?”

      Dille nodded, looking just about as shocked as Eist felt. “Got it.”

      “Good. Who knows, maybe this will be our chance to turn everything around.”
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      “Release the rocks!”

      Eist saw Ale’a’s mouth move and rushed to comply with the order. They had guessed that the Blight was going to use the crevasse as a sort of focal point for summoning its troops, and they had spent the past two days gathering rocks from mountains far and wide to rain down on the gash.

      Fior dropped his large net of boulders, which tumbled down into the horde of abominations trying to claw their way up from the bottom of the chasm. It was satisfying, in a malicious way, to see the beasts smashed to smithereens, crushed under the assault.

      But what she didn’t find satisfying was the cold, wet feeling that dragged down her spine in a warning. Whirling Fior about, she saw the clouds part a small ways away and none other than the dark belly of the Blight settle into focus.

      It wasn’t a kraken from myth this time, or even a perversion of a dragon’s form. Instead, it was much like that first night, a writhing, wriggling cloud with whipping, cord-like legs and churning boughs of power.

      It moved over them, and for a moment, Eist wondered if it was going to just descend and devour them right then and there. She had never been so acutely aware of the absence of Dille at her side, but for the past three days, she hadn’t left the archives in the city.

      It didn’t try to swallow them all up at once. Instead, its belly opened like a many-toothed maw and dark liquid rained out.

      “Is… Is it drooling on us?” Ain asked incredulously, trying to block his face with his arm from the sudden torrent of dark liquid.

      “No,” Eist said slowly, feeling that cold, wet feeling increase tenfold. “I think it’s tired of dealing with flying enemies.”

      “What do you—”

      Athar never finished his sentence, but that was probably because an abomination crashed down right on top of him, teeth snapping and claws slashing. Of course the giant of a man just ripped it off and chucked it to the ground far, far below, but now dozens were raining from the sky.

      “Really!?” Ain shouted, loosing his bow like a madman. “It’s just going to drop things on us?!”

      Eist didn’t answer, but she couldn’t just stand there. Tapping her hands against Fior’s side, he tilted his nose up and tensed to shoot upwards.

      Only to have Alynbach fly right in front of her.

      “Hey, watch it!” she shouted, releasing the pressure she had been holding on her mount’s side.

      “You’re not thinking of taking on a giant force on your own, are you?” Yacrist snapped, barely getting his sentence out as he raised his blade and cut down a small abomination trying to hold onto Alynbach’s wing. “You promised you wouldn’t do that.”

      “I promised I wouldn’t try to take on the world on my own,” Eist said, pressing her fingers against Fior’s neck. “Not that I wouldn’t ever do anything risky.”

      With that, she shot by him, hurtling higher until they were entirely too close to the gaping not-a-mouth of the Blight’s roiling middle.

      “Eist! Stop!”

      She didn’t, of course. Instead, she held on and narrowed her gaze at their enemy. “Let’s have it,” she hissed.

      Fior let out another roar, the reverberations from it soaring up into the Blight’s middle. It pushed much of the liquid and beasts raining down on them back toward its belly, but Eist knew that wouldn’t be enough.

      Leaning so far that her face was pressed against Fior’s back, she laid her palms flat on his cheeks. Reaching deep within her, she searched for that same feeling she had gotten back when Dille had used old magic against the Blight.

      Pulling out as much as she could, she urged it into the energy pouring from Fior’s mouth. She could feel rather than see it combine with his power, spiraling upwards until it slammed into the Blight’s gaping mouth.

      The recoil was almost instantaneous, but a shuddering cry erupted from the mass and it spiraled upwards, disappearing above the actual cloud. Eist watched it, wondering if she had managed to chase it off once again, only for hundreds of thin, spear-like limbs to shoot downward all at once.

      For all her magic and Fior’s ability, the two of them would have been impaled right through unless Alynbach hadn’t tackled them. They went hurtling through the air, only coming to a stop as the rest of the second wave set upon the attacking limbs.

      “Please, Eist. That was too close.”

      She had expected him to be angry, maybe even reproachful. Not mournful as he looked her over, inspecting her for hurt.

      “It worked, though, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but what if it didn’t? What if I wasn’t there just now?”

      Eist didn’t know what to say to that. “I think we’ve got enough on our plates to worry about what-ifs. Let’s just get back to the battle, okay?”

      He didn’t respond, but she didn’t either. Instead, she just flew back into the fray. They could have a whole talk about her being irresponsible and him being in her way later.

      If they survived that long.
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      Eist parried a blow with her halberd, focusing only on the three creatures that she was facing off against on the deck of a naval ship. She certainly hadn’t meant to be grounded, but after attacking some creatures that had been trying to rip off the masts of the ship, she’d been knocked from her perch. If it weren’t for Fior swooping low to catch her and gliding them to the wooden surface, she was sure that her back would be a lot sorer.

      Or broken.

      Soldiers were all around her, some fighting, some trying to secure the sails, and even more of them loading more dragon’s-light coated spears into their ballistae at the front and back of the ship. She knew there were even more below, dutifully rowing to make sure they stayed out of range of the Blight’s slamming legs.

      It wasn’t a kraken this time. Nor any other sort of creature that she could place. Once more, it was just a churning, violent cloud of thrashing limbs and darkness, doing as much damage as it could.

      And it was doing quite a lot of damage. Eist was beginning to realize that all the other times they had battled in the past month, it had been testing them out. Learning their responses and how they reacted. Their strengths and their weaknesses. And even though Dille had warned them all of that, it was entirely unnerving to see it in real time.

      Several of its arms shot into the water, curling around the ship beside her and hauling it into the sky. Eist tried to race for Fior as the entire boat lifted, but a strong grip caught her below the wrist.

      It was Yacrist again, Athar not far behind him. Both had their weapons drawn and started beating back the abominations that had been outnumbering her and Fior.

      “Don’t,” he said, not as a command but more as a desperate plead. “Even if you get it to drop it, that boat will shatter to pieces when it hits the water and take down everyone with it. This way, the men can jump overboard.”

      “I don’t need you watching everything I do!” Eist snapped, ripping her wrist from his grip and spinning to sweep her halberd in a wide arc. It caught in the waist of one of the charging beasts and Fior followed up by latching his mouth on the creature and flinging it overboard. “You need to trust me!”

      “Yeah, but were you or were you not just about t-to try to s-s-save that ship entirely on your own?” Athar asked, blocking a swipe from a creature and running it, another, and one more beast through with his broadsword.

      Okay, maybe they had a point, but Eist didn’t like it. She’d been in plenty of intense situations all on her own and had managed to survive. She didn’t want them hanging over her shoulder at every moment. “I don’t need the two of you babying me.”

      “We’re not babying you,” Yacrist objected, kicking away an attacker and spinning around so that his large back was pressed up against hers.

      It was so similar to how she trained that she couldn’t help but fall into their usual patterns.

      Blocking, striking, Fior snapping and tossing while Alynbach summoned whips of water from the sea below. Athar moving on the outskirts to keep them from being overwhelmed, and Ethella swooping down every moment or two to swipe up beasts in her mouth and feet.

      They worked together as a unit, breathing together, moving together. It was comforting, or at least as comforting as a battle could be, until a cracking noise sounded from above.

      Eist looked up to see a half-dozen or so creatures trying to break the crow’s nest off, their claws and teeth and extra limbs jerking it this way and that. If it came tumbling below, it could hurt a lot of the soldiers and sailors.

      “Watch your back.” Eist said quickly before vaulting onto Fior’s low back.

      “Wait, Eist, by the Three!”

      But she was already in the air. She directed Fior to take her to the crow’s nest, where she slid off, already spinning her halberd, and he set about ripping them away with his mouth.

      Eist knew that it would take just one roar from him to send all of them absolutely flying into the water, but it would also destroy the mast in turn. And she hadn’t spent so many hours on naval strategy in class to forget that a mast and everything that came with it was incredibly important to ship battles.

      So instead, they were stuck with manually removing them, which really meant vicious physical fighting. Eist didn’t mind, however. As sore as she was, as tired as she was, there was so much anger in her that she needed to burn off.

      This wasn’t how her future was supposed to be. Her grand debut as a dragon rider was supposed to lead to defeating a local bandit lord, maybe saving a small town, and incurring the favor of the council. It was never supposed to be getting embroiled in a world-ending, eternal battle with a creature that wanted to devour everything she loved.

      She felt a shape lunge at her back, and quickly swung the blade of her weapon backwards, where it stuck in something that was definitely at least somewhat fleshy. She then felt a sort of gasp across the back of her neck before she saw a shape tumble off the side of the nest.

      She smirked, fairly pleased with how well she was handling her new weapon when she hadn’t even passed her live-steel test yet, but that smile quickly vanished when the wounded creature’s hand shot out and grabbed onto her tunic.

      “Fior!” she half-managed to shout as she tumbled over herself. Somehow, she managed to grab onto the edge of the wooden nest, but her halberd clattered to the deck far below. That was what she got for being cocky. She should have known better.

      But of course her not-so-little guy was on it, swooping to her rescue with his mouth open, once nubby teeth now sharp as daggers. Those jaws snapped closed around the abomination, ripping it away as Fior flew off into the night, leaving only its scraggly hand with too many fingers gripping onto Eist’s tunic.

      “I got you!”

      Eist twisted her neck to see Yacrist soaring up toward her, his arms raised to catch her. A quick glance up told her that the remaining creatures were about to swarm her in her vulnerable position, so she let go.

      He caught her just a few feet later, although her impact still drove the breath from his chest. Alynbach spun slightly, their lithe, two-headed form not used to catching densely-muscled dragon riders falling from the sky. They managed to steady themselves quickly though, and Eist found herself staring up at Yacrist a little bashfully.

      “We should probably stop meeting like this,” she muttered.

      Before he could answer, there was another thud behind him and Alynbach was spinning again. The abomination that had leapt off the crow’s nest didn’t hesitate, however, its split-jaw clamping right down on Yacrist’s shoulder.

      “No!” The words escaped Eist’s mouth in horror while the young man let out an anguished cry. Without a moment’s thought, Eist quickly ripped his shortsword from his sheath and drove the blade straight through the bizarre creature’s skull.

      When she pulled the weapon away, it fell from Alynbach’s back and Yacrist just slumped forward, bleeding intensely.

      “Alynbach!” Eist cried, fighting hard to keep her voice steady. “Please, get us to a healer. Now.”

      She had always thought that Yacrist was being a little dramatic when he said he didn’t think he could survive if he lost her while she was doing something reckless, but suddenly, she understood exactly what he meant.
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      “I’m just saying, you don’t have the gift of sight, so why do you think you know better than I do when I should go into battle or not?”

      “It doesn’t take the gift of sight to know when you’re about to go and do something reckless.”

      “So says the man who nearly had his throat ripped out by a monster!”

      “And the only reason that I was even in that position was because you decided to go and get reckless.”

      “How was saving the crow’s nest reckless!?”

      “It’s not the act, it’s the fact th-that you didn’t even th-think to ask any of us for help, or to attack it as a group. We were both th-there with you, but you chose not to let us help you at all.” While Athar’s addition to the conversation was much quieter than Eist and Yacrist’s yelling, it didn’t make her feel any better.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Dille said, looking up from the book she had been poring over. “What’s going on here?”

      Eist whipped toward her friend, more than a bit irritated. “Yacrist just got out of the healer’s after he was injured two days ago, and he has the nerve to lecture me about how I fight.”

      “Is this about your tendency to constantly sacrifice yourself even if other resources are around?”

      “What?! I do not sacrifice m—”

      Eist.

      She stopped in the middle of her sentence, craning her neck this way and that for the source of the noise. “Did you guys hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Dille ask, her expression growing all too knowing.

      “Don’t try to change the subject,” Yacrist said. “You made a promise and you’re doing a terrible job of keeping it.”

      Eist. This way.

      “That… That sounds like my mother.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Her friends said more, but she couldn’t hear them. Instead, the normal rushing silence in her ears grew even more, until the only things she could sense was the lilt of her mother’s voice.

      “Is that you?”

      Here.

      Her voice was coming from somewhere else, somewhere deeper in the archives. Eist followed it, her heart beating hard in her chest. If her other friends kept talking to her, she didn’t notice it. The only thing that mattered was finding that voice.

      As she passed deeper in the archives, cobwebs drifted across her body in unwelcome caresses, and the torches ran out, letting her vision take over. Soon, most of the shelves and things around her were glowing a light blue, with a ribbon of gold stretching out in front of her then around the corner.

      Eist.

      My little Eist.

      She picked up her pace, hoping against hope she was about to meet someone who couldn’t possibly be there. That maybe when the Blight was freed from its prison, her parents too had been released from whatever spell they had sacrificed themselves for.

      But the voice faded as she rounded another corner in the very back of the room, leaving her alone. What she could hear came rushing back to her, and she was faintly aware of her friends calling after her.

      “Mother?” she asked softly.

      But she wasn’t there, and neither was the voice. Eist tried hard to choke back the disappointment, but she could feel tears pricking at the corners of her eyes. She breathed deeply through her nose, trying to cut it off, before remembering that she had been following a golden ribbon.

      Right. Forcing herself back to the task, she searched for it again. It wasn’t hard to find, streaking across the dark floor until it ended in the middle of another shelf. There, an entire book glowed brilliantly in her sight.

      “Thank you, I guess,” Eist muttered, trying not to let her voice crack as she grabbed the book and walked back to her friends.

      Strange, they had been dead for so many years, but when she had heard that voice, she’d really thought… Oh well. It didn’t matter what she thought. She had clearly been wrong.

      She met her friends halfway to where they had walked in. “I think this is important,” she said curtly, handing the book to Dille.

      “Are you alright?” her friend said, paying almost no attention to the tome at first. “Did you see anything.”

      “No, nothing,” Eist answered with a sigh. “Not even a ghost.”
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      “I’ve got it!”

      Eist shot up from where she had fallen asleep bent over a book, her drool across its hide cover. It was impossible to know what time it was since there were no windows in the archive, but she had a feeling in her bones that she had been passed out for quite a while.

      “You’ve got what?” Ain groaned, sitting up from the floor. “A cure to the stupid love triangle my best friend is caught in?”

      “What’s a love tr-tr-tria—”

      “Nothing you have to worry about, big guy.”

      “No, I found a way to cut the ties the Blight has to this realm. And any realm, really. It’ll be slingshot through…whatever it is that makes planes of existence, until it’s back from whence it came.”

      “Did you really?” Eist said, wiping the drool from her mouth and staggering over to her friend. Leaning over the book, she indeed saw runes that seemed to glow gold, blue, and green in her sight. She recognized a couple of them from all of the reading she and Yacrist had done on their own along with the hours and hours of research she had done back when her grandfather was sick and she had no idea just how real magic was.

      “Yeah, I did. This book is all about how the Three came over and wrested the celestial power from the old spirits of my people.”

      “Your people?” Ain questioned, an eyebrow raised.

      “Yeah, uh, this body—M’baya—which is me, but…you know, also not me, was the last in a line of Margaidian witches that used to belong to tribes of worship.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      “So, what all do we have to do?” Eist asked.

      “Well, it seems like we’re going to take a literal trip down memory lane,” Dille answered, her lips pursing in displeasure.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re going to have to go back to where I first fell into the portal…or maybe the second time.” When the group blinked at her uncertainly, she cleared her throat. “Uh, the place where M’baya fell into a portal after cutting off Valatos’s hand and got thrown through time for what felt like centuries until she ended up in the first world.”

      “Oh. That should be easy enough.”

      “You’d think that,” Dille said before flopping backwards. “Except I have no idea where it is in this timeline.”

      A rush of whispering sounds curled around Eist’s head. She hadn’t been able to hear a true whisper in years, so her spine prickled with apprehension. Suddenly, she saw flashes of images in front of her eyes, abstract portraits that all layered on top of each other to tell a story.

      She could see her parents. She could see a shadow looming over the land. She could see M’baya fighting, then falling, Valatos and his severed hand tumbling after her. When the visions stopped, she nearly stumbled forward and would have collided with the table if Athar hadn’t caught her about her waist.

      “Actually,” Eist said with a gasp. “I think I know exactly where we need to go.”
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      It felt so strange to be away from battle for the first time in over a month. Although Eist’s body had been exhausted and she had been certain she was about to fall to pieces from all the stress and strain, she’d grown used to the clockwork violence that came with fighting the Blight.

      But the moment they had told Elspeth that they had a plan and a way to banish the dark creature, they had been tasked with gathering their supplies and brewing exactly what they needed.

      All of the extra hands and wounded folk had been removed from the archive, lest they find out just how far into forbidden magic Eist and her friends were tapping into and cause a riot or some other scene. And honestly, that was how Eist liked it. She didn’t want everyone to know that Dille was a multi-lived witch from another era, but also from theirs. She didn’t want people to know that she could see things that no young girl was supposed to be able to see. She didn’t want them to know that the now last surviving family of the Lord of the House knew how to use runes and chants that worked for even those without magic. All of those were secrets between her and the people she cared about.

      Nobody else.

      It hadn’t taken long to gather everything, and it had only taken two days for them to gear up and leave. Now Eist found herself following another golden path cutting across the land—Ain, Athar, Yacrist, and Dille with her.

      She had wanted Ale’a to come, but the battlefront couldn’t really spare any more resources and the redhead was definitely a valuable resource. Whether she was prowling the camps or in the sky, she more than held her own. Eist didn’t think she’d ever seen a dragon eat so many of the abominations, but Pernicia seemed to like them just fine.

      “There!” she said, pointing into the distance. “I can see the entrance.”

      “We’re going to want to land in the woods,” Dille said slowly, her eyes glassy as who-knew-what flew through her head. “I need to see if there are any old enchantments lying around that could mess us up.”

      “Do you really think that’s a risk?”

      “I… I’m not sure. I was ripped from the world before I could find out what happened with your parents. But, considering you’re here, I’m guessing they made it out just fine.”

      “Yeah,” Eist said. “Too bad they never told me about it.”

      “I’m sure they had their reasons.”

      “See,” Ain said, leaning over Gaius with his typical smirk in place. “Nobody likes secrets.”

      “We get it,” Eist said with a sigh. “And I think we can say there hasn’t been a single secret in weeks.”

      “Yeah, only because we’ve been in a war lately.”

      “So let’s end th-this war,” Athar said, Ethella surging up between them, causing Gaius to snort in irritation and drift farther back.

      It was the tiniest moment of frivolity, but it was refreshing. Eist clung to that as they slowly began to land.

      “If it helps, I don’t see anything magical,” she said once they were on the ground.

      “I know,” Dille said, pacing with her palms raised toward the sky. “It doesn’t feel like there’s anything here either. But I want to check to be sure. I mean, as far as I know, there could be a five-hundred-year-old portal just waiting for us to stumble on it.”

      “Fair enough. After you.”

      They followed her through the trees, bit by bit, until they came to a caved-in bit of ground. Clearly something had been there before, a tunnel or passage, something that had gone underground, but now there was just boulders and rubble.

      “Wait a minute, this isn’t right,” Dille said, her brow furrowed. “There should be a staircase here.”

      “Maybe it collapsed under the force of the portal,” Yacrist offered. “After all, the one that summoned the Blight brought down the entire Rothaichian castle.”

      “That sounds like a reasonable guess to me.”

      “Then what do we do?” Eist sighed.

      Athar moved past them, reaching the biggest bolder and lifting it with a grunt before throwing it to the side. Eist felt appreciation and surprise well up through her, but she managed to not say anything stupid.

      “As impressive as that is,” Dille said, her mirth evident in her tone. “I have an idea.”

      “I don’t know,” Eist said, unable to help herself. “I’m kind of enjoying the show.”

      “You two do realize there’s a literal apocalypse going on around us, right?” Yacrist asked tersely.

      But Dille just rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, it’s the apocalypse you’re worried about.” Before he could respond, she sat on the ground and crossed her legs. Slowly, she began whispering while pulling things from her belt.

      She made specific hand gestures, pouring out certain contents in neat little piles on the ground in front of her before drawing her finger through them. Eist watched, fascinated, as she continued setting the entire thing up.

      Eist could feel the air changing around them, moving in a way that it wasn’t supposed to. Almost…backwards. That sensation only intensified as Dille clapped her hands, bowing as she whispered words that had long since been forgotten.

      “By the Three…” Ain whispered.

      Eist looked away from her friend to see the stones in front of them shaking, like something was rumbling them from below. She could feel the ground shaking as well, then the sound finally reached her ears.

      The sound increased bit by bit until, suddenly, the rubble all sank into the ground like water. Eist watched, enraptured, as a stairwell rebuilt itself right in front of her.

      “Is…is she reversing time?” Athar asked, seemingly too shocked to even stutter.

      “You’ll have to ask her when she’s done,” Eist murmured, her mind taking a few moments to figure out how to talk after watching such a display.

      Only a few moments later, a deep, deep staircase hewn directly out of the rock stretched out in front of them, disappearing into the darkness of the earth. Dille stood, wiping sweat from her brow and stumbling a little.

      “Whoa, are you alright there?” Eist asked, catching her before she completely lost her balance.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. It’s just that magic’s different here.” She grimaced and wiped her hand on her tunic. “It’s a lot harder to access and kind of…stings? I guess?”

      “I’ve never noticed that,” Yacrist remarked casually, investigating the opening of the stair.

      “That’s because you’ve never felt what it’s like to live in a world that isn’t starved of its own life energy. But that’s neither here nor there.” She summoned a small ball of light to her hand. “Who wants to go down into the dark, scary place with me?”

      “Lead the way,” Eist said with a grin, drawing her sword.

      “By the way, this will be too small for all of our dragons except for Fior and Gaius. Sorry, girls.”

      Veralda, Dille’s new dragon, and Ethella let out very disgruntled sounds, but Dille soothed hers by blowing kisses and Athar gave his large dragon a pat. Gaius just preened like he was something special for being a smaller dragon, while Fior carefully stalked forward.

      Dille and Eist stepped forward first, although she was sure that Yacrist no doubt wanted to lead the way, but he wasn’t the one with the enchanted light. Before any of them could step in, however, Dille’s new dragon rushed in front of them, blocking the entire path.

      “Whoa, J’byll, you’re a bit in the way there.” Dille tried to playfully shove her massive dragon aside, but the mount snapped at her, teeth flashing. “By the Three! What’s wrong?!” Dille looked to the rest of their group with embarrassment clear on her face. “She’s not normally like this.”

      Eist looked up at the large dragon, and in her charcoal eyes, she saw fear. “I think…” She cleared her throat, tearing her gaze away from the pained expression. “You were here before, you said? Didn’t you go in and then never come out?”

      “Right, but— Oh.” Dille’s tone softened as she reached up to stroke the snout of her old friend. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think. You had to wait a long time for me to come out of that portal, didn’t you?”

      The dragon wuffled, pressing the side of its huge head against Dille’s torso. The two hugged for a moment, and Eist tried to let it last as long as it could, but she was beginning to feel apprehension pricking up her spine. She cleared her throat, and thankfully, Dille caught on.

      “It’s gonna be okay, my big girl. I promise that I’ll come back this time.”

      The great beast seemed to understand and slowly slid out of the way. Fior trotted over to her quickly, nuzzling the underside of her jaw, which made her let out several short snorts that Eist guessed was its version of a laugh.

      Finally, they were ready to proceed. Eist just hoped that their plan worked and somehow Dille really would come back out this time.

      They proceeded down the stairs cautiously, as if they hadn’t just resurrected the structure moments earlier. But still, they had no idea if Dille’s spell had awakened things that had long since been buried under the destruction. In the month since she had first popped back into battle, Dille had remembered more fine details of her first fall into the portal. It was still confusing how she had lived two lives in two different bodies with three different dragons—one of those being Fior—but Eist’s mind seemed to understand it the more Dille remembered things.

      When the witch had first been in the underground temple, it had been guarded by dozens of mercenaries and followers of the Blight. There had apparently been a real fight that involved most of those minions dying. What if her spell had somehow reanimated their corpses? It seemed like something a spell might do, considering their literal nature and how often they turned things on their head in legends.

      They had walked a considerable distance down the steps when Dille began to sway, holding her palm to her forehead. Eist caught her again, pulling her friend close to her side.

      “Hey, are you alright?”

      Dille looked down at her—somehow Eist was still getting used to how tall she was now—and smiled gratefully.

      “Yeah. It’s all just a little weird. I never left this place, and yet I’m walking back into it. Its messing with my head a little. It’s like my body is trying to get back into the same state it was in the middle of that battle.”

      “Yeah. That sounds pretty confusing. Why don’t you just hold onto me until the feeling passes?”

      “Thanks.” Dille did, her long fingers grasping Eist’s arm about her waist and her other arm draping over the shorter girl’s shoulders. “You know, your mother was solid like you. Shorter, though.”

      “Shorter than me?” Eist asked dubiously. The last she remembered, her mother had been taller than her. All soft smiles and twinkling eyes.

      “Yeah. She basically was kid height her entire life. I mean, she filled out like you did, but she was a bitty thing.”

      Eist felt herself blush. “Guess that runs in the family too.”

      “I assure you, no one is complaining about that,” Ain said from behind them, his bow already out and an arrow in his other hand. “You’ve got to have something to counter that grating personality of yours.”

      “Ain,” Athar warned, and Eist didn’t even have to look to know that his face was a burning crimson.

      “What? She knows I’m kidding. Besides, you stare at ‘em en—”

      “We’re almost there,” Dille cut in, giving Eist a wink. She had a feeling that they weren’t almost there at all, but rather that the witch was looking out for their giant of a friend. What a group they were. An orphan, a deaf girl, a witch, a giant, and a very pretty cad. Eist had never heard of a legend with characters like that, but she guessed real life always turned out a bit differently than the myths they grew up with.

      A few moments later, they finally stepped onto a sort of balcony overlooking the rest of the chamber, which actually looked a lot like an ancient temple.

      “What is this place?” Eist asked, walking to the edge of the balcony, which was lined with a stone bannister carved with delicate filigree. There were wide stairs leading out from either side of the balcony, clinging close to the wall so that they went in a sort of half-circle before both faded into the ground on the other side of the chamber. Huge, meticulously-carved pillars stood in what would have been the corners of the room if it wasn’t a circle, and Eist could see the crumbled remains of the floor below.

      The ground reminded her of a delicate ceramic pot that someone had shattered then painstakingly tried to put back together. Although it was whole again, the cracks were all still there.

      “That’s where I fell,” Dille murmured, leaning beside Eist and looking down. “Your mother managed to grab a handhold, but Valatos caught her leg and tried to drag her in.” Dille closed her eyes, as if seeing the scene play in front of her. “I was standing right here, fighting off the remaining minions. Your father was trying to hold onto her, but the pull of the portal plus the weight of Valatos was too much. I somehow saw what would happen if I let them be yanked away.

      “Back then, we didn’t know that the portal was anything beyond death. But I can’t explain how I saw that letting them disappear would ruin everything. The world would turn to ash as the Blight devoured us all.”

      Eist shuttered at the thought. Both at her parents disappearing through time, but also at the thought of a vision suddenly taking her over in the middle of a battle. It was bad enough to have them in her dreams, it was another thing entirely to have them set on her while she was awake.

      “So, I did what I had to. I jumped over the side and grabbed onto Valatos. For a moment I thought I was going to pull all of us in, but Pravik had really braced himself. I knew I didn’t have a lot of time, so I took out my dagger and…well. If Valatos wasn’t going to let go, then I figured I just had to separate him from his hand. It worked out pretty well. I just wished that I remembered I had done that when we met him in the castle.”

      “Maybe you didn’t remember because you hadn’t done that yet.”

      “But if I hadn’t done that yet, why did he only have one hand, and how was he already here in his same body?”

      Eist shrugged. “I don’t know. Most of this stuff just goes over my head lately.”

      “I feel much the same.” Dille stood, shaking off the last of her uncertainty from her posture. “For all the studying I did in the first war, all that I learned, so much of this still doesn’t make sense.”

      “Maybe when this is all over, you and me can take a couple of years and try to figure it out.”

      “I already spent decades on it. But yeah, a couple more years couldn’t hurt.”

      They shared a smile before Eist looked to the boys. They were standing a respectful distance at the opposite end of the balcony, with Fior and Gaius watching from the stairwell, not wanting to crowd the humans. She appreciated their consideration in giving her a moment with her best friend. Although they’d been reunited for over a month, Eist didn’t think they’d ever had a moment to just stand in the silence and talk. There was always battle or research or recovery.

      Who knew, maybe this would be the last chance they had.

      “Alright, we need to get down to the floor so I can draw up our new circle and start the rites. Follow me!”

      Dille walked off, going down the stairs at a fair pace. Eist went to follow, as did Athar and Ain, but Yacrist caught her by her arm, pulling her to a stop still on the balcony.

      “I know a lot of things have been changing recently,” Eist said, pulling her arm free. “But I have never been alright with you manhandling me, and that’s still much the same.”

      “Sorry,” he said, a bit breathlessly. If she wasn’t watching his mouth, she might not have even known he had spoken. “I just… I want to say something. Just in case this is… If it’s…”

      “In case I do something stupid again and get killed?”

      “Please,” he said, tugging her closer so he could wrap his arms around her. This time, Eist let him. “Please don’t do that. I mean it.”

      “I know you do.”

      She patted his back and went to pull away, but as she did, suddenly his lips were pressed to hers again. It wasn’t as consuming as his previous kiss. Just…light, and a little sad. But still, Eist wasn’t sure what to think of it, and he straightened himself before she could decide one way or the other.

      “Once this is over, there are things I’d like to talk to you about.”

      Eist felt herself color from her nose to her toes. “I get the feeling I know exactly what those kinds of things are.”

      Yacrist chuckled ever-so-slightly, his thumb tracing her bottom lip. The touch was so intimate, it made her a bit uncomfortable, but she didn’t want to push him away when he was obviously so scared. “Would those things be so terrible?”

      “Honestly…I don’t know. But I do think, perhaps…” It was so hard to get the words out. Eist had never really been concerned with being a people pleaser, but she desperately didn’t want to hurt her friend’s feelings. “Perhaps that you’re somewhere that I haven’t had a chance to get yet. That I might get there, but I need time to find out.”

      “Alright then,” Yacrist said, leaning in one more time to press his lips against her forehead. “Then I hope we get all the time you need. Let’s not let any of this end tonight, okay?”

      “Okay,” Eist agreed, feeling gratitude rush through her. Yacrist understood that she wasn’t like him. That she wasn’t able to wear her emotions on her sleeve like he could and that interactions were difficult. When she had first come to the academy, she had sworn she would never have friends and she was best off alone. Now she couldn’t live without them. Maybe, after a little more time, she could feel about Yacrist the same way he felt about her. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?

      But then they parted, and she saw that Athar had stopped halfway down the stairs, looking up at her with a supportive but melancholy expression. That made her feel guilty again, which still didn’t make any sense. But for some reason, it mattered to her what Athar thought of her. Did that mean something else?

      Perhaps. But it should probably wait until after they banished the ravenous creature trying to devour her world.

      She hustled down the stairs, hurrying past the boys. Ain just sighed at the little display and sounded like he was going to say something, but Eist just kept right on going until she was beside Dille.

      “Here, light these candles for me, would you?” she said, pulling several waxy lengths from one of her bags and then a small incense stick. She rubbed her fingers against the tip of the scented wood, and it burst into a small but bright flame. “I need them in front of each pillar and lining each bottom step. We’re sort of sealing our circle in a way.”

      “Should I pretend I know what that means?”

      “Yes. Now hop to it. We want lots of wax on the ground.”

      Eist did as she was told, and Dille lit another incense, chanting something while walking the entirety of the floor. The boys and dragons, clearly uncertain with what they were supposed to do, pressed themselves against the wall and out of the way.

      There were a lot more steps involved before Dille even got to painting the blood symbols on the floor. Eist wondered when the woman would even get to that right about when she pulled a large skein from one of the many pouches she had brought with her.

      Apparently, lamb’s blood would not do, so the red liquid had been donated by most of the dragon riders that had been around. Eist’s slash was on her thigh, while most of the boys had chosen to take theirs on their arms. She had been surprised when even Elspeth had given some of her blood up, but the woman had done it both quietly and calmly. She wasn’t anything like what Eist had imagined after all those war stories, but somehow, she was even better.

      “Okay, Eist, you have that diagram I drew out of the runes, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Pull it out and keep a hold of it.”

      “Why?” Ain asked from the wall. “Like you haven’t already memorized it ten times over.”

      “It’s not for me.”

      “Then who is it for?”

      The witch pressed her lips together tightly as she dipped a paint brush into the canteen and pressed it to the floor.

      “It’s in case something happens to her,” Eist explained when it became clear the woman wasn’t planning to say anything. “So we can finish it.”

      For once, Ain looked genuinely alarmed. He was so good at guarding his emotions and maintaining his snark that it was strange to see him unguarded. “Wait, is something supposed to happen to you?”

      Dille just shrugged. “Who knows. We’re trying a spell that I’ve basically made up by reversing another ancient spell that interferes with the very fabric of our world. Never hurts to have a backup plan.”

      “What is it with the two of you making potentially catastrophic things sound so nonchalant? Is it a woman thing? Because I thought we were getting the relatively easy job if we managed to make it here without being ambushed.”

      “The hope is that the Blight doesn’t know where we are. Besides,” Dille said, “it would be pretty unbelievable for the enemy to walk in on me trying to finish this circle the same way that we walked in on Valato—”

      She never finished her sentence, but that was probably because part of the floor exploded upward, sending stones flying through the room.

      Eist dived for her, trying to cover her friend with her body, and they both hit the ground hard. When they slid to a stop, Eist looked through the cloud of rubble to see a somewhat familiar shape clawing its way out of the new hole in the ground.

      “Farmad?!”

      The figure straightened, and it was more abomination than human. While Farmad’s head and pleasant sort of face was there, his body was riddled with layers and layers of corded muscle that humans just didn’t have. One of his arms was overly long, the skin thickened into a reddish-brown sort of hide that had several horny growths bursting through it, while both of his legs looked like they belonged more to a beast than a man. Eist was fairly certain that she even saw more spines atop his head, wicked and curling.

      It was Ain who reacted first, nocking an arrow to his bow and loosing before anyone else thought to move. The bolt hit true…and promptly snapped before falling to the floor. “How in the Veil are you—”

      “Here?” the sorcerer asked. Even his voice was different. More of a monstrous rumble than actual speech. But his still human eyes bore into Dille, who was breathing hard in terror beside Eist. “You sent me quite a far ways back, little one. I had to make a few…changes to get here.” He took a step forward, smiling brightly. “But oh, the things I learned, witchlet. I wouldn’t give those up for the world.”

      “You,” Dille breathed, and Eist could feel her words through her tremors. “You were th-there. At the…the…”

      “At that very old battle in the first war. The one where you and Eist’s sweet little dragon helped drive the Blight back when it first came here. I watched. And I learned. And you showed me so, so much. Would you like to see all that your little study taught me?”

      He took another lumbering step toward them, grinning like he was the happiest he had ever been to see them, but he stopped short as a broadsword burst through his chest.

      “I am very, very tired of you!” Athar cried, ripping his sword out of the sorcerer and kicking him forward.

      While Eist may not have graduated as a dragon rider yet, she was fairly certain that a chest wound like that was always fatal. But Farmad just whirled around, slashing with his arm.

      She felt the crackle of magic around him, pulling toward his center. Unwinding her arms from Dille, she charged forward, yanking her shortsword from its sheath to chop down on the sorcerer’s offending limb.

      It bit into his skin, but no blood came out. He hardly seemed to notice beyond a grunt, yanking his arm off her blade.

      “Dille!” Eist cried. “Finish the circle!”

      The witch scrambled to do so, finding her skein again, and Eist turned her attention back to the monster in front of her.

      They were all descending upon him, Fior and Gaius sweeping down with snapping jaws to try to grab at his monstrous limbs, Athar and Yacrist swinging their swords as Ain loosed his bolts right at Farmad’s face.

      Once more, they set up a sort of rhythm, trying to keep the man off balance. But she didn’t have time to settle into it before Farmad roared, the sound sending all three of the men flying backwards into the wall.

      As they slammed into it, several images flashed in front of her. One of a young woman being thrown similarly. She looked familiar.

      “Mother?” Eist asked.

      Her mother didn’t answer. However, Farmad did, whirling and reaching for her. Eist brought her hand up, willing all the anger she had inside of her into her arm.

      The resulting clash sent them both stumbling backwards, fire sparking up through the cracks in the floor. Eist didn’t let that stop her, however, and tried to rush him while he was down.

      But it seemed that Farmad had significantly improved on his physical combat in his journeys through the past. He leaned, bringing up one of his massive feet, and slamming it right into Eist’s middle.

      Ow.

      She stumbled back before sinking to her knees, both hands covering her stomach. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to vomit or pass out or both, but she couldn’t think or breathe. She couldn’t anything.

      “Did you really think that a child like you could stop the coming of our salvation?” he asked, spit dribbling from his stretched-out mouth, teeth sticking down sharply from his maw.

      Eist couldn’t answer, she was too busy gasping, but she did feel quick footsteps pelting up behind her.

      Suddenly, there was a sharp pressure on her bowed back, and then Dille was flying over her head. Eist barely realized that her friend has used her body as a stool to launch herself at Farmad’s face.

      Her legs wrapped around his shoulders and her hands went to either side of his head. She spoke deep, dark words that Eist knew none of them were ever meant to hear, and a brilliant flash of light burst between them.

      Dille was thrown backwards, and Eist heard her hit the wall. She was completely blinded for several seconds, and when her vision cleared, she saw Farmad groaning on the ground in front of her.

      Except it wasn’t Farmad as he had been just a moment ago. Instead, he was fully human-looking again, and much older. Just a frail little old man in the company of warriors.

      “Bind him!” Eist said before rushing over to Dille’s side.

      The woman was laying crumbled against a pillar, her eyes fluttering. Eist slid to her knees beside her, grasping the woman’s head in her hands.

      “Are you alright?” she asked desperately. There was no way that Dille, who had survived being flung through time, who had been in the first war with the Blight, and helped bring Fior back to Eist, could be not alright now.

      She groaned, clearly breathing, but she slumped forward into Eist’s hold. “I… I can’t finish.”

      “It’s okay,” Eist said. “I’ll do it for you. You got rid of Farmad. Just rest.”

      She propped her friend up against the pillar where her eyes closed fully, and her body went slack. For the shortest moment, Eist was terrified that she had passed, but Dille’s chest still rose and fell with shallow breaths. She was just hurt. A blow to the head. That could be fixed.

      Reaching for the skein, Eist turned back to her friends. They all had Farmad bound with the many ropes they had brought, Athar holding him with a sword at his throat while both dragons faced him, growling lightly.

      “We finish this now. We’re going to send your supposed salvation back to where it came.”

      She knelt where Dille had just been, drawing out the runes on the paper Dille had made for her. She too had memorized it, but she still looked to make sure she did everything right. She tried to block everything else out, but she could still hear Farmad’s insipid voice as he spoke.

      “You have no idea what you’re doing, Eist. You’re so strong, so brave, but you’re about to rip yourself apart.”

      He had to be shouting if she could hear him without watching his mouth, but it was just an annoying murmur to her. “You really think that I’d believe anything you say?” Eist asked, continuing to paint rune after rune.

      “Since when have I ever lied to you?”

      Eist ignored him. This was it. She was so close to finishing everything. To making sure that her parent’s sacrifice wasn’t for nothing.

      “Come now, Eist. The Blight is inevitable. You’ve been tricked by the invaders to think that they are the one with rights to this world. Please, I don’t want to see you die here. You could be so much!”

      “Even if I were to die,” Eist answered, “then I would just be following in my parents’ footsteps. I think that would be worthwhile. But you wouldn’t understand that, would you? Thinking about someone besides yourself?”

      “Eist,” Yacrist said warningly.

      But she ignored that too. She wasn’t going to be sacrificing anything. She was absolutely sure that Dille’s plan would work.

      “You care for her, don’t you? Surely you can sense that something is awry here. You can’t let her do this. I’m telling you, if she calls upon the old magic in this place again, it’ll tear her apart until there’s nothing left.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Ain urged while Eist never lifted her eyes from the runes. She trusted her friends to hold the powerless sorcerer, even as a breeze started to wind around her. Lazily at first, but picking up in speed, soon drowning out most other sounds.

      “Can you really just live with knowing you could have stopped her? As she lays cold and dead, will you be able to survive the guilt that you helped kill her? Tell me, boy! You know the ancient runes. The ones she plays with are not meant for mortal man!”

      “Be quiet!” Athar bellowed.

      But Farmad seemed to pick up in fervor as the wind did. Soon he too was screaming while the entire temple shook around them. But Eist didn’t stop. She was almost done. Just a couple more…

      “Don’t you get it? History goes in circles. Valatos was nearly destroyed when his spell went awry, and I assure you that Eist’s fate will be much worse. Save her! Save her!”

      There were the sounds of a scuffle, and she looked up for the first time only to see a shape flying toward her. She tried to duck, but she wasn’t able to dodge as Yacrist bodily slammed into her.

      “Yacrist! No!” she cried as they rolled across the floor. She punched him, full force, desperate to get away and finish the ritual. How could he be tricked so easily!? Didn’t he get it?!

      “You promised,” he cried into her neck, taking the blows she rained on him as he pinned her to the ground. “You promised you wouldn’t leave me. I can’t risk it. I can’t, okay.”

      “Yacrist, get off!” She felt more footsteps rushing toward her and glanced to the side to see Athar and Ain bolting for her. “No! Don’t leave Farm—”

      But it was too late. His body rippled like water, and then he was just as monstrous as he was before. Eist barely had the time to let out a shout before he dove for the brush she had dropped and quickly finished the last three runes.

      But they weren’t the right runes.

      Not the right runes at all.

      An explosion of colors and light shot up through the circle, slamming into the ceiling and making the entire room tremble. Rocks began to rain down, and Eist wondered if this was exactly what her mother felt before they were all thrown back with excessive force.

      Her back hit the wall, Yacrist’s form pressing into her. He gripped her, crying out into her neck.

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I can’t let anything happen to you. I can—”

      He stopped short, and Eist felt something punch her middle. His grip on her loosened enough for her to look downward, where a dark, inky tentacle was sticking straight through Yacrist’s middle.

      “Gods!” Eist cried, fingers scrambling to grip him. But the limb twisted around him, trying to yank him backwards. “Yacrist, hold onto me! Don’t let go!”

      But he seemed to be in another world entirely, his head resting against her shoulder as his blood poured into her lap. “You don’t understand. I couldn’t… I can’t lose you.”

      Eist dug her fingers in, knowing her nails were digging into his arms, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t let him go!

      The tentacle yanked again, trying to drag him into the light, and Farmad just laughed and laughed from where he was on the ground.

      “Do you see it? This is the glory of our salvation!”

      “Damn your salvation!” Eist screamed back, holding onto Yacrist with all she had. The tentacle pulled them both toward the edge, to the massive, burning pillar of light. Eist didn’t need a spellbook to know that entering it wouldn’t be pleasant for either of them. “Yacrist! Hold onto me, okay? Just keep fighting!”

      “You can’t save him,” Farmad crowed. “He’s been slowly influenced over the past two years—ever since he opened Persinnia’s book! Once these things are started, they cannot be stopped!”

      “I’ll stop it!” Eist screamed right back. She willed all that she had into Yacrist, causing the tentacle to jerk and sizzle, but it didn’t let go.

      “You can’t! Don’t you get it? You—” He stopped short, more black tentacles lashing out from the maelstrom and spearing through him. Unlike Yacrist, however, dark veins grew all over Farmad’s body, pulsating just like the legs. He let out a surprised sort of gasp, then melted into a puddle of that same black liquid that he had used to corrupt so many others before it was pulled into the churning miasma of dark-colored light.

      A soft sputter from Yacrist pulled her attention back to him, and she squeezed even harder. She could feel something wet and warm spilling from his mouth and down the collar of her tunic. She was fairly certain that it was blood, but she couldn’t waste her thoughts on that.

      Bit by bit, they were pulled closer until they were both on their feet, the pillar of light just feet from them. Eist was faintly aware that she was crying, but that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. The only thing that mattered was holding onto Yacrist.

      She was never going to let him go.

      The wind whipping around them increased in speed, and they were picked up off their feet, the tentacle giving a mighty yank as they went airborne.

      “Eist, no!”

      Strong hands gripped her back and yanked as hard as they could toward safety. That, combined with the tentacle yanking Yacrist away from her, broke her grip. She could only watch as her friend, her companion, a man that maybe she could have been in love with someday, was snapped up into the pillar of energy in the blink of an eye.

      And just like that, the contained energy erupted outward and she was thrown back into oblivion.
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      Eist awoke to the entire temple shaking violently. She was splayed across the floor, Athar half on top of her and Fior blocking most of her vision. Blearily, she pushed herself up.

      Everything hurt.

      It hurt so badly.

      “Fior?” she whispered, trying to place what had happened. Maybe Yacrist wasn’t gone. The last time she had seen her best friend and her dragon get thrown into a portal, both of them had come back alright.

      Maybe that could happen again.

      A low, threatening growl sounded from Fior, urging Eist to her feet. She managed to get upright just as the pillar of light faded into the ground. In response, the temple stopped shaking and there was a moment of quiet.

      “Fior, what’s going on?”

      Her dragon just growled again, his head down low as if tensing to pounce, but a bright laugh caught Eist off guard.

      “Huh, this was not what I was expecting.”

      That voice.

      No.

      It wasn’t possible.

      Eist stumbled forward, using Fior’s back as support, and saw Yacrist both happy and whole in front of her.

      “Yacrist!” she cried, not caring that her voice cracked.

      She ran toward him—as best she could, given her state—with her arms outstretched. He was alright! Somehow, he was alright! He had survived and—

      —felt completely and undeniably wrong.

      She slowed to a stop, still outside of the circle he had been yanked back to. Something was definitely amiss.

      “Can you believe it?” Yacrist asked, smiling so brightly she was almost blinded. So much energy was churning just below his skin. The type of energy that no one should have. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this good in my life!”

      He took another step forward, and Eist felt rooted to the spot. She was so incredibly happy to see her friend back, but she couldn’t ignore every single one of her senses telling her that something was wrong.

      Dangerously wrong.

      “Oh Eist, I have so much to explain to you,” Yacrist continued happily, taking another step toward her. “We got so much wrong. I mean, wow, it’s a lot. But I can see so much more now. I can’t wait to show you! We’ve got a lot to make right, but now I feel like I can actually do it! And I’m strong enough to protect you now, Eist. Isn’t that great?” There was something just borderline possessive in his tone, something that made her wish that she could hear like most people so she could figure out if she was imagining it or not. But she still stood, staring at her friend who should be dead or tumbling through time or something, and he just took another step toward her.

      Suddenly, Athar was between them, the blade of his broadsword raised. Yacrist paused, and the expression on his face grew dark.

      “What are you doing?”

      Athar didn’t answer, just stood his ground and gave Gaius enough time to slink up beside Fior, joining in his protective stance.

      “Oh, I get it,” Yacrist let out a laugh that was so sour, so bitter, that Eist recoiled. That wasn’t the type of sound her friend would make. Not at all. “You’re jealous, aren’t you, big man?”

      Yacrist only took a step, and yet somehow, he rushed forward so that he was right in front of Athar, mouth wide in a malicious gin. “Well, she’s not yours!” He set his hand on the middle of Athar’s chest, and the young man was blasted over her head and into the air.

      Eist let out a shout for Fior to catch him, but Yacrist just laughed. And laughed. And laughed.

      “What in the Veil is wrong with you?” Ain spat, stumbling to his feet. Eist guessed that he had just woken up and had missed the previous theatrics. “How are you alive?”

      “S-stay away from him,” Athar groaned, trying to pick himself up from the ground where Fior had set him. “He’s been corrupted.”

      Yacrist didn’t seem to like that. “Me? Corrupted? It must seem that way to you, you pathetic parasite,” he sneered, and Eist felt her stomach churn harder. “You’ve always wanted her, haven’t you? Always been lurking in the background, pining after her like some hulking brute. It’s pathetic. I should just end you right now!”

      He lifted his hand, and Eist felt the immense power in him bear down on the whole room. She didn’t even have a moment to think, she just jumped forward and stood in front of the giant of a man.

      “Eist, don’t,” Athar wheezed, struggling to get to his feet even with Ain helping him. “Get Dille and run.”

      “Why would she run?” Yacrist asked, blue eyes sparkling. “She’s with me now. Right where she belongs. Isn’t that right, Eist?”

      She swallowed, sensing that whatever she said now would have a very large impact on if she could save all of her friends or not. Because she didn’t want to believe what was happening in front of her.

      The strange thing in front of her wasn’t really Yacrist. It was something that could be fixed. Solved. He was just under some spell, and all spells could be broken.

      “I belong with my friends. All of them,” she murmured cautiously. “So let’s all go to the healers and clean up, huh?”

      “Healers?” Yacrist snorted. “You don’t get it yet, do you? I’m not sick, Eist. I’m better. Better than I’ve ever been in my life. And I want you to feel this way!”

      “Don’t touch him!”

      Eist looked over her shoulder to see Dille fighting to stand. Her head was still bleeding slightly, but she looked at least slightly coherent. “He’s been possessed by the Blight!”

      “Oh, please, I haven’t been possessed,” Yacrist said with a snort. “That’s like what happened with little Persinnia. No, I haven’t been possessed. I’ve been chosen as its vessel. Its holy body to complete its purpose. And I gotta tell ya…” His gaze settled on Eist and he looked so happy that she could cry. “It truly is a spectacular purpose. Let me show you, please.”

      He reached for her, and Eist could only stare at him, completely in shock.

      The Blight was…in Yacrist?

      No.

      That couldn’t be.

      That wasn’t possible!

      Not only had she failed and let the Blight into the world, but now it had the body of her friend since her first year.

      But did it really have his body? It mostly seemed like Yacrist when he talked. Yeah, sure, there were some idiosyncrasies that were out of place, but on the whole, it still looked like him.

      And yet she couldn’t deny that it absolutely did not feel like him.

      What did that mean, though? And what in the name of the Three was she supposed to do?

      “Yacrist…” She licked her lips. “This isn’t right.”

      He shrugged. “Look, I know that this will probably take a bit for you to understand, but you can trust me.” He extended his hand to her. “You’ve always been able to trust me.”

      Eist looked down at his offered hand then back up to his handsome face. She wasn’t tempted, even in the slightest, but she didn’t know what to do. She wanted to save him. There had to be a way to turn everything around, but she wasn’t sure how to play this to keep him steady.

      “Don’t touch her!”

      She felt air being moved beside her head, and suddenly a shortsword was whipping past her and heading straight for Yacrist’s chest.

      It stopped just short of his body, then turned around, flying right back toward Athar. Eist quickly moved into its path, her mouth moving of its own accord.

      “Yacrist! Stop!”

      The blade clattered to the floor, and Eist let out a breath. She looked up from the weapon with hope in her eyes. Yacrist was still in there, he wouldn’t hurt her. But instead of seeing any sort of kindness, she only saw pure, unadulterated rage.

      “Stand aside, Eist.”

      “You know that I won’t do that. I can’t do that.”

      It was like someone had pulled the cork from a bottle and Yacrist’s face cracked into the most vicious snarl she had ever seen.

      “So you would choose him over me!? ME! I’ve been with you from the beginning! Who is he but a barely-noble idiot who can’t even speak!”

      Yacrist swung toward her, his hands reaching out as if it wanted to grab her hair and yank it, but she jumped back.

      “Stop it! This isn’t you!”

      “Oh, it is me. It’s me in the best form I could ever be. And if you’re too stupid to see that, that’s fine. I can show you in time. You’re mine, Eist. You’ve always been mine, ever since the first day I saw you, and these idiots aren’t going to stop that.”

      The ground crackled below her, the only warning sign before more tentacles shot up. They tried to cage her in, but she dove to the side before they could wrap around her extremities.

      Fior was on them in a moment, snatching them up in his teeth and ripping them right in half. Before Eist could even get to her feet, he whirled on Yacrist and his jaws opened up as wide as they could go.

      “What do you think you’re gonna do, little guy?” Yacrist asked with a chuckle, taking another step forward.

      But Fior just drew in a deep breath and let out another mighty roar.

      It was different than the one she had seen with Farmad. Even different than the ones in battle. There was an unhinged sort of desperation to it that she could feel down into her core, and it terrified her.

      Yacrist’s form rippled and bucked, the inkiness of the Blight washing over his features as Fior gave it all that he could. Running up to him, Eist pressed her hand to her dragon’s spine and poured all of the energy she had within her through Fior.

      Like most times, she had no idea what she was doing. She was just acting on some instinct that she didn’t understand. But almost immediately, Fior’s scales began to glow in brilliant shades of copper, gold and onyx, rolling along his body until the light reached his mouth.

      And then Eist finally saw how Fior had made such a difference in the first great war. Instead of just the pressure and force coming out of his mouth, a brilliant beam of pure, crystal light shot out.

      It hit Yacrist with an indescribable force, driving him to his knees and to the ground. Then further into the ground. Then deeper into the ground until the entire thing started to give way.

      “Come on!” Ain said, trying to grab her hand, but Eist yanked it away. “We need to get out of here!”

      “All of you go,” Eist ordered, not letting her sight leave the shaking, crumbling hole that they were driving Yacrist into. She could see tentacles trying to reach up, scrambling to find purchase, but the moment’s Fior’s light hit them, they would burst into ash. “You get to your dragons and you fly away as fast and as hard as you can. This won’t hold him for long.”

      “Eist, you can’t—”

      She cut Athar off before he could finish that thought. “I’m not sacrificing myself. I’ll make it out, I promise. But you all have to go.”

      Thankfully, they all listened to her, although she could feel Athar hesitate. She couldn’t risk looking away to check on him, however. She had already failed far too much lately, she wouldn’t do that here.

      There was scuffling as she assumed Ain got the battered Dille onto Gaius, ordering him to go while he and Athar scrambled up the stairs. She also felt when their presences left the room, which was shaking more and more.

      “Don’t stop,” Eist whispered to Fior. “You hold him until we can’t, okay?”

      He didn’t answer, but she knew that he could hear her. They really had been destined for each other, she just never understood how much until she saw him glowing with the power her blood had inside of her.

      The cracked floor under them sagged, and Eist felt her weight start to drop into the chasm opening up behind them. It would only be seconds until the entire temple crashed down around her for the second time.

      “Fior! Now!” she cried, leaping onto his back.

      Although he was full-grown, only her dragon could have spun on a coin and shot right toward the crumbling entrance. Up, up, up they went through the ridiculously long stairs, until they vaulted out into the night sky, a cloud of debris bursting behind them as the temple finished caving in.

      Night? It had still been daylight when they had first traversed down there. How much time had passed? Or did it work differently down in the bowels of such a sacred place where so much magic had already gone awry?

      It didn’t matter, really. Because what was done was done, and she quickly realized that her friends were still on the ground.

      Fior and her landed fairly hard, and she was nearly thrown from his back. When she recovered, she slid to the ground and approached them.

      “What’s going on here?!” she cried, completely full of panic. Who knew how long Yacrist would be held by how far down they sent him? She bet it wouldn’t be very long. “What are you—”

      The group parted and she saw Alynbach pressed to the ground, sobbing as only a dragon could. It was an awful, barking sound that made Eist’s stomach clench up.

      “Oh, Alynbach, no. It’s alright. We’re going to get him back, I swear.” She approached the purple dragon, her hands held up for the nose scratches that both of their heads loved so much, but they both snapped at her. They might have even taken her hands had Veralda not batted them away with her tail.

      He didn’t seem to like that, and he slashed at the dragon he had always seemed to have a crush on before skittering to the collapsed staircase. He rested on top of the rubble, glaring at them like they were the ones who had murdered Yacrist.

      But he wasn’t murdered.

      Yacrist wasn’t dead. She just had to remind herself of that. He wasn’t dead, so there was still a chance to save him. She didn’t give up on people.

      “I don’t th-think he’s going to come with us,” Athar said, sounding just as pained as Eist felt.

      “We can’t just leave him here!” Dille argued woozily from where she was atop Veralda. “He’s one of us.”

      Eist sighed. She was just so tired. Defeated. There was always one more thing, wasn’t there? Always one more way their lives could get a little worse. “We can’t make him go either.”

      Abruptly, Ain drew his bow and stepped around them, aiming it toward one of Alynbach’s eyes. Eist’s heart jumped in alarm and she held up both of her hands in warning.

      “What are you doing!?”

      “We can’t let Yacrist have him either. A two-headed dragon that can manipulate water is too great of a resource to just hand over.”

      “You can’t,” Eist breathed, not believing that she was in another stressful situation all over again. Hadn’t she just had her friend ripped from her arms and taken over as a vessel?

      “You can’t. I’ll be the one who’s alright with doing what they have to. If we need a bad guy, I’ve played that part before.”

      “No, I really mean you can’t.” Eist dropped her defensive posture and placed her hand gently on his shoulder. “I know you like to play careless and tough, but I know you, Ain. And I don’t think you can murder our friend’s dragon in cold blood while it’s mourning.”

      “Really? You don’t think so?” He nocked two bolts at once and aimed them square at the dragon again. He hesitated, as if he expected Eist to stop him, but she didn’t. She just watched, hand on his shoulder, thumb rubbing comfortable circles.

      Watched and waited.

      And waited.

      He lasted several breaths before he finally let out an enraged cry and shot both bolts far into the distance. They sailed through the air before burying themselves in a tree.

      It was like a seal had been broken as tears ripped through Ain’s façade. He whirled to her, clinging to her in a hug while he sobbed into her hair.

      She gave him a moment, because he needed it, and she wanted to give him so much more. But they didn’t have the time. They needed to get out of there, and fast.

      “Come on,” she said, patting his back and guiding him toward Gaius, who had sidled up to him worriedly. “We need to get back to Margaid and tell the council what happened.”

      Ain nodded, wiping his face before climbing onto his mount. Fior quickly rushed to Eist, and she got right back on top of him.

      Together, their cadre rose into the air, sans Alynbach who was still openly weeping over the rubble. There were no words to describe the heart-wrenching pain she felt as he grew smaller and smaller below them until he disappeared entirely.

      Another loss for them. Another soul to mourn. And Eist was beginning to wonder if she really would ever get him back.
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      Eist tossed and turned, her stomach sour, her head pounding, and her heart aching.

      Even though she was back in the tent she had been sharing with her friends since they had joined the battle, she still felt like she was trapped underground in the temple, watching as she helped her dragon bury her friend.

      They had made it to the council in one piece, where they then had to tell them of their failure. Eist couldn’t bear to even look them in the face as she told them not only had she let her friend get possessed right in front of her, but they hadn’t even managed to complete the spell. Not only was the Blight still around, but it had a human vessel.

      And Eist didn’t even know what that meant.

      She tossed again, her face heated and sweat dribbling down her brow, when she felt a cool breeze drift across her. She looked to the tent flaps only to see that they were completely still, the campfire crackling behind them.

      Curious, she sat up. It wasn’t like she was going to get any sleep as it was. Standing up, she hobbled out of her tent on sore legs.

      But instead of walking into the campsite, she strolled straight onto the path outside of her home.

      Eist stood there, blinking owlishly, as she tried to figure out if she was in a dream or not. But that question was quickly answered as light washed over the entire hill, and two glimmering forms rose from the ground.

      She shielded her eyes, unable to look at the figures for several moments. Even when her gaze did adjust, she still could only barely make them out through the shimmering around them.

      “Mother?” she asked, hardly believing that what she was seeing was real. “Father?”

      The two forms smiled at her, faces barely visible, but she could feel both the love and light exuding from them.

      “How is this possible?” she asked, rushing toward them for a hug. But she passed right through them, nearly stumbling in the dirt. “Wha… What’s going on?” she asked, looking at them in bewilderment.

      “We’ve missed you, darling. You’ve gotten so big.”

      “How are you even here?”

      “We’ve been forming the bonds of the Blight’s prison for all these years now. When it broke free, we were released.”

      “Most of us was released, that is,” her father added, his voice just how she remembered it. Tears were welling up in her eyes again, and she wished she could just hold them. “Bits of us were lost when our spell was broken.”

      “What bits?”

      “That doesn’t matter. We’ve been watching you since we arrived. It’s taken us time to learn how to contact you, but we did try so hard to help.” Her mother’s voice cracked slightly. “You’ve made us so proud, you know. You’re exactly how I thought you would be.”

      “Mother…” There was no point in hiding her tears and she sobbed outright. “That was you in the library, wasn’t it?”

      She nodded. “It was. I was so happy to see that you had received our gift. But you seemed like you could hardly hear me.”

      “Oh, that,” Eist said with a chuckle. “So, you know how you guys sent me a, uh, gift before you locked yourselves away? Well, a bit of the Blight followed it and both Grandfather and I fell ill. The fever caused me to lose a good chunk of my hearing.”

      “Oh, darling, I’m so sorry!”

      Eist shrugged. “I get by alright.” She wanted to hold them so badly. To bury her face in her father’s strong chest and never let go. Surely in their arms, nothing else that was terrible could ever happen. But she couldn’t do that. Because they were dead. Even if they were right in front of her, they were dead. “You said you wanted to tell me something?”

      “Yes. We’re so sorry, my dear, but our existence is…complicated.”

      “We’re tied to the Blight,” her father continued for her. “We’re not a part of it, but we exist with it. We bound our destinies so tightly that we won’t know rest until it is destroyed.”

      “Then I’ll destroy it!” Eist said much more confidently than she had any right to. “You two have given enough.”

      “We believe you, my child, but that is not what we must warn you of.”

      “Then what did you need to tell me?”

      “That we saw your friend was taken as a vessel of the Blight. We are so terribly sorry, but you need to believe us that he is lost to you. You cannot waste your time trying to save him. You must destroy him just as you would the Blight.”

      “But—”

      “That is not all, dear. Our sweet, brave Eist. The Blight has always been held back by never truly being a part of this world. It can only interact directly at specific times, and it often exhausts all of its energy. Much of its power it couldn’t wield, as it didn’t have a proper anchor into this realm.

      “But it has an anchor now. It is a part of this realm just as much as you are, and it will use its newfound power to rend everything apart. You have to stop him.”

      “But how?” Eist asked, feeling herself sink down into that well of despair. She’d been treading it ever since they had flown away, but she felt like she would drown at any moment. “I didn’t even know that it could take a vessel.”

      “Although it has gained great power from its possession, there is a catch. The Blight is now subject to the rules of this realm, including all of its limitations. It had a singular form, your Yacrist. While it might be able to attack with phantom limbs or spears, it is largely contained to his body.

      “Use that. And use the rules of this land against it. If there’s anyone that can stop him, it’s you, Eist. Everything has been building to you.”

      Her mother gently knelt, her glowing, translucent hands cupping Eist’s cheeks. “I’ve been dreaming of you since I was a little girl myself, when I saw the miraculous person you would be. That is why we gave ourselves to buy you the time you needed.

      “But the time we bought for you is gone now, and you have to find the way we couldn’t.”

      Eist blinked at them, tears welling up in her eyes. “Wait, you…you sacrificed yourself for me?”

      Sure, Eist knew that they had in a sort of abstract way. They sacrificed themselves for the good of the entire world. For every boy and girl so they would be free from the Blight. The thought that it was just for her seemed borderline impossible.

      “Of course. Your mother saw in her dreams how you would be the one to take down the Blight, but you needed time to train. The Blight was threatening to wipe everything out right there and then, so we searched for a way to buy you enough years to grow up.

      “And it was worth it, my dear. Seeing you alive and flourishing was worth every year of oblivion.”

      Eist’s lip trembled. So many people she knew would never have any idea how it felt to be loved so completely. “I miss you guys.”

      They both drifted forward to hold her or hold her as best they could, given the situation.

      “We miss you too, our dear Eist. And we will see you to victory. Please, find a way and destroy the Blight so we can finally know peace.”

      “I will. I swear it.”

      And it was standing like that, huddled in their glowing light, that the house drifted away, leaving her standing in the middle of the camp. Eist let out a shuddering breath, then wiped her tears away.

      “I promise,” Eist reiterated before and turning and walking back to the tent.

      She may have not been the one to start the war, but she was going to finish it.

      For everyone she loved.
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      A claw scored its way down Eist’s arm, glancing off her borrowed armor when it reached her elbow. The attacking monster snarled, as if offended that she dared to protect herself from its wrath.

      Eist swung her halberd around from where she had been fending off a group making a concentrated attack on a weak point in the Margaidian army, slamming the butt of the weapon under the creature’s chin. It stumbled, which allowed her to move her weapon in another clean sweep that stopped her from being rushed while also cleaving the thing in two.

      But like most of the creatures, that didn’t mean the end of it. Its bottom half flopped over, all legs and tines and spikes, before melting into black liquid, while its top half rushed her on its arms, jaws snapping again.

      That was when Dille dove in between the fighting Margaid men, shoving a vial into the creature’s mouth. It bit down on instinct—barely giving Eist’s friend enough time to yank her hand out of its jaws—and as soon as its teeth broke the glass, it was propelled into the air by an orangey plume of fire.

      “Is that a new spell?” Eist asked curiously as her friend came up behind her and pressed their backs together. It was a common stance for them now, if anything about their situation could be common. It had always been Yacrist’s go-to—

      Eist cut off that thought, but not in time. Grief and guilt crashed into her, a double-edged sword, slicing at everything she thought she was.

      It had been a week since that fateful night when she had let her friend be snatched up and used by her people’s greatest enemy. It was all her fault. If she had just been stronger, or faster, or even smarter, Yacrist would be with them.

      But he wasn’t. He was gone and they were back at Margaid, fighting every single day.

      …but the Blight wasn’t around either.

      Eist tried not to think about that. Because when she did, it made her think about how the next time she faced off against that dark, evil creature, it would be in the body of the man she might have loved.

      That thought made her heart squeeze terribly and she rushed forward into the horde of abominations still trying to get into the city. It was rash. It was dangerous. But the only thing that made her forget about everything she had done was the intense heat of battle. She just needed to turn her mind off and be.

      Or maybe not be at all.

      Part of her, even if it was a small, cowardly part, couldn’t help but wonder if the world would be better off without her floundering in it. Because in all the years since she had met Farmad in that forest, had she really done anything? Saved a handful of people from the canyon, maybe, but that was it. She’d done far more harm in losing Yacrist.

      Black sprayed across her, obscuring her vision, and a different scene began to play through her mind. She could see Yacrist right in front of her, clinging to her, his tears dripping down her neck as he begged her to forgive him. She had tried so hard to keep a hold of him, to ignore the head of the tentacle as it pushed against her middle, to ignore the blood spilling down the front of them, making her clothes warm and tacky from the scarlet.

      She could feel it, smell it, breathe it, and it was all so overwhelming.

      Teeth latched into the back of her tunic and she was lifted off her feet. Eist struggled for a moment, thrashing violently, but stopped when she felt a familiar rumble.

      “Fior?” she asked, rubbing at her face with one of her sleeves. But she had forgotten that she was wearing bracers, so the hard armor mostly just smeared the black liquid deeper into her features.

      Ugh.

      Sheathing her sword, Eist used her hand instead. But as soon as the weapon was put away, Fior threw her upwards. She didn’t panic, however, and waited for her thighs to hit his solid back after he dove under her.

      Sure enough, she landed right where she was supposed to and could dedicate two hands to wiping her eyes clean of the gunk. Blinking several times, she looked out at the battle to see that both of her witch’s eyes were in full force, reality burning in bright gold despite the fact that it was midday.

      Actually… There was something different about the gold. It wasn’t in ribbons or leading her anywhere. They stretched under the earth like a spider’s web, except it wasn’t in a circle. Maybe the roots of a tree would be a more accurate description. They laced across the entire ground, ending right at the gate of the city.

      Huh.

      That was interesting.

      Eist looked to the horizon again, waiting for the dark shadow of the Blight to show, for that thick inkiness that always gave her chills. But there was nothing. No hint of that malevolent being and its constant need to devour.

      No hint of the energy that it would pump into its creatures.

      That stirred something in Eist’s mind. Fragments of spells or stories that she had read back when she had been searching for something to save her grandfather. Or maybe it had been when she’d pored over those books with Yacrist.

      Those same books that had opened the door to the Blight for him. The ones that had created the path that would steal him away from her.

      She should have listened to her gut. She had known that those books were bad. Had known that something malicious lurked inside.

      But she hadn’t held her ground.

      Why hadn’t she held her ground?

      So many questions. So many condemnations. But none of them would bring him back. She needed to delve deeper into the books, deeper into the archives, but she couldn’t do that if she was just fighting all the time.

      Anger and despair bubbled up in her gut. She hated this. All of it. This wasn’t what her grand life as a dragon rider was supposed to be like.

      She just wanted all of this to stop. She wanted Yacrist back. She wanted her friends and her family and no more dread of a world-ending cataclysm over their heads.

      Her vision was again drawn to the shimmery lines underneath the earth. Something told her that they used to be much brighter, much more…grand. Some deep part of her, the same part that always compelled her to follow the golden bonds she saw, wanted to touch them. To reach out and call upon the old, old magic that no doubt flowed along that path.

      Eist pressed her knees into Fior’s side, urging him downward. There was a sort of epicenter at the heart of it all. Right in that cavern that the Blight had opened up in their third week of battle. She remembered dropping dozens of rocks in there, but now the entire thing glowed in bright, celestial hues.

      She guided him down closer, closer, until they were in danger of not being able to pull up in time without crashing into the ground. And then, just when she could feel the downbeat from Fior’s wings bouncing off the ground, she ordered him to roar.

      And roar he did.

      It wasn’t like the one that had driven Yacrist far below the earth, but it was still mighty, making her teeth reverberate. The rocks below either flew out of the way or crumbled into dust, opening up the crater and revealing what was below.

      It was…beautiful.

      Eist stared, enraptured, at the sparkling blue, pink, green, and other hues of it all. It was a miasma of twinkling, blinding color that she felt inexplicably drawn to.

      It didn’t take long for her mind to suggest what it was to her. Finally, after so much time reading about, thinking about it, wondering about it, she knew what it looked like for their world to have some of that energy that was supposed to feed and run through everything.

      She didn’t know why it was there. Maybe in freeing the Blight, they had freed something else. Maybe it was some sort of last line of defense.

      Or maybe it was just for her.

      That idea made Eist lick her lips as they continued to dive toward the swirling colors far below. It felt like it was calling to her, beseeching her. Who was to say that it wasn’t for her? Weren’t she and Dille the only true magic users she knew? How many with dragon’s blood still roamed after the cleansing in the generation before her?

      Suddenly something clicked in Eist’s mind. The outlawing of magic had happened just before her parents had been born and had reached its furor while they were still relatively young. Had…had that been a machination of the Blight? Had it purposefully tried to get rid of any who had opposed it?

      It made sense. If her parents hadn’t studied secret, forbidden magic, if they hadn’t had gifts that were supposed to be long lost, then the Blight would have won during that fateful battle instead of being locked away.

      Grinning to herself, Eist reached toward the magic, welcoming it to her like one might welcome an old friend.

      After all, she’d been waiting so long to meet it.

      The swirling colors didn’t react for a moment, just twisting and shimmering, somewhere between tangible and ephemeral. But then, just like an oiled torch suddenly bursting to flame, it roiled to life, shooting up to engulf Eist and Fior.

      It was as if she was instantly blasted with sunshine, warm, welcoming, and pure. Eist could feel wind rushing past her, and yet she was surrounded only by the bright energy of her world. It tickled at her, it soothed her, it filled her with so much confidence and righteousness that she wondered why she ever doubted herself.

      Every bit of her basked in its radiance. She felt as if she were being taken apart and built anew. All the hurt, the scars, and the darkness within her were whisked away to never be thought of again. She was a child of dragons, child of magic, child of her world, and it would see her whole.

      Time didn’t exist while she and her dragon were there, held in the cradle of life energy. But after long enough, that unrelenting assuredness told her that it was not the moment to rest. That would come eventually, but there was far too much to do. Too many wrongs to be righted and friends to save.

      She almost didn’t even need to adjust her knees, Fior tilted his head and then they were shooting upwards, the warm wealth of light surging with them. They erupted into the daylight in a blast of colors, and Eist felt the mass of it move through her like she had always been a part of it.

      Perhaps she had.

      Looking out at the battlefield, she saw all of those dark, insidious abominations fighting. Clawing. Biting. But she also felt like she could see through them, down to the dark ties that bound them together.

      It was like her witch’s eye vision, except more. She could see how those inky lengths drained the light from the ground beneath it. She saw how it made things gray and dead. A blight indeed.

      It needed to be washed away.

      Opening her hands, she pushed out her fingers, as if she could shove the energy she was feeling down to the ground and scrub away all the filth.

      But…what if she actually could?

      “Cleanse them,” she growled, still euphoric.

      The light responded instantly, shooting out from her in every direction and bathing the entire land.

      It didn’t strike the creatures directly. No, instead it burst through every single dark tie, severing them and gobbling up all the energy contained within the bonds.

      It flowed like water, but lighter. Washing the land clean of the filth and every perversion that the Blight had placed upon it.

      As each tie was cut, the corresponding abomination burst into ash, its filth raining down to the ground. And the more monsters that were felled, the more light that burst forth from the very earth. Eist watched, her heart pounding with every surge of magic, and she realized that she was watching the battlefield be reborn.

      It was dazzling. Intoxicating. She could see life itself flowing into the earth under the dying monsters’ feet. And the more that it was rejuvenated, the more powerful and connected she felt. It built inside of her, tighter and higher. Brighter and hotter. Until suddenly, it all rushed upward in a vibrant wave and both she and Fior were snapped through the sky.

      

      She was standing in nothing again, a feeling she hadn’t had since all those years ago when she had been trying to save her grandfather. Once again, Fior was beside her, but instead of the little thing he had been that first time, he was fully grown.

      “How good it is to see you, my little ones.”

      Eist looked forward, the emptiness in front of her clearing to reveal a woman sitting on a throne. Her hair was as deep as midnight, almost impossible to see against the darkness, and her eyes were still that softly glowing, blue light. She was dressed in regal purple this time, and extended a claw-tipped nail to them.

      Fior trotted over happily while Eist bowed. She knew who she was in front of now.

      Arwylln of Caster. The first human born of a dragon and mother to all magic users. One of the first to fight the Blight and author of the book that had helped Eist save her grandfather.

      But the woman just chuckled at the show of reverence. “Stand, my dear. I have waited far too long to have you grovel at my feet.”

      Eist did so, stumbling forward to catch at the woman’s outstretched hand. When she did, it was like the light struck her all over again, filling her with things she didn’t understand but made her feel like she could fly.

      “You have done so very well, my little one. But there is so much more to do.”

      “I haven’t done anything,” Eist argued, mesmerized by those glowing blue eyes. Except they weren’t really eyes. She could tell that there was no form or body part within the empty sockets of the woman’s face. It was just pure magic. Or life energy. Or whatever it wanted to be called.

      “How can you say that when you just summoned magic back into the land?”

      Eist stared at her, which was probably incredibly rude, all things considered, but she didn’t know what to say. “What do you mean, I summoned it? I thought magic couldn’t be created or destroyed. Just…stolen. Which is what the Blight has been doing.”

      “Yes, you are right, in a way. But there’s been a…shift in things. The Blight has taken physical form, which means it’s connected to our realm in a way it never has been before. And what happens when nature finds a dangerous aberration?”

      “It destroys it. Or at least tries to.”

      “Very good.” The woman, or perhaps even a demi-god, Eist wasn’t really sure how that worked, gently tapped the tip of her nose while scratching the underside of Fior’s chin with her other hand. “That’s what is happening now. Magic that has been long dormant, unused and forbidden under the guise of the Truth of Three, is rising up. Because of past machinations, it’s cut off from that trinity, but you…you seem to be able to use it just fine.”

      Eist could feel her heart pick up.

      “So is that how we beat it then? I just summon all the magic in the world and burn it out of existence?”

      “Yes, my girl.”

      “Then what are we waiting for!? Send me back! I’ll scrub them off our world right now!”

      Her hand raised again to pat Eist’s cheek. “My dear, although the world is rising to the occasion, there’s not enough energy left to overcome that entity. If you truly want to destroy it, you must bring more magic back into the world. Restore the energy that has been stolen. Awaken everything that has been sealed away by so many years of mistakes by your kind.”

      Of course it couldn’t be that easy.

      “Then how do I get more magic? Wake more things up?”

      “That, my dear, is an impossible task, but you—”

      There was a crackling sound, and it was like the ground was ripped right out from under her.

      

      Eist jolted, and then she was snapped right back into her body above the battleground.

      She was back to the exact moment that she left, almost no time seeming to have passed, and she was nearly overwhelmed with the same sensations she had been feeling before she went away.

      If she ever went away at all. Had that really happened? It had to. It wasn’t the first time she’d had a vision of that ancient woman, and she wondered if it would be her last.

      Frustration bubbled over in her and she let out a cry, all of the potential that she had felt building inside of her exploding outward.

      Except that ended up being less of a metaphor than she thought, as light burst from her core, washing back out over the land it had swept up from. Wind kicked up, and debris flew everywhere, blinding even her. But when it all settled, there wasn’t a single enemy on the battlefield.

      It seemed all of the armies were silent for several moments, staring in shock at what had happened. Eist sat atop Fior, worried about how they would react. Her worry, however, didn’t last too long because a mighty cheer rose up from the empty battlefield.

      They had done it.

      One battle was over and won.

      Now it was time to win the war.
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      Eist sat alone in her room, looking around at what should have been familiar surroundings, but they were anything but.

      It had been over a month since she had been there, swept up in the battlefield and then losing Yacrist, and then back to the battlefield again.

      After the successful defense of Margaid, they had pulled back to the academy to regroup. Finally, their entire civilization had to admit that the Blight was back, and it was time to face them.

      The kicker was, no one seemed to have seen the beautiful lightshow that Eist had.

      Well, except for Dille.

      It had been rather startling when Eist dropped back to the ground amidst everyone hugging and celebrating, but no cries about magic, or wonderment about what she had done. Sure, she heard people asking what had happened, but no one’s head was swiveling to her. No one’s eyes viewed her accusingly.

      When she’d found her friends, battered and exhausted as they were, only Dille had a knowing expression, cautioning Eist to keep her mouth shut. It wasn’t until she and her friend were alone later that night that they were able to talk about what they had actually seen, and what other people had told them they saw.

      The two of them resolved to keep that between themselves as the entire camp celebrated then passed out. Of course, Ain and Athar tried to coax both of the girls out to at least eat, but Eist didn’t really feel like going anywhere people might see her.

      Thankfully, the boys seemed to understand and didn’t push it, instead spending the night talking in their joined tents. They also all stayed together as the camps packed up and returned to the academy to regroup. Then set off for the journey home.

      Home.

      What a funny word.

      Was the academy really home, or was it just a place that had been supposed to teach her how to be the best dragon rider she could be?

      And how could it be home when every time she looked around, all she saw were signs of Yacrist?

      There was the quill she had borrowed from him, sitting knocked over on her desk from Fior trying to get comfortable in her small dorm. Even just outside her door was the place he and Athar had waited for her in the hall. And she knew that later today, she would have to go to the cafeteria, where his memories would be all over the place.

      There wasn’t a single place in the entire academy that wasn’t tied to him in her memory somehow. He was all over, in every facet, and she didn’t know how to handle that. It was worse than her parents all over again, because back then, she had thought her parents had just died. Now she wasn’t sure if Yacrist was dead and the Blight was just parading around in his body, or if there was some part of him alive in there.

      She was more inclined to believe the latter. Although his words had been cruel, and his face twisted with jealousy and hatred when they last spoke, she couldn’t help but see bits of her friend there. Trapped somewhere behind those bright, beautiful eyes.

      Was he really never going to flirt with her again? Never say anything far too serious in a light conversation? Never look at her with those intense, confusing gazes that she never understood?

      That thought made her heart ache and she felt as if she was facing losing him all over again. It was one thing to accept his death and then throw herself into battle, but it seemed to be another entirely to sit in the vast emptiness and quiet of the academy and remember everything she’d lost.

      Finally, the large, gaping wound within her had to be faced. For the time being, Yacrist was gone, and it was up to her to get him back.

      She would.

      She couldn’t not.

      But she supposed she had to find out how.
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        * * *

      

      Eist had thought that the academy had gotten intense and frantic right after that red dragon had crashed into the middle of their training field two years earlier, but that was nothing compared to the furor the entire compound threw itself into now.

      All of her class was suddenly given access to live steel weapons and thrown into drills, battle scenarios, and sparring for hour after hour after hour. The dragons didn’t have it easy either, with any of their riders’ free time going to flying formations and other maneuvers.

      But the frenzy of it all was nice. It helped Eist forget. If she didn’t have to think, she didn’t have to feel. And feeling was the worst thing she could do at the moment.

      Thankfully, Ale’a and the others called upon her and her friends often to help during drills. It was easier to correct another student’s posture or fix their hold on their weapon than try to think of their future.

      Nights were harder, of course. After dinner, Eist and her friends went back down to the library, searching through all of the ancient texts that she hadn’t already rifled through during things with grandfather, and some of them that she had gone through but didn’t really remember.

      It was strangely akin to their time in Margaid, down in the archives toiling away, trying to find some secret. But this time, her parents didn’t whisper the path to her. Her vision didn’t offer any benefit either, never glowing gold or blue or anything really. Just seeing in the dark.

      Nights after the library weren’t much better. Dille had taken up residence outside with the many dragon riders who were flocking to the academy from all over the continent, her two dragons far too large to fit in their dorm or even perch on the balcony.

      It wasn’t like she was alone out there. There was an open call for every single dragon-bonded, from retired to injured to disgraced, and they were actually answering the call. Eist watched more and more of them appear each day, from riders that she had seen there before, to battle-scarred, ragged riders that looked more like vagabonds than honorable soldiers.

      Ain and Athar still shared their dorm, and as far as Eist knew, that hadn’t really changed, so that just left her entirely on her own.

      She remembered once she had preferred being alone. That she had thought that time with others was a waste and she would never enjoy it. But now, she missed it. She missed it, but she couldn’t build up the courage to tell her friends that she needed them in a way she had never needed them before.

      Because how she needed them… Well, it was weak. Especially since everything was her fault. If she had just been a bit smarter, stronger, then Yacrist would still be there. He wouldn’t be possessed by her people’s greatest enemy.

      Eist shook her head and banished those thoughts. She needed sleep if she was going to be stronger for tomorrow. And she had to be stronger.

      Everything depended on it.
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        * * *

      

      “How is it that you’ve survived more than a month in battle but your grip on your halberd is still wrong?”

      Eist stood from the middle of her personal drill and looked over her shoulder to see Ale’a standing there, dressed in a loose jerkin and simple breeches.

      The woman had changed a bit since they had all rode out together. Although the city had tried to keep them properly supplied, there still wasn’t nearly as much food. Add to that the constant physical demands of war, and the woman had lost a portion of her muscle and size. Her skin was more golden than it was before—apparently her hours of patrolling the camps during both day and night had left her with a deep, deep tan. Her long red braid was also gone, cut short into a classic rider’s style with a deep scar running from her eye to the side of her head. Eist didn’t know the exact details of how she had gotten that wound, but the near-deaf girl had heard there’d been a mercenary doing something he shouldn’t and there’d been quite a fight.

      “Is it wrong if I’m still alive and my enemies are not?”

      Ale’a raised the eyebrow of her non-scarred eye. Although Eist had seen a different side of her, a harder, more violent side, she still respected the woman. Maybe she even respected the woman more.

      “If you weren’t blessed with gifts, would you be?”

      Eist wanted to deny it, but there was a point there. If she didn’t have any gifts, she would most definitely be dead. She would have been killed by that healer before she could ever save her grandfather.

      Speaking of her grandfather, where was she? Had she even talked to him in weeks? She didn’t think so. Had he sent her any crows? Or ravens? She didn’t know. She hadn’t paid attention to any of that.

      Nothing had mattered beyond the battle.

      “Hello? You there?”

      Eist blinked and looked back to Ale’a. “Oh. Yeah, huh. You gonna help me fix it then, or just continue to critique my style?”

      “Actually, you look like you could use a break. Where’s your cadre of friends?”

      Eist licked her lips, trying to recall everything they had said to her at the noon-day meal. “Dille is out riding with her two dragons, Athar is helping assemble a ballista with that team, and Ain is working with other students on archery.”

      Ale’a didn’t ask of Yacrist. Although he had no funeral or procession, word had gotten out that the last surviving heir of the Auber family was dead. They didn’t know that he was worse than dead, but Eist was still trying to fix that.

      If she could fix that.

      “Hmm, well, loneliness doesn’t sit right on you. Come with me.”

      Eist dropped her defensive stance and rolled her neck. She felt so stiff lately, so achy. Maybe she could ask Dille to go with her to the steam baths. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d gone together.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To meet some of my own friends.”

      “Wait, you have friends?” Eist didn’t mean it the way it came out. It was just that Ale’a was the only one of her age group at the academy. Somewhere between graduated and a professor, she was the only dragon rider that Eist knew who was in their late twenties. She was also the only dragon rider who Eist had ever known who was mostly grounded from general service.

      “Believe it or not. Most of my classmates are dead, but there’s a couple handfuls of us left.” She shook her head. “You know, I just had my twenty-eighth harvest. It’s wild to think how few of us are still flying. A hundred and three of us graduated. At last count, though, there were twenty of us.”

      “That’s so few,” Eist breathed, thinking of all her classmates. Even after all that they had lost, there were still a hundred and a handful. In twelve years’ time, would her group suffer the same fate?

      Actually, the better question was if they would even live that long.

      “Yeah. And it’s going to get fewer.” Ale’a shrugged, her large shoulders rippling. “War is like that. But it’ll be worth it if we can end this once and for all.”

      “Once and for all,” Eist agreed.

      They fell into a comfortable sort of silence as the large woman led her into the academy and to the farthest wing that Eist never frequented. It was on the opposite side of the feeding area, caddy-corner to the caves and camping field. The young woman looked around, taking in the unfamiliar sight.

      It seemed less official than the rest of the building. More like a large, communal place that had been built first and then had the academy rise around it.

      “Is this the teachers’ quarters?” she asked as she hurried to keep up with Ale’a’s large strides down the hall.

      “No, those are a floor above. This…this is a place for dragon riders. We’ve got our own infirmary here that the healers will frequent if there’s need. Our own eating quarters. Place to polish and repair armor. Blacksmith even down at the end. And of course, the most important part…”

      They hung a left and the hall opened up into a room that wasn’t all that different from the cafeteria. Except for the fact that it wasn’t a cafeteria at all, and rather what looked like a ramshackle tavern faced her.

      “Ah, Scarlett!” a slurred voice called out from between the differently-sized tables. “You’re late.”

      Ale’a rolled her eyes and strode toward the table. Eist saw there were three dragon riders already sitting there, each of them more different than the last.

      The slurring man beamed at Ale’a, his teeth shining brilliantly behind his golden skin. He had the deep tan of Margaidian aristocracy, but the broader features of Dille’s class. A gem was imbedded in one of his too-white teeth and a gold ring hung from one of his eyebrows. Eist had thought that facial piercings were a Baldred thing.

      There was a woman next to him who was as slender as Dille had been when she had first arrived. Her skin was so pale that it was almost translucent, while her hair was shaved bald. Deep, chocolate eyes looked out from under her thick brows. She reminded Eist of a predator, the kind that didn’t hunt outright, but rather laid in wait in the perfect trap.

      The final person was a bookish-looking man with sandy brown hair pulled back like Athar preferred to wear his and spectacles upon his face. Despite his mousy demeanor and posture, she saw several intense scars down his neck and on one of his hands. There was an interesting story there.

      “Whoseizis this?” the first man continued, looking at Eist with a curious eye. She got the feeling that his drunken antics were more an act than anything and reminded herself that these people were no doubt just as dangerous as Ale’a.

      “This is Eist. You probably know her as the W’allenhaus girl.”

      At that, the brown-haired one leaned forward. “You’re the brindled dragon rider, yes?”

      Eist gave him a sharp look. “How did you know that?” For four years, no one, not even Elspeth, had known what her dragon was. There was no way a general dragon rider could know that.

      “Word gets around after enough see you. And I might have been one of those volunteers to work in the archives with you.”

      Eist’s gaze only hardened. “I think I would have noticed you.”

      But the man only grinned at that, looking pleased as punch. “Would you?”

      Eist inhaled to respond but then Ale’a was talking. “Be nice, Maston. She hasn’t had an easy week.”

      “Have any of us?” the spectacled man said in amusement as he sat back. Eist wanted to ask him if he’d had his best friend yanked out of his embrace to be consumed by the evil force that was threatening to destroy his home, but she—barely—kept a lid on it. The less people who knew about that, the more likely it was she could get Yacrist back.

      “Anyway, Eist, this is Maston. He’s about half as smart as he thinks he is, which is still entirely too clever.” The man winked, further settling into his chair. Suddenly, he didn’t look bookish at all. Just predatory, like the woman next to him.

      “This is Charlotte of Garden-fell,” Ale’a continued, letting her arm rest on Eist’s shoulders and turning her away from the still-smirking Maston.

      “Lottie, please,” the woman said, her stern face cracking into the sweetest smile Eist had ever seen. She offered her hand, and of course Eist took it, but she suddenly saw why it would be so easy to fall into any trap set by the rider in front of her. In just a breath, the woman had gone from intimidating to utterly beguiling. “I heard you did some impressive work with the second wave.”

      “Did you?” Eist asked, swallowing harshly. Again, most people didn’t know about their failed venture to cut off the Blight from everything. They knew about the studying in the archives but that was it.

      Lottie nodded. “One of my mates was there with you. Tall guy with a blue dragon. His sister-twin was with him?”

      Eist nodded. “I remember them. They were very competent leaders. I learned a lot from them.”

      The woman groaned. “Oh, please don’t tell him that. Lamonde doesn’t need any bigger of a head.”

      “Yeah, yeah, stop hogging the girl. It’s time for my introduction!” The last man pushed back from the table then suddenly he was standing in his chair, one booted foot planted on the table. “I am Valcrest of Pa’agal, rider extraordinaire and cartographer of the seas! I protect both our shores and supplies, felling pirates and razing their ships to the—”

      “By the Three, Valcrest, just shut up and finish your drink before you fall over and get us kicked out of here.”

      “Again,” Lottie added lightly, rolling her eyes before she took another deep drink from her own tankard.

      “Fine, fine,” the man said, practically collapsing from his seat. His hand almost immediately went to his head and then he was tugging at some cloth. The next thing Eist knew, he pulled the strip of fabric from his head and his thick, black tresses were falling down to settle over both himself and the table.

      Instantly she was reminded of Arwylln, and she barely managed to keep her jaw from dropping.

      “Here,” he said, looking up at her with foggy eyes. “A gift, to a new friend.”

      “All-Mother’s grace, you’re ridiculous,” Ale’a breathed, snatching up the cloth and going to stand behind the man. “Sit up. I’m going to put this in a braid, so you don’t end up getting sick on it again.”

      “What are you talking about!?” the man objected theatrically. “I can hold my mead like no other!”

      “Your bedsheets would argue differently,” Maston muttered. “And as the person who always ends up dragging you to the baths…”

      “Fine, fine, gang up on me because you’re jealous of my fame.” There was a snicker all around the table, and Eist afforded herself a small smile. These people reminded her a bit of her own friends. Except…a lot more eccentric. And that was saying something considering her friends consisted of a time-hopping witch, a literal giant, and her old school bully who was nauseatingly pretty.

      “Someone fetch our new lass a drink! It’s rude to make her wait.”

      “I’d tell you to go get it yourself,” Ale’a said, her hands fully tangled in his hair. “But I finally have this sectioned the way I want it. And when was the last time you put oil of argan tree in your hair? It’s a bit dry.”

      “Sorry I haven’t exactly had time to maintain my hair in battle,” the man groused, his face resting against the table.

      “I’m just surprised. If I ever knew someone vain enough to do so, it’s you.”

      “Why, I’ll take that as a compliment!”

      Lottie let out a long-suffering sigh. “I’ll go get the next round. Maybe we could actually get one of the servers to come to us if you didn’t always try to make them stay for one of your stories, Valcrest.”

      “My stories are my legacy! Can you blame me for making sure I live on beyond my death?”

      “Yes,” Lottie said before striding off. “Yes, I can.”

      “Fine. You all can die as anonymous riders, but I’m gonna make sure I’m remembered.” His gaze flicked to Eist’s, friendly, but full of all those emotions that drunk people tended to show far too easily. “You know what I mean, right? Your parents are legends. Don’t you wanna be remembered for your own thing? Carve your own path?”

      Eist nodded slowly, and the man’s smile brightened. “See! The daughter of W’allenhaus gets it. None of you know how to dream enough.”

      “Yeah, that’s our problem,” Maston said with a dry laugh.

      “Why don’t you sit, Eist? They don’t bite.” Ale’a’s eyes sparkled slightly. “Well, a couple might, but only if you ask nicely.”

      Valcrest perked up. “I’ll bite even if you ask terribly. I just like to hear—”

      “Here’s your drink,” Lottie said, joining the table with a tray and handing out drinks to them all. Valcrest grabbed his instantly and took a deep drink before sputtering.

      “This is water!”

      “What?” Lottie responded with mock shock. “Huh, how bizarre.”

      “You think you’re clever, don’t you?”

      “I know I’m clever,” Lottie answered primly. “I’m still alive.”

      “Fair enough,” the drunk man responded after a moment’s thought. Then he raised his water, managing to slosh only a little over the side. “To those who have fallen!”

      “To those who have fallen!” the others replied, raising their glasses as well. Eist just sat there, staring at their mouths so she could catch their words, but not able to lift her cup.

      He had to choose that toast, didn’t he? It was the most common of cheers among soldiers, among riders, among any work that resulted in plenty of death and destruction. But when she thought about those who had fallen, all her mind was filled with was Yacrist.

      He wasn’t dead, not technically, but she had lost him. How could she possibly toast to that? How could she cheer to her failure?

      “You alright there, young rider?” Valcrest asked, looking at her with red-rimmed eyes.

      “Yeah, I just… I…” To her surprise, it was Lottie who reached forward and cupped her hand’s over Eist’s where she was clutching her tankard.

      “We’ve all lost people. We’ve made mistakes that have gotten our loved ones and friends killed. If you hold that guilt inside, it will destroy you from the inside out.”

      “I… I don’t know how to deal with this,” Eist admitted. It was about all she could admit. She had long since learned how to deal with death, as she’d lost her parents when she was young. It hurt, but it was finite.

      But nothing about Yacrist was finite. It was like he was stuck in some sort of limbo where she couldn’t let him go, because letting him go would be admitting that she couldn’t save him.

      And she could.

      She had to.

      “Then don’t!” Valcrest said, possibly the last thing she expected him to say. “You can’t rush things you’re not ready for. So, in the meantime, you might as well drink!”

      Eist looked down into the honey-colored depths of her tankard. “I think I can manage that,” she said, finally raising her cup.

      “To saving even those we think we’ve lost,” she said with determination.

      “Ay, that’s my girl!” Valcrest said, clinking his own drink against hers. “To the lost!”

      And then they were all tilting their glasses back, drinking and drinking until Eist let up with a gasp. For once, her belly felt warm and a slight bit of ease washed over her.

      If drinking would help her through the lonely nights, then she was plenty fine with that.
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      “Whoa, are you sure you’re okay?” Ale’a asked as Eist tottered slightly, holding onto one of Fior’s tines to keep her balance.

      “I’m fine,” Eist retorted blithely. “I’m just tipsy and feeling good. Which is nice, ya know, because usually I feel so bad.”

      “Uh-huh. That sounds about right. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you be so friendly to anyone outside of your little circle before.”

      “It was nice.” Eist blinked and looked around at her surroundings. Night had long since fallen and once the group called it quits, Ale’a had offered to make sure she got back to her room safe. Eist didn’t mind, nor did she take offense. She appreciated that she had the strong woman to take care of her for the short stroll. While she wasn’t intoxicated off her rocker like Valcrest, she probably wouldn’t fare that great in a fight. And considering the times they lived in…well, a moment of weakness could really end everything, couldn’t it?

      How depressing.

      They reached her door far too soon, and she knew exactly what was waiting for her behind it.

      “You alright?” Ale’a asked. Either the woman was incredibly perceptive when she was tipsy or Eist was showing her inner turmoil way more than she had any right to.

      “Yeah, just thinking of how weird it is to try to get back into routine here knowing what’s really going on in the outside world.”

      “I suppose there is a bit of a dissonance there, isn’t it?”

      Eist nodded. “But I’ll get over it. Besides, I’ve got Fior to cuddle all night, so I’ll be fine.”

      “You sure? You two could come crash at my place. I have one of the larger professor rooms since I basically live here, so you and Fior would fit.”

      “No, it’s fine, really. I just need to sleep off this nice feeling.”

      “Alright then, if you say so. I’ll see you tomorrow and we’ll actually work on that terrible form of yours.”

      “Whatever you say, pretty lady.” Eist giggled at that. She never called anyone pretty, but it felt right for Ale’a. The woman was so beautiful! Did she even know? Not that it mattered. Being pretty only helped occasionally in battle. Oh wait… Was she saying all of that out loud?

      “Hah, flatterer. Good night, little rider.” The woman bent down and placed a kind kiss on the top of Eist’s head and then Fior’s before striding off. Eist watched her go, admiring her muscles, and her form, and just her general being-ness before fumbling with her door.

      She made it inside eventually and went right to her cot, flopping face-first. In the time that they had returned to the academy and she’d found out that Dille wouldn’t be rooming with her much anymore, she’d taken her friend’s cot and pushed up against her own to make a bed big enough for Fior to rest his shovel-like head against her body. It kept her warm, and she liked to think it prevented her normal nightmares from slipping in as often, or for as long.

      But occasionally those dark scenes would still make their way into her sleep. She’d had Yacrist yanked from her arms too many times to count. Or he’d been sinking into darkness and as hard as she tried to run to him, she never actually got any closer. Or she’d be blind and he would call for her help, causing her to stumble around frantically in her sightlessness without ever reaching him.

      Ugh, why was she thinking about her nightmares? They were just so sad.

      She was pathetic, wasn’t she? Tipsy and sobbing and whining about dreams. And she was the one who was supposed to banish the Blight? Hah, she probably couldn’t even figure out how to get herself out of her own clothes at the moment.

      Actually, that was a good idea.

      Her clothes were so restrictive. Uncomfy. Who had made them? Because boo, they were terrible. Itchy.

      Itchy?

      Yeah. Itchy. And hot. Gross.

      Tossing and turning, she wiggled out of her breeches, then her tunic. Reaching toward the chest she kept her clothes, she pulled out a nightshirt. When she yanked it over her head, it went much too easily, and the collar ended up hanging below her collar bone.

      Eist blinked at the material, looking at sleeves that were far too long and how the bottom of the shirt went below her mid-thigh. She wouldn’t even need to wear her normal cotton sleep breeches to have all of her private bits covered. But that didn’t make sense. Why was her shirt so big?

      Oh.

      Right.

      It wasn’t hers.

      Eist clutched the fabric to herself, feeling how high quality and well-made it was compared to own clothing. It was one of Yacrist’s shirts that he had left behind after one of the many times he, Dille, and her had spent the entire night studying and then talking.

      She could still smell him on the fibers, and that scent unlocked a thousand different memories all at once. How uncertain she had been of him at first. How hard he had fought to try to get to her in that wagon when Fior had been dragon-napped. The way he used to steal things from her plate. The way he had run to the healers for supplies when Eist and Dille had their monthlies at the same time and ran out of what they needed. The way he looked at her.

      By the Three, he had really loved her… hadn’t he? Had he? Eist couldn’t think straight about it. Sometimes his affection did feel too possessive, too much for her when she wasn’t ready, but what if that was what love was supposed to be?

      She didn’t know. She always had assumed things like that weren’t for her. She was short, fat, and full of muscle. She could only hear about a third of the time and her witch’s eyes—while less unsettling than they had been—still could make people wary. Her nose was too large for her face and her eyes too wide. Her lips weren’t full and beautiful like Dille’s, and her personality certainly was no saving grace. She was utterly undesirable in every way.

      But Yacrist had seemed to want her.

      How?

      He was so…so handsome. And charismatic. Everyone loved him. So many wanted him. But he had wanted her. Had she wasted it? Was she stupid?

      Eist groaned and face-planted back in her bed, tears welling up. She was dumb. So dumb. All the dumb.

      By the Three, she could use another drink.

      Yeah, that was a good idea. A drink.

      Valcrest said a drink would work until she knew what to do, and at the moment, she didn’t think she had ever known less about what she was meant to do.

      Stumbling to her feet, she swayed. Fior let out a chirp, looking at her curiously, but Eist shook her head.

      “Don’t worry, little one. I’m just going to relieve myself. You just stay here and rest, okay? You work so hard, you know that, right? My baby boy. My warrior.” She pressed her face to the top of his head and nuzzled it for several moments before standing. “You just go right to sleep, okay? You gotta rest because I love you. I love you, like, so much.” She giggled at that while Fior gave her quite the concerned look. She was being silly, but goodness, if being silly didn’t feel so good. Silly was better than mourning. Or planning. Or fighting even. And Eist had thought she loved fighting.

      Turned out that she only loved fighting if none of her friends were hurt.

      Eist shut her door and looked down the hall. Her vision was clearing and that pleasant effervescence inside was just beginning to fade. She wanted to hold onto the light feeling. It made her feel like there was so much less on her shoulders. Not like she would fail at any moment and ruin her entire world.

      Ugh.

      So serious.

      She was tired of being serious.

      Pointing herself in the direction that she was pretty sure she had come from, she tottered down the hall. She made it to the stairs, then down them, before a wave of dizziness washed over her.

      Oh dear.

      Was this what drinking-sickness felt like? She’d never had more than a cup of mead with dinner in the cafeteria, but she’d downed at least six of them with Valcrest over the hours that she had been with Ale’a and her friends. That was a lot.

      Was it? It was over a grea— Another wave of dizziness. Okay, yeah, it was probably a lot. And yet Eist didn’t feel drunk. Not like Valcrest seemed to be. She felt like she was just gently floating at the very tip between being herself and being someone else who felt a whole lot nicer.

      …ugh. Nicer, but also a bit more nauseous.

      “Hey, are you a-alright?”

      Eist looked up from her knees to see Athar standing there, looking down at her with concern. Because of course it was him. And goodness. His face. What right did he have to wear a look like that on his big, handsome face? She felt like he was looking right through her soul.

      What was that that Ain was always saying? Something about a love triangle? Or her stealing his best friend? Was that why he was looking at her like that?

      Before she really thought it over, Eist lifted her arms to him. By the Three, he was just so big. How did he get so big?

      “I may have drank too much,” she said with what she hoped was a wry grin. Her face felt warm. Were her cheeks pink? She was willing to bet they were. How embarrassing.

      Athar seemed to understand her unspoken request instantly, lifting her up into a gentle carry. Geez, she weighed nothing to him, didn’t she?

      “You hold on. I’ll get you to your room.”

      “No!” Eist objected much more loudly than she should have. She could feel her cheeks flush with embarrassment as Athar looked down at her with surprise, but she pushed through. “I, uh, I really don’t want to be alone for right now. Is that okay?”

      “I…” Athar swallowed, as if he was trying to steady his words. And knowing him, he absolutely was. “I understand. Cafeteria?”

      Eist shook her head. “Just take me to your and Ain’s dorm. I need friends.”

      He nodded and then they were lumbering away. Eist had assumed the rocking motion of his movements would make her nausea worse, but instead, it seemed to settle her stomach. Or maybe it was just the press of his strong body into hers. He was warm. So warm. It was nice. Almost as nice as being tipsy.

      Once more, they reached his door much faster than they had any right to. Was it because his legs were just so long or was it because she was starting to get lulled into a comfortable sleep?

      “Are you sure you want to come h-here? Students aren’t s-s-supposed to mix—”

      “Athar, we’ve literally used forbidden magic and fought against the great and terrible Blight. Who cares if we cohabitate for a minute?”

      He nodded and set her down, moving to fiddle with the door and then swing it open. Eist hurried forward, hoping for a cool breeze from their balcony for her burning face, but she stopped short when she realized no one was there.

      “What’s wr—” Athar stopped short when he stepped into the room and realized the issue too. “Oh. Ain is s-s-s-supposed to be h-here.”

      “Huh,” Eist said with a shrug before throwing herself on the closest cot. “That’s alright. Just you can keep me company then.”

      “I’m not s-sure, I, uh, s-shouldn’t—”

      Eist knew that tone just like she knew the adorably embarrassed expression on his face. Sitting up, she scooted her butt back on the mattress until her back was comfortably pressed against the wall. It was just like how her and Yacrist used to sit when they read, and that thought made her mood dip considerably.

      “H-hey, what’s wrong?”

      Huh. She really was terrible at masking any emotions when she was a little inebriated. Good to know.

      “Nothing,” she said on impulse before realizing that if there was anyone she trusted enough to be weak in front of, it was Athar. He was always concerned for her wellbeing, even before they were friends. He had stood up for her when she very easily could have been kicked out of the academy.

      He stood between her and Yacrist when he thought she was in danger.

      Her face crumpled at that and suddenly it was in her hands as sobs rocked her body. Athar was to her in a moment, sitting beside her and curling her form into his side. Eist shifted onto her hip, crying into one of his ridiculous pectorals, comforted by his strong arm cradling her back.

      By the Three, sobbing was so humiliating, but she couldn’t stop. It was like a floodgate had been opened inside of her and now she was an open wound, raw and throbbing.

      “It’s alright,” Athar soothed, his low voice more of a rumble that she could feel than hear. “Just le-let it all out. You don’t have t-t-to hold all of th-that in.”

      “Yes, I do,” Eist somehow managed to get out between peals of sadness. All-Mother’s mercy, her eyes burned. And her throat hurt. And everything was just so unpleasant. Where was her happy floating feeling from just a few moments ago? She wanted that back. That was nice.

      Didn’t she deserve a little bit of nice?

      “I have to be strong,” she continued, not looking up from his wonderfully-supportive barrel of a chest. “I have to.”

      “You are st-strong, Eist. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known.”

      She snorted. It was an especially wet sound considering all of her tears, but she didn’t care. “You are literally a mountain of muscles. A monument of muscles. A m… A m… A whole lot of muscles.”

      He laughed very gently at that, tipping her head up with his overly-large thumb to wipe away some of her tears. “You and I both know that st-strength goes f-far beyond that. And you, Eist of W’allenhaus, are the epi-ep-ep—” He paused and took another breath. “Epitome of the word.”

      He was looking at her with that look again. The one that confused her and made her shiver and feel pressure. Ain’s words and teasing echoed in her head, building all up on each other as she gazed at him.

      He was so handsome, with his long hair pulled back and his handsome face tanned from battle. His shoulders were so broad, and his smile so kind. He was the only person who made her feel light and dainty. Because compared to him, she was. But he never treated her like that.

      He cared for her.

      He saw her.

      Eist wasn’t sure when her mind had made the decision to move, but suddenly she was surging forward, twisting her body and throwing her leg over his thick, muscular thighs until she was straddling his lap. Even positioned as she was, he still was so much taller than her, so both of her hands had to grip his head and pull it down into her range.

      The young man seemed surprised by the movement and let her manhandle him, something he no doubt wouldn’t allow from anyone else. That trust, that closeness, made her head spin, and the next thing she knew, she was crashing her lips to his.

      He jolted, his body going rigid beneath hers, but she pressed her mouth to his, all heat and questions. Was she doing this right? She didn’t know. She just needed to be close to someone. To feel something other than the deep well of despair that was building in her middle.

      And he liked her, didn’t he? He had to, with the kind gazes and the way he looked after her, and how Ain was always insisting on it. How she could make him blush so easily, and how the few touches they shared seemed so weighted.

      Her hands moved from his head to his shoulders, stroking the muscles there, and he relaxed for a moment, leaning back so her weight was pressing into him. Eist would normally be self-conscious about that, but Athar was so large, she knew she could be wearing three packs and the pressure of her form wouldn’t be enough to cause him even mild discomfort.

      The kiss grew more heated, desperate, and then his large hands were on her torso, one sliding down her spine while the other gripped her hip, as if it was an anchor holding Athar to reality. Eist whined, not sure what to do next or what would quench the hunger in her belly and make her stop feeling so miserable, but at the noise, Athar’s grip went to her own shoulders and he was gently pulling her away.

      She let out another incomprehensible whine, and Athar physically shuddered at it. She tried to press against him once more, craving that solace she had felt, the excitement, in the moment that they had been entwined, but he held her still.

      “No, Eist,” he said, voice wavering. Ragged. “Not like th-this.”

      All of the energy went out of her at that. He said no. And she knew more than anyone that once someone didn’t want something, whether it was a touch or a hug or a kiss, that that was that.

      But she was still a bit to tipsy to slink back to her room like she should. “Why?” she asked, lip trembling. Didn’t he like her? Hadn’t Ain been insisting that he’d been lovelorn over her for years? Or was that all teasing?

      Ugh, she was so stupid!

      “Because you’re not in your right mind,” he said gently, hand coming up to cup her cheek gently.

      “I’m not that drunk,” she countered.

      He allowed her the tiniest of smiles on his flushed face. “Maybe not, but you do have a broken h-heart right now.”

      No. He was wrong. She wanted this. A touch. A something to make her forget everything else. To make her forget that Yacrist was now snatched up and stolen away by her mortal enemy. “I—”

      “Shhh,” he urged soothingly, his other hand rising to mirror the first. Eist let her eyes close, more tears leaking out as her friend held her face so delicately. He was so strong, but he treated her like she was the most valuable, delicate structure he had ever touched.

      “I would be lying if I s-said I never hoped for th-this, but I love you far too much to take a-ah-advantage. You have to heal, Eist.” His thumbs brushed under her eyes, gently whisking away her bitter tears again. “We will get you Yacrist b-back. We’ll make us whole. If you s-still want me th-then, I’m yours, but not until then.”

      Eist just stared at him for several moments, trying to find her voice. He was so nice. Was this the niceness she had been looking for?

      Maybe.

      Maybe not.

      But for the moment, she just wanted to cry some more, before the mead wore off and she would have to face the embarrassment of what she had done.

      “I… I just don’t want to be alone,” she whispered.

      “That’s alright,” he said, gently picking her up and setting her on his cot. Carefully, he wrapped her up in both his blankets and Ain’s before pulling up a chair. Sitting in it, he offered one of his big hands to her. “You never have to be alone as long as I’m here.”

      Eist closed her eyes, unable to look at the depth of emotion in her friend’s gaze. She didn’t deserve him. She didn’t deserve any of them.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, letting herself settle into the exhaustion welling up through her.

      “Of course. You know that we’d all do anything for you.” He reached out and his other hand stroked her hair as he settled. “Now, h-have I ever told you one of my mother’s fav-fa-favorite legends?”

      She shook her head. “No, you’ve never really been one for monologues.”

      “Well, maybe I’ll st-start now.” His voice went low as he began to talk about an ancient warrior maiden who could talk to plants. Eist kept her eyes closed and let herself relax. She could worry about tomorrow when she was sober. For now, she was going to enjoy the moment.

      The good ones were always so few and far between.
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      “I’m just saying, I find it unlikely that we’re just going to happen upon the exact answer we need just in the nick of time, twice in a row,” Ain said with his feet up on a library table, Gaius pacing in the hall just behind him. Although Fior and the golden dragon were the only ones in their group small enough to still fit inside of the halls and dorms of the academy, they were far too big to fit through the archive’s old, old doors, and perhaps that was for the better. There were a lot of delicate things in the ancient library, and Eist would hate it if the two accidentally knocked something over or shattered a relic.

      “Name one other place that would have ancient knowledge about how to defeat the Blight,” Dille countered.

      “I dunno. Ancient dead people?” Ain said.

      Athar picked Ain’s feet up and off the table, setting them on the floor.

      Without missing a beat, Ain continued, “And would they even have it? Isn’t the big, bad thing about the Blight that no one knows how to beat it? I mean, if they knew, then they would have just done it, right?”

      “Not necessarily,” Dille said. “They could have the spells, but not the supplies. Or they could know the weakness, but not have a spell. There’s a dozen or more different variations of where they knew something that we don’t and finding it will put us exactly on the path we need to be.”

      “Look, I know you guys got that magicky stuff, but I’m just doubting the validity of making this book-scrounging our top priority.”

      “That’s just because you’re worried about getting dirt into that pretty white hair of yours.”

      “Well, yeah, that’s a good part of it. Unlike the rest of you, I don’t enjoy being caked with filth for days on end.”

      “Really? I couldn’t tell by how often you visited the baths in Margaid,” Dille remarked dully, her face buried in her own tome.

      Instead of responding snarkily, Ain just gave a wistful sigh. “Those baths were rapturous. The incense they burned wasn’t too cloying, different baths had different oils, and the soaps they had out!” He shivered and sent them all a heated look. If Eist didn’t know any better, she would think he was trying to seduce the whole group at once. “You heathens don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “I d-don’t like being st-stared at,” Athar grumbled under his breath.

      Ain just laughed and clapped his friend on the back. “Yeah, they might not be for you then. I can’t imagine you going anywhere where people won’t stare at you, my giant of a friend.”

      “Th-thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Eist closed her book, having reached the end and finding herself no closer to her answer. Her skin was starting to get that itchy feeling it got when she felt like time was running out. It was a feeling she knew well, considering she’d been having it for about two years—ever since that red dragon came crashing down in the middle of their training field.

      They’d been at the academy for two weeks, and down in the library every night for almost that long, yet the Blight hadn’t reared its head again. No one from the House of Auber reappeared dramatically, and there weren’t even any attacks. It seemed so unlike the malevolent thing not to press its advantage, which could only mean one thing.

      It was planning something much worse.

      But what could that be? What could be worse than striking while they were still weak and regrouping from Margaid?

      She didn’t know, and that not knowing made her skin itch even more.

      Her eyes flicked to Athar, who happened to catch her gaze and instantly flushed crimson. He gave her the smallest smile before looking down at his lap.

      He really was the gentleman. He hadn’t said a word about her night of weakness since it happened, and Eist couldn’t be more relieved. She had woken up with the worst, and only, hangover of her life and a pounding headache only to find herself swaddled in several blankets and Athar asleep in his chair, propped up against the wall with her hand still in his. He had even taken the trouble to fill up a water pitcher for her in the middle of the night, which Eist had greedily gulped down before figuring out how to extract herself from the incredibly embarrassing situation she’d gotten herself into.

      Of course, Athar had woken up almost as soon as she set the water down and bade her to stay while he went and got Dille. Dille then fetched clothes from their shared room, returned so Eist could get dressed—which naturally meant Athar excused himself to wait in the hall—and they all strode to a very late breakfast together. No rumors. No shame-walking from his quarters.

      He really had her best interests at heart.

      Fior let out a discontented wuffle from the hall, settling down on his belly right outside of the door so that his nose was just in the room. Eist couldn’t resist her not-so-little guy and pushed away from the table.

      “I’m sorry, Fior. This is so boring for you, isn’t it? You can go play with your other dragon friends outside, ya know. I don’t mind.”

      He shook his head and just wiggled flatter to the ground, just letting her know that he was settling in for the long haul.

      “Aw, there’s my guy. You’re such a good boy, you know that? I don’t think anyone understands how lucky I am.”

      “Considering that whoever laid him must have had to have ancient brindle dragon in their blood, and so did whoever sired them, then yeah, I’d say you’re pretty lucky to end up with a dragon that hasn’t been born in so long that even the council forgot they existed.” Dille said, again without looking up from her book.

      “Right?” Eist agreed. “What are the chances?”

      “Pretty incredible when you add that he’s the only survivor from his entire clutch.” She clicked her tongue. “Of course, that lightning had to hit the rarest, most impossible eggs in the hatchery.”

      Something about what she said made Eist’s spine straighten, and she stood, focusing on her friend to watch her mouth more clearly.

      “Say that again.”

      “What? Of course, the lightning had to hit the rarest eggs in the hatchery?”

      Everyone was looking at her in concern, but Eist didn’t care. Her mind was racing, connecting things that she never thought to connect before.

      “It did.”

      “It did what?” Ain asked in irritation. “This isn’t another magic thing, is it?”

      Eist shook her head. “No, this is a me being stupid thing.” She looked to the shelves frantically. “I need hatchery records. And um…weather, I think. Anomalies. Disasters.”

      “Why?” Dille asked, even though she was already on her feet and following Eist to the appropriate shelves.

      “Of all the times, of all the places that lightning could have struck, it did it in the hatchery, taking out every single brindled egg except for one.”

      “Yes, we just had that discussion.”

      “But does that sound right to you? The hatchery had things in place to protect it from storms, but that single bolt of lightning bypassed them all on a clear night and almost kept an entire dragon race from coming back. What if that’s not the first time that happened? Think about it. I know brindles grow slow, but how could an entire color just poof out of existence? What if…” She caught her breath, pulling out several books and handing them to her friends. “What if they’re being targeted?”

      She could feel the revelation practically rolling off Dille. “You think the Blight wanted to destroy the brindles?”

      “Why would it want to do that?” Ain asked.

      “Exactly,” Eist answered, turning to hand him several scrolls. “That’s what I’d like to find out.”
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      “I cannot believe this,” Eist said, looking at the records in front of her. It was in-depth explanations of several battles with the Blight, starting from its third emergence and going all the way to when her parents had sealed it away.

      “What can’t you believe?” Dille asked, looking over her shoulder.

      “Look here,” she said, pointing to the large piece of parchment that they had spread over the table and the hastily-scrawled timeline that Ain had written out about all the freak fires, lightning strikes, floods or anything that had affected the hatchery.

      “We found five disasters that affected the hatchery, counting our lightning strike. Of those five, three of them happened within a month of a Blight emergence attack. And ours coincides with the healer trying to summon the Blight through the veil itself. Or…other things.”

      “That can’t be a coincidence,” Dille breathed.

      “No. It can’t. I know this isn’t the most solid evidence, but this really makes me think that each of these freak incidents weren’t accidents or acts of the gods at all. I think they were concentrated attacks on the brindled dragon clutches that happened to be there.”

      “Okay,” Ain said slowly, rubbing his chin. She appreciated how he questioned everything, making sure that they hadn’t missed some detail or loophole. “I’m willing to believe that maybe this great entity is trying to destroy all brindles. I’ve seen your Fior drive some really powerful people right down into the depths. And, you know, skip time itself. But how were there always two dragons with brindled blood that knew to have a clutch right then and there? And why did they stop after? If they were trying to replenish brindle numbers, why wouldn’t they just…go at it until that worked?”

      “I think it’s part of their magic,” Dille said. “You know how they start to hatch more and more eggs before war is coming? How they just know? They did that with our class, and if it hadn’t been for the lightning, there would be over a hundred and fifty of us right now.”

      Eist nodded. “My grandfather told me it’s something they don’t purposefully do. It’s not that they plan it. It’s just more of them go gravid and seek out partners. It’s probably the same with these dragons who happen to have whatever combination they need to have brindled eggs. The mother and father sense that they have a duty to do something, and once that task is done, the instinct is gone.”

      Ain rubbed his head, and Athar patted his back supportively. “I can’t believe it. This is all starting to make sense. So, let’s say the Blight was systematically killing any brindles and it’s been using natural disasters to cover it. Wouldn’t it need, one: someone on the inside to tell them when there was a brindled clutch laid; and two: a real good reason to do so. I mean, think about it, brindles are strong, and sure, Fior’s done some major damage, but not enough to justify the extermination of his entire species.”

      “I think it has to do with their magic,” Eist said, going back to the shelf. She felt like there was just one more thing they needed to find. Something that would be the final piece to their little puzzle and suddenly everything would make sense. “You didn’t see it, but that battle ended because Fior and I were able to call upon the magic that was in the ground itself. Magic that wasn’t there before Yacrist…” She lost her verbal footing for a moment but quickly tried to recover. “…was lost. I think something about having a full-grown brindle dragon unleash its power, combined with the Blight taking a physical form, changed something.”

      Ain groaned and pushed the books in front of him aside. “Let me guess. This means more research?”

      Eist nodded. “More research. We need to find out what sets brindles apart and what kind of tie they have to the natural magic of the world.”

      “That’s the st-stuff you said we’ve l-lost because of the ban on magic and decrease in dragons living full lives?” Athar asked quietly.

      “Yes. Exactly. The good news is I think I know exactly where the information we need is.” Ain perked up at that. For being such a smart man, he really hated the drudgery of poring over ancient tome after ancient tome.

      “And the bad news?” Dille asked.

      Eist’s stomach twisted as she answered and, no matter how straight she tried to keep her voice, there was still a heartbroken warble in it. “It’s in one of Yacrist’s books.”
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      Eist looked at Yacrist’s door uneasily. Considering the furor in the city and the academy, none of the workers had cleaned out his dorm. That was what was normally done after a student passed, and in any other instance, his room would be stripped bare. They were lucky, she supposed, but it certainly didn’t feel like luck at all.

      “You don’t have to go in th-th-there,” Athar said, his voice low and comforting.

      “No. I’m the one who knows where he hid them. It’ll just be in and out. We’ll all go in there, you guys will stand by the door, I’ll grab the books, and that will be that.”

      Ain snorted beside her. “Please. I know I like to pretend I’m above all of this, but I’m just gonna say it. Going in there will be weird. It’s gonna hurt.”

      Eist shifted from foot to foot. Sometimes Ain was a little too honest since his about-face those years ago. “Then stand out here then.”

      “And let all of you softies go in there? Absolutely not. Now, do you want to open the door, or do you want me to do it for you?”

      Only Ain could sweetly offer to protect her while sounding so utterly annoyed. “I’ll do it,” she answered, hand going to the door.

      Then she was pushing it open and stepping into a place that had once been a source of comfort to her. It was anything but now.

      It still smelled like him, pine and musk and masculinity. His fine clothes still sat in his open chest, and she could see his studies still sitting wide open on his desk.

      By the Three. It was too much. Too much. She stood there, watching as memories played over in her head. She could see the two of them sitting on his bed, reading. She could remember them both tucked into his bed, the cots pressed together. She could remember sitting on his floor with Dille as they all studied. They all played inside of her head, one after the other, and she was just swamped with so much loss.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Dille asked, a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You can just tell me where they are.”

      Eist shook her head. “Those books are what opened the door to allow Yacrist to be possessed. I don’t want any of you to touch them.”

      “Seems kind of counterintuitive that we’re letting our possible savior handle them then,” Ain groused.

      Eist gave him a look. “I’m not a savior. And I figure I’ve already handled them pretty extensively, so I might as well be the one to risk it.” She couldn’t linger in the place much longer. It was getting to her. His presence was too thick, too there, reminding her of how badly she had messed up.

      Striding forward, she went to his chest. She knew it was full of all of his fine, fine clothes and his keepsakes, but that wasn’t what she was interested in. Pushing it to the side, she looked for the floorboard that she had come to know quite well. There was the tiniest of cracks that she could just fit one of her pinkies into, and she wiggled it into the gap.

      With a bit of a grunt, she hauled the small board up and, sure enough, there were both of the books in the gap. Dread flooded her stomach as she touched them, feeling almost slimy as she clutched them to her chest and put everything back in order.

      When she finally got to her feet, she looked to the remainder of her friends with determination. “I’m ready,” she said, feeling like her throat was full of gravel.

      “Thank the Three,” Dille said. “Let’s get out of here. I feel like we’re trampling on the dead.”

      But Yacrist wasn’t dead, she wanted to argue. Instead, she just hurried past them and back down to the library. For a moment, she was tempted to take the books to her room, but she realized she wanted them nowhere near her sleeping form.

      Her nightmares were bad enough as it was.
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        * * *

      

      And it was in the destruction of their first wall that the tribes all recognized the daughter of all dragons spoke true—

      

      No. She didn’t need that. Probably an interesting factoid about Arwylln, but not relevant to what Eist wanted.

      

      As the spirits of the old world faded, the Three grew in power. Young entities, and unattached to the dragons from whom the magic of the world flowed, the trinity learned all that they could of the strange new world they had won. They built up defenses, hoping to save these new people from the darkness that had destroyed their own world.

      

      Also interesting, but also not relevant. She didn’t understand how she had started at the section all about the creation of the first dragons, but none of it went into the abilities of the brindled dragon.

      “I thought you said that you already knew where the section was,” Ain said, peeling an apple with his dagger.

      “I thought I did too,” Eist snapped, turning another page. Now she was just in a part about how Arwylln formed the first witches’ coven and how they united to stop the second emergence. Apparently— “Wait a minute,” Eist said, leaning forward. “Um… Dille?”

      “Yes?” the woman asked, looking up from whatever she was hastily writing.

      “I, uh, I think you’re in this.”

      “What?” she asked, shooting to her feet and walking over. “Me?”

      Eist pointed to a beautifully-painted illustration that took up two of the large pages, and then flipped the page to another paragraph.

      “It was this coven that rode atop the dappled beasts and formed a cage of magic around the Blight. For their dragons worked not with fire, nor water, nor wind, nor earth, but rather with sound itself. The might of their roar could drown out the most powerful spell, rending powerful words to discordant syllables, creating their own incantations.”

      “I… I don’t remember that,” Dille said, flipping back to the previous page to look at the illustration again. Sure enough, there was a woman atop what could only be Fior, dressed from head to toe in enchanted armor and shouting mightily.

      Eist picked up the book and brought it over to Fior. “Hey, do you recognize this?”

      He wuffled, sticking his nose right up to the page before licking it.

      “Oh, geez, Fior, no.” She took it from him and quickly wiped it off before his spit could set into the page or make the ink run. “I’ll take that as you don’t remember. Thanks.”

      “Does that mean this hasn’t happened yet? Or at least, hasn’t for you?”

      “I hope not,” Dille said with a sigh. “I’m kind of tired of time-jumping. My head still feels scrambled from the last time. I still get new memories of your parents every so often. They’re all out of place and jumbled, but they’re, uh…interesting.”

      Eist looked over at her friend. “I’d really like to ask you more about that, but we really don’t have the time.”

      “Yeah, time does seem to be the imperative thing here,” Dille said before continuing. “These witches surrounded the Blight, with riders and warriors alike, and the being was locked within the throes of their trap, a spinning pool of light opened above them. It was in that circle that two of their number were pulled into the sky, and their power waned almost to the point of breaking.

      “It was only with Arwylln’s summoning of both the King and Queen of the Dragons that they were able to shift their plan from one of destruction to one of banishment. As long as the magic of their world persisted, the Blight would be locked within its cage.” Dille stopped reading, her brow furrowing. “That was me. I disappeared in the middle of battle and I almost ruined everything. Why don’t I remember that? You’d think it’d be something I remembered.”

      “Uh, I could be wrong, but didn’t it say two of your number? Does that mean there’s someone else hurtling through time with a brindled dragon?” Ain asked. “Are they just gonna pop out when no one’s expecting them?”

      “Th-that’s a fair question,” Athar added. “And I know you have gaps, Dille, and th-things are muddled, but didn’t you s-say that you opened a portal yours-self in your coven?”

      Dille frowned at that. “You’re right. I do specifically have that memory.”

      “Then who are the two that disappeared?”

      “I don’t know,” Eist answered. “But I’d like to.”

      “So, what do we do then?” Ain asked. “I get it, your dragon is the only thing that might be able to stop our great and powerful enemy, but clearly there’s a number issue here and we just don’t have them. Your big boy isn’t gonna be enough.”

      Eist nodded. “You’re right. But if we need more brindled dragons to defeat the Blight and get Yacrist back, then we should do exactly that.”

      “Huh, did I miss some part where they suddenly weren’t extinct anymore?”

      Eist shook her head, feeling an impossible, insane, idiotic plan start to form in her head. “Yeah, about that. I was thinking. What if we…changed that?”
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      “Grandfather!” Eist blurted, erupting into the hatchery common area with her friends in tow. The older man looked up at her with surprise, but his shocked expression quickly shifted to one of pleasure.

      “Eist, my girl. I haven’t seen you in so long!” He stood, arms open, and she didn’t hesitate. Rushing forward, she hugged him with all she had. He was still all sinew and old age, his form familiar and kept healthy by the dragons around him. By the Three, he was old. “I sent you a few ravens while you were on the battlefield, but I was told you are quite difficult to reach.”

      “I was working on some, uh, special assignments.”

      He smiled knowingly at that. “ Uh-oh. I didn’t love your mother and father with all my heart only to not know what that means. So, is this the part where I get to stop pretending we don’t know what magic is?”

      Eist’s jaw dropped just a little. “You’ve known this whole time?”

      “I had hoped you would be spared the burden my daughter had, but once you saved me from my sleep, I had an idea. And then, after your second eye changed, I knew for certain.”

      “Huh,” Eist said, untangling herself from him and looking over his wizened face. He was still the loving, if not stern, man that she had always known. And yet, there was a melancholy sort of understanding in his gaze. She realized that he had watched his daughter grapple with impossible odds and eventually succumb to them, and now he was going to have to do the same with his granddaughter. What a cruel fate to have been handed to him. No wonder he had been so reluctant to let Eist become a dragon rider, and how intensely he had prepared her once he knew that resistance was futile.

      “Well, I suppose that helps us skip a whole chunk of our explanation.”

      “Explanation?” he asked, going over to the firepit that took up the entire center of the room, a stone circle built up several feet. There she saw a pot hanging above the flames. “This sounds like something that would do well with tea. Are any of you thirsty?”

      “Are you really asking us about refreshments when we came here to talk about the end of the world?” Ain asked dryly.

      “Oh, so something serious then. Definitely a time for tea.”

      Before Eist really came to grips with the personal revelation that had just happened, they were all seated in chairs and sipping her grandfather’s brew. Tea wasn’t that popular in Rothaiche M’or, but he’d never given up that part of his Baldred heritage. What he had made for them was strong, and earthy, and it made Eist feel warm. Not too unlike the mead she had drank way too much of, but it felt more real and less fleeting. Like it would protect and fortify her rather than just filling her with a false sort of serenity.

      Or maybe it was just tea.

      They explained to her grandfather about what had happened with the Blight so far, and Farmad. Even Valatos. And then, although it hurt something terribly, she told him the truth about Yacrist. To his credit, he stayed quiet during the explanations, only opening his mouth to ask questions and clarify things he didn’t quite understand.

      By the time she was finished with the outline of it all, her tea was gone, and her mouth was dry again. Athar dutifully handed her his tankard the second time she picked up her empty glass, and she sent him a grateful smile.

      “So,” she continued after she chugged down more of the calming brew. “We thought that Dille would use her portal magic to send us to times before previous disasters where we could grab a couple of the eggs and hide them somewhere in the past. Then, once they’re hatched, we bring them all here to fight with us.”

      “One issue with that,” Grandfather said, looking like he was struggling to keep his expression calm and collected. “Assuming that this time-hopping happens like it’s supposed to, and that you somehow manage to get back without getting lost as your friend did for all those decades, who’s going to lead these brindled dragons?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      He shifted in his seat, reaching to pour himself more tea, which he then sipped at length. Eist could feel her friends’ impatience growing, but her grandfather had always been this way. He liked to think before he spoke, lest he had to take something back.

      “Fior has you. He had Dille for a short time. Or a long time, I suppose, depending on how you look at it. What I want to know is, if you hide all of these dragons away to protect them, then who will care for them? Who will raise them? And when it comes time to bring them here, will you bring all of their riders too? Just pluck dozens, or maybe even hundreds, of humans out of their times and homes and thrust them into a battle here? And when all of this is over and done, if we are victorious, will you be able to send them back? You’re talking about permanently altering the paths and destinies, the histories even, of people you’ve never met.”

      Eist went pale. She hadn’t thought about that at all. “Could we just arrive in their time and make sure they make it through their hatching and adoption?”

      “We could,” Dille said, her tone sounding just as uncertain as Eist’s. “But what’s to stop the Blight from targeting them for elimination the same way it targeted Fior, and then you? We’d be killing children.”

      “And it’s not like you can hang around them and make sure they get through the academy just fine. I know Dille already lived for decades in other lives, but I don’t think that’s something we should try twice. What if it goes wrong?” Ain pointed out.

      “He has a point,” Dille agreed. “Ugh, this is such a mess. Are we crazy for even trying this?”

      “It’s insane, that’s for certain,” Eist said, gathering herself. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not possible. There’s just…a step that we’re missing.” She looked to her grandfather. “Any token wisdom to throw in here?”

      He smiled at that, teeth still white and whole. “You know, I just might. There was a caretaker back when I first started here, all those hundreds of some-odd years ago. She was a real spitfire, but a bit weird. She lived off-academy, and everyone always said she had a secret.”

      “Great. More secrets. And this has what to do with us?” Even after all these years, Ain really hadn’t developed many manners.

      “Well, I’m pretty sure her secret was a dragon.”

      Eist’s eyes went wide again. “Why would a hatchery worker have a dragon?” While the people who helped tend to the eggs and help distressed dragons were granted the long, long lives that came from working with the enchanted beings, that didn’t mean they could just ride around on the magnificent beasts.

      “Because I think she might have been a dragon rider. Just one long forgotten. If there’s anyone who would know about raising and hiding a dragon, it’d be her. I think I only saw a glint of a scale once when I went to visit her home in the mountains, and that was the only evidence I ever found.”

      “Alright, so we go to the past, before the…”

      “Earthquake,” Athar supplied quickly.

      “Right. Before the earthquake. We find this woman, talk to her, and see if she’s willing to help raise some brindled eggs, then actually save the brindle eggs, and then…” Eist paused. “How do I get further into the past? And how do I get back? I could try to learn Dille’s portal magic, but I don’t know how reliable that will be. And if I’m going to be hurtling myself through time… Well, I’d like it to be reliable.”

      “I think that maybe I might be able to link myself to Fior,” Dille said nervously, rubbing her face in her long, slender hands.

      “Wait, that’s a thing you can do?” Ain asked, head perking up.

      “I…think so?”

      Eist’s stomach flipped. “I don’t know if I want my fate relying on an ‘I think so’.”

      “Well, it’s something we used to do back in the first great war. We were able to communicate from days away. But I’ve never tried it through time. And I think we can all agree that moving through time is a lot different than moving over distance.”

      “Eist, do you really want to risk your life over so many uncertainties?” Grandfather asked, looking at her sternly.

      “Do you see any other options?” Eist asked. “We have to awaken more of the magic that’s within the earth, while also holding off the Blight, and I don’t see a way to do that without these dragons.”

      “I still want to know who those two people who disappeared from the battle were. You know, the one that might have ended the Blight once and for all,” Ain said, cleaning underneath his nails with his knife.

      “That can wait until after we save the entire world.”

      “You mean if we save the entire world.”

      “No, I most emphatically do not.”

      Grandfather cut in on their banter, setting his tea down with authority. “If you are absolutely sure that this is the only way to kill that thing once and for all, then I’ll tell you every single thing that I can about the hatchery and everyone I’ve ever known. But, Eist, I need you to promise me that you won’t do this insane hopping through magic portals idea unless you’re as sure as you can possibly be that you’ve taken every precaution to come home to me.”

      His hand stretched out on that last part, tanned and leathered and dappled with light age-spots. His fingers wrapped around hers, and it was just like she was a little girl again.

      Goodness, she missed these moments with the last remaining member of her family. She had let the fight in front of her steal too much precious time away from him. There was no making that up. Those moments were gone forever.

      Actually…maybe that wasn’t the most accurate statement, considering she had a friend who had lived through more than one era and she herself was trying to jump through her own trio of continuities.

      Still, she had let her priorities get skewed and if she got the chance in the future, she was going to make sure that didn’t happen again.

      “I promise,” she said. And she meant it with all her heart.

      Her grandfather nodded and then sat back, regarding them with that same stern expression. “In that case, I hope you brought parchment, because you’ll need to write this down.”
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      “And you’re sure you h-have the symbols r-right?” Athar asked, walking around the edge of the room they had cleared out in the library.

      “By the Three, you’re like a mother hen and you’re not even courting her yet,” Ain grumbled, rolling his eyes as he lit even more candles.

      “Who says he isn’t?” Eist asked, looking over the symbols on the floor herself.

      She could feel Ain’s spine straighten behind her as he looked between the two. “Wait, what? You’re not in denial anymore? When did this happen? What changed?”

      “Nothing changed,” Athar answered, amusement behind his attempt at a deadpan. “She’s just t-teasing you.”

      “What? No…” Ain looked to her accusingly. “Since when did you get comfortable enough to joke about Athar’s undying love for you?”

      Eist shrugged. “Probably right around the time all of your jokes got old.” He looked like he was going to retort further, but something strange caught Eist’s eye. “Dille?”

      “Uh-huh?” the young woman responded, her head bent in concentration as she drew more runes on the floor.

      This time, at least, it wasn’t made with blood collected from all the various dragon riders in their battle camp, but rather specific dried herbs and precious gems that she had crushed and mixed together in some sort of complicated ritual.

      “Why are these symbols different from what we drew up?”

      It had taken them five full days after speaking with Eist’s grandfather to put together everything they needed to make their trip. She’d had no idea that it would take so long for Dille to create the concentric spell circles she needed to send Eist where she needed to go. Apparently, she had been able to open the portal behind Farmad in battle because it had no destination, it was just an open hole into the stream of what was and what would be. Since Eist’s journey was much more specific and had multiple parts, there were a lot more steps that had to be taken care of.

      Then there were supplies that Eist herself had to bring, such as weapons and food, and all the information that both her grandfather and Dille had given her.

      Considering all the risk they were taking, and that they were literally meddling with history, their group had decided not to inform the council of what they were doing. Sure, maybe that would complicate things later, but that was only if Eist survived her journey and made it back.

      Which definitely wouldn’t happen if Dille had accidentally messed up the runes.

      “Uh, I needed to alter them.”

      Eist didn’t care if she and her friend had been separated for decades, she knew when Dille was awkwardly trying to hide something. “Why did you need to alter them?”

      “Because, uh…because the runes I used were to transport just one person, and we’re going to be transferring three.”

      Eist’s eyebrows shot up. “Three?”

      “Yeah,” Dille continued like it was a matter of course. “You. Fior. And…well, and me.”

      Eist’s heart leapt into her throat and she found herself shaking her head. “No. No, you are absolutely not coming.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because if I don’t come back, I need you here to continue the fight.”

      Dille looked up from the symbols for the first time. “If you don’t come back, then the fight is pretty much over. And I’m not sure how much I can channel through Fior and I’m really not willing to take that kind of risk.”

      “I’m just not willing to risk—”

      “Ladies, ladies,” Ain cut in. “Look, as much as I love you snarking at each other like the fearless leaders you are, this is stupid and a waste of time. Both of you go, with Fior, and both of you come back. The end.”

      Eist narrowed her eyes at him. “And why do you think we should both go?”

      “Because there’s safety in numbers, and you need someone to make sure you don’t dive headfirst off a cliff into danger.”

      “Th-that’s true,” Athar pointed out. “If you hadn’t been trying to launch yourself into an open portal, then Dille would never have learned about this time thing anyway.”

      “Yeah, and Fior would have just been left to hurtle through time on his own and never come back to me,” Eist snapped.

      Dille sighed and stood, wiping her hands on her breeches. “Look, I know you’d like to take this all on your own. And I know after losing Yacrist you’re terrified of the same thing happening to any of us, but you’ve got to trust me. I’m coming whether you like it or not, and if you want to fight me on it, then we can forget our entire plan and find something else that doesn’t involve throwing you through magical portals.”

      Eist looked at the determination across her three friends’ features. There were a whole lot of arguments she could probably use to brow-beat them into submission, but she could tell that this wasn’t going to be one of them.

      “Alright. The three of us it is then.”

      “Good. Now, do you mind grabbing Fior from the hall and trying to get him in here? He’s going to need to be in the smallest, center circle and I’ve got to paint some runes on him.”

      Eist thought back to all the times they had tried to put salve on him when he was younger or scrub off dead scales that didn’t loosen with his shed. “You know he’s not going to like that, right?”

      Something borderline wicked swept across Dille’s face as she smiled at Eist. “I have my ways.”

      Eist didn’t doubt that and rushed to get her dragon.

      While part of her was comforted by their plan, and how they had spent as much time as they could working on every detail, another part of her couldn’t help but wonder at how surreal the whole situation was.

      She and her friends were literally preparing to leap through time and save eggs from being murdered by the Blight. They were going to see people they were never meant to see and learn things they probably shouldn’t ever know. They might never come back. They could end up in the slippery, winding nothingness that Dille struggled to describe every time she tried to explain her journey and never find their way out.

      Or it could all go right, and they could save the world.

      It was certainly a wide range of options.

      “Hey there, my boy,” she said, calling to Fior out in the hall. He was cuddled with Gaius, the late hour being way past both of their normal sleeping routines, but his head picked up when he heard her voice. He gave a little chirp then stood, shaking off his sleepiness before trotting forward.

      The room they had chosen for their ritual was smaller than the main library room but had larger doors. Eist guessed that it had once been used for storage rather than learning, but had later been changed to hold the outdated editions, incorrect healer journals, and ancient propaganda as they were phased out of the main room’s shelves. That would certainly explain why it was empty enough for them to have shoved almost everything to the outer edge so Dille could spend a solid day preparing the area.

      Fior looked at the door uncertainly, cooing his concern, but she just lifted her hand and beckoned him closer. “Don’t worry. We checked to make sure you would fit. Just tuck your wings in and come’ere.”

      He did as she asked, slowly sliding through the door like he was afraid it was a jaw that would bite down on him at any time. Once he was through, he seemed pleasantly surprised and did a bit of a circle-trot before settling down next to her.

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” Eist warned him. “I need you to go to that center circle there and sit very, very still, okay? We’re going to go on another journey, and everything has to be perfect. Okay?”

      He wuffled, looking from her to Dille to the boys and then back. Eist nodded encouragingly, still seeing her little boy behind his big, brindled face. With an especially sloppy lick across her cheek, he cantered forward and curled up as best he could inside the confines of the center circle.

      “Uck, I think that’s gotten even worse now that he’s older,” Eist muttered, wiping her face on her sleeve.

      “Probably,” Ain said through his chuckle.

      Dille cut them off with a harsh shhh. “I need to concentrate.”

      Even Fior seemed to hunker down at that, letting total quiet fall over the room. Eist took that opportunity to go and sit between where Athar and Ain were leaning against a table, watching their witch friend with curiosity. If there was a chance that she wasn’t going to see her friends again, then she wanted to spend as much time as she could close to them.

      She didn’t think she would ever take them for granted again.

      There were so many things that she wanted to say to them. So many words that she had never gotten out. Feelings that she had never prioritized. But she realized that now wasn’t the time to say them either. That would be a bit too much like saying good-bye when really, she was just saying ‘see ya in a bit’.

      Or at least she hoped so.

      Time seemed to pick up speed as she sat in contentment, enjoying their quiet company. Before she knew it, Dille was calling her to stand in a different circle from Fior, one that was connected by a small portion but angled off to the right. As soon as she was in place, the witch began to draw symbols across her skin with bright blue paste. It smelled strongly of flowers and mint, but it felt unnaturally cold when it touched her. Eist tried her best not to flinch and watched as her friend worked very ancient magic over her.

      Her vision activated itself, the room growing brighter as Dille progressed. Eist watched the symbols go from blue to blinding gold in her vision, each and every rune causing a ribbon to form and stretch out farther than she could see until it looked like she was caught up in the most beautiful spiderweb that had ever existed. Glancing down, she saw the floor was much of the same, but instead of a web, it reminded her of those same roots she had seen on the battlefield, all interconnected under the ground, supporting everything.

      “Oh… Dille,” she breathed as her eyes followed the glowing roots. They stretched as far as she could see in every direction. But the brightest of them were right under her feet, responding to the circles that were brilliant in her vision. The rest of them dulled, eventually only having the tiniest bit of shine on the edge of her perception.

      She needed to fill those.

      All of them.

      Bring back the magic and fill them so full to bursting that the world never knew what it was like to be hungry again. To be drained of life and energy.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      Eist nodded emphatically, unable to say anything under the fervor of determination building inside of her. Geez, magic really knew how to get her blood pumping, didn’t it? It almost made her wonder if she was under its influence more than she should, or if that was just what it was like to feel her reality be as strong and healthy as it was supposed to be.

      “Alright, my turn,” Dille said, a soft smile on her face. She picked up her pack and then walked over to her own circle, painting the same runes all over herself. When she finally finished, she set the bowl on the ground and looked to Eist. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” Eist said with a nod.

      “I’m not sh-sh-sure I am,” Athar muttered, looking sheepishly at Eist. She offered a hand to him, and he bent down to press his face against her palm. It was a light touch, with hardly enough pressure to be even considered a caress, but his eyes fluttered closed.

      “Uh, does anyone else feel like they’re peeping where they shouldn’t be?” Ain muttered.

      Athar stood quickly and shuffled back to the side of the room to stand beside his friend. The white-haired young man just gave a shrug as he looked from Eist to Dille.

      “What? We don’t have to make a to-do about this at all because you’re coming back. It’d be a waste of time to get all sappy.”

      “Whatever you say,” Eist said with a shrug. But in a way, she understood him. Ain had lost so much with everything that had happened with his father. Saying good-bye would be admitting that he could lose them too, and she could see why he just didn’t want to do that.

      “Just breathe deeply. Do you remember all your incantations and where you’re supposed to say them?”

      Eist nodded again. “Spent the past week memorizing them. Seemed kinda important, ya know.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Dille said with a weak laugh. “This’ll work.”

      “I know,” Eist answered calmly. “I trust you.”

      Dille’s smile grew slightly larger before settling. Drawing a deep breath, she closed her eyes and began reciting the words she’d written specifically for their spell.

      Eist watched as the room slowly began to glow gold in her eyesight, the hair on her arms standing straight up. Energy started to whip around them, churning like wind and making her heart pound. Dutifully, she repeated the words that Dille had given her, remembering the beat and intonation that her witch friend had doggedly taught to her. They weren’t exactly easy words, borne from an ancient language that she didn’t speak, but Eist powered through them.

      More energy picked up, and Eist’s heart truly began to thunder in her chest. She almost felt like she was levitating as it built up all around her, and she heard the slightest whimper from Fior at the edge of her perception.

      It continued to crescendo, growing more and more and more until suddenly, everything blinked out of existence and the whole world was gone.
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      Eist fell through everything and nothing all at once. Her skin burned, her eyes stung, and her mind was overrun by the sheer magnitude of what it was and wasn’t comprehending.

      She was moving quickly, almost too quickly to be real. Too fast to breathe, too fast to see. And yet she also knew that she wasn’t moving at all. She was a stationary object in a sheer avalanche of mystical force all around her.

      It was hot, so hot. It was burning her down to her core until there was nothing left. She burned to ash and reformed and burned again, over and over, and yet her body never changed. She was and she wasn’t. Alive and unborn. Everything, nothing, and dipped in the raw, molten energy of it all.

      And it was bright. So bright. When she tried to look around, it was as if everything she saw was seared into her eyes. Except she really didn’t see anything. It was just…energy. Pure. Unfiltered. Connecting everything in an intense web that she couldn’t really comprehend or perceive.

      It seemed to last forever, and she wondered if she would ever land. If she would even remember what it was like to live if she did ever erupt from this impossible stream.

      Ages passed. Time stood still. Stars were born and passed and burst out from their cores in miraculous explosions. It was freezing. It was burning.

      And then, as suddenly as it had started, she was thrown out and upwards and downwards all at the same time until she was bouncing off the solid floor.

      Her breath was knocked out of her body as the corner of a wall collided with her spine. She gasped, hardly remembering what breathing even felt like, when two loud thuds reverberated through the ground.

      She blinked hazily to see Dille flying across the floor toward her. Eist’s arms went up, and she caught her friend. It didn’t really get rid of all of her force of impact, but it certainly helped.

      “That does not get easier,” Dille rasped, her voice sounding alien and rough. Like she had forgotten how to speak. Did Eist even know how to speak? She didn’t even know.

      She opened her mouth to try, her cracked lips protesting, but she didn’t even have time to draw a breath before a blinding portal opened in the center of the room and a dark shape came shooting out of it.

      Eist wrapped her arms around Dille with crushing force and threw them both violently to the side. They were barely out of the way before Fior slammed into the wall right where they had been, whining in confusion and distaste.

      “Hey there,” Eist said, her voice grating out of her mouth. Oh goodness, she needed some water. As quickly as possible. “You okay, boy?”

      Fior peeled himself off the wall, waddling over to her and offering his snoot to help her up. Eist held onto him for dear life and hauled herself to her feet.

      Goodness, everything hurt. Her joints felt inflamed and tight while her muscles felt like they had been scraped off her body and haphazardly sewn back on. “Ugh, is this how you felt when you first landed?”

      Dille shrugged before slowly rising to her own feet. “I can’t say. I didn’t land on my first trip.”

      “How do ya mean?”

      “Well, I was more…born.”

      “Born?”

      “Yeah, you know, out of my mother. And it wasn’t like I knew I was being born. I didn’t really get my memories back of you until toward the end of my time in the great war.”

      “By the Three,” Eist muttered. “Confusing.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” She brushed her hair back and looked around. “So, as far as I can tell, we seem to be in the right place. This is the academy, I’m sure of that.”

      Eist also surveyed the room they were in. It was relatively large and judging by the roots they had knocked across the floor, they were definitely in some sort of food cellar.

      “We should probably get out of here before someone catches us and we end up in trouble before we even get started.”

      Dille let out a dry little laugh. “Doesn’t that sound like my whole life.”

      Eist shared her mirth for a brief moment, then crossed to the door. Her feet were still a bit unsteady, and she had to catch herself on a group of barrels. She felt too large for her skin, and full of far too much energy. It set her teeth on edge and she had to struggle to not grind them together.

      She reached the door and placed her hand against it, feeling for any other life on the opposite side. But there was nothing, just cold space and echoing spaces.

      “What are you doing?” Dille asked, coming up behind her.

      “Seeing if anyone is there.”

      “How?”

      Eist blinked, pulling her palm away from the door when she realized what she was doing. “Huh… I don’t know. I just…did.”

      Dille sighed. “Sounds like magic alright. I figured the time-stream might have fun with your witch’s eyes.”

      “Wait, really? Why?”

      “Because the further back we go, the more powerful magic is. And the more powerful magic is, the more powerful you’re going to be.” Eist swallowed hard at that, but her friend chuckled lightly. “Just promise me that you won’t turn into some sort of bloodthirsty sorceress drunk on the sheer magnitude of her ability and we’ll be fine.”

      Eist raised an eyebrow. “That is a very specific thing to ask me not to turn into.”

      But Dille just stole one of Eist’s moves, shrugging noncommittally. “Hey, I have nightmares too.”

      Before Eist could press her for a further explanation, she was already pushing the door open and heading into the hall. She followed Dille, of course, Fior right behind her. The more she looked around, the more she recognized their surroundings, but there was also a strange sort of unfamiliarity to them. Eist guessed that it was that the halls were cleaner, the stones less worn. After all, they were at least five hundred years into the past. Nearly a half millennium of wear and tear was bound to have a visual effect on the academy.

      “I don’t understand how no one is here.” Eist said as they went down the hall, passing multiple other rooms, until they finally reached a set of stairs.

      “The last event happened right before the first-years arrived. It destroyed a whole wing of this place, but luckily it was already empty. I’m guessing we landed in the empty part, like I wanted.”

      “You say wanted like you weren’t certain of where we’d land.”

      “Of course I wasn’t. I can put as much as I can into our incantations, but there are still some variables that just can’t be accounted for. I’m just happy we didn’t end up inside of a wall or under the ground.”

      Eist’s eyes widened at that and her stomach dropped. “Wait, that’s a thing that can happen? You never said that.”

      “Because I’m good enough that it wasn’t that large of a risk.” They reached a door and Dille opened it, peeking out. “Ah, we’re in the main part of the academy now. Just try to look like an actual dragon rider and not…well, not us.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s very specific. Thank you.”

      They both stepped into the hall, Fior following uncertainly after them. He was sniffing something fierce, his thick brow bones furrowed low over his crystalline eyes. It seemed he knew something was off but wasn’t quite certain of what it was. Hopefully, he wasn’t too traumatized considering the circumstances of his last time travel.

      “Oh, right…”

      Eist looked sharply to Dille, who had stopped still in her tracks. “What?”

      “I can’t believe I forgot something.”

      Eist’s stomach dropped even farther. One would think that it was well below the basement that they had just come out of, but apparently, there was further it could go. “What? What did you forget?”

      “If I’m not mistaken, we’re in the generation before your parents.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m pretty sure that means we’re at war with Margaid. And I’m very clearly Margaidian.”

      “Oh,” Eist whispered. “What do we do?”

      Dille sighed and rolled her shoulders. “We’ll deal with it if it comes up. Oh, and thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For not saying I told ya so.”

      Eist smiled weakly. “That’s not really my style. Now come on, maybe we can get to the hatchery without catching too much attention.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” Dille grumbled, slowing her steps so she could fall in line behind Eist. “I’m sure Fior is going to draw plenty of attention on his own.”

      “That’s true. They didn’t have brindles even now. Do you think they remember them, or has his kind already been pushed out of their common knowledge?”

      “Considering we’re meeting the workers who trained your grandfather and he had no idea about brindles, I’d guess that they don’t know about Fior’s kind either.”

      Eist shook her head in disbelief as they transitioned from the halls by the kitchen toward one of the side exits. The same one she and Dille had used to sneak around Yacrist once, back when they were first becoming friends and his affection had been a bit too intimidating for her.

      She frowned at the thought as she kept walking. If what Yacrist had told her was true, even then he’d been in love with her. Or infatuated, depending on if one believed such a young man could really know what love was. It seemed impossible to believe, but it certainly put her memories in a different light as she recalled his sometimes strange behavior.

      It also made her heart ache.

      “You alright there?”

      Eist just shrugged. This wasn’t the time to go into it for several reasons. “Let’s just get to the hatchery.”

      They made it to the tucked-away door that led out to a field. It was connected to the main camping and play area that visiting dragon riders used for their mounts, but it was almost always empty.

      Or…it was in her time. As Eist stepped into the sun, she remembered that if she was indeed in the past that there were going to be a whole lot more dragon riders.

      “Oh…” Dille murmured in shock as they saw a couple dozen tents sprawled out across the side-field, some more elaborate than others.

      “I guess we just pretend that this is normal,” Eist whispered before striding forward like they belonged there and had a mission to do.

      Well, one of those things was correct.

      For someone who had spent most of her childhood and her first couple of years at the academy pretending that she didn’t feel or notice all the stares, Eist realized that she had become pretty bad at it as of late. She could sense more and more eyes settling on her, and the farther she walked, the more their oppressive curiosity seemed to settle over her like a blanket.

      “Dille,” she whispered urgently when they were about halfway across the field, the small roof of the hatchery and the mountain it was built into just appearing at the edge of her vision.

      “Whatever it is, can it wait?” Eist barely heard her and had to crane her neck to watch her friend’s mouth.

      “I… I don’t know. It’s just, uh, I’m feeling things that I really shouldn’t.”

      Dille raised one full eyebrow. “What could that possibly mean?”

      “I dunno. It means that I’m just feeling things that I know I’m not feeling. You know how sometimes if someone close to you is feeling uncomfortable, you pick up on it and start feeling uncomfortable too?”

      “I can’t help it that I’m uncom—”

      “I don’t mean you specifically, Dille. I’m just saying… I’m feeling some not-nice things and I know they’re not coming from me.”

      “Oh.” Finally, she seemed to get it. “What kind of not-nice things?”

      “The bad kind of surprise. Feelings of territory being invaded. There are some pleasant surprises in there, some gentle curiosity, but they’re not the ones that make my stomach twist.”

      “I see. I’d put that in the category of more of your magical abilities manifesting. Makes sense that the gift of sight might also include insight as well.” She sighed, rubbing her face. “Perhaps we should walk a bit faster.”

      “Agreed.”

      They picked up the pace, and Eist was pleased to see that they were almost over the last knoll that would have them nearly on top of the hatchery. Maybe the foreboding and worry building in her gut were nothing. Her body just reacting to far more magic in the air than she was used to and her senses getting all crossed.

      But just when she thought that they might get out of the whole situation without a disturbance, a shadow passed over and a large, purple dragon landed in front of her with a thud.

      Both of its heads snapped forward, as if they were going to try to intimidate her by snapping close to her face, but then Fior was in front of her as quick as a shadow, snarling loud enough to have them jerking back in surprise.

      But Eist just stood there, heart pounding as she looked at the large, glittering beast in front of her. Of course it would be a purple dragon. Of course. Her eyes flicked up its neck, hoping to somehow see Yacrist perched there even though she knew it was impossible. But it was so easy to imagine, seeing him astride Alynbach, all smiles and smooth words.

      Her eyes reached the saddle atop the beast and of course it wasn’t Yacrist. It was someone she didn’t know at all.

      “Calm down there, Vil’darhyn,” the tall man said with a smile that was both saccharinely sweet and far too sour. “You wouldn’t want to upset our fellow riders now, would you?”

      The dragon let out identical huffs from each head, their four eyes watching Eist, Dille, and Fior with interest. It was right about then that Eist wished Dille would have been able to bring either of her massive red dragons, but neither of them would have been able to fit into their ramshackle ritual room—or the spell circles, for that matter.

      Eist ducked her head and tried to move around him, best not to cause a scene and all that, but it seemed that in the short moments that he had delayed them, several more riders had come to stand beside him on foot. They made an informal sort of wall, and Eist didn’t need years of bullying in her childhood to understand exactly what was happening.

      “I don’t recall ever seeing you around here,” the man said, sliding off his dragon. He was clearly into his thirties, or at least that’s when his dragon had stopped his aging. It was always hard to tell with riders. “Or your dragon. Or your servant.”

      “She isn’t my—” Eist cut herself off. Dille didn’t have a dragon and certainly couldn’t call on either of her mounts to come to her, so the best thing would be to have people believe she was some form of help. But Eist didn’t like it. She didn’t like it at all.

      But of course, the man caught it. “She isn’t your what?”

      “None of your business,” Eist snapped, moving to push past him.

      For a moment, she hoped that her direct approach would surprise him. They weren’t far enough back where female dragon riders were scoffed at or repelled from the academy, but she was small enough that most people didn’t expect her to go right to confrontation. It had been one of her go-to tactics back when she was bullied relentlessly by the town children after her parents’ death, and it had worked pretty well when the whole Ain situation was happening.

      Sadly, he didn’t seem caught off guard at all, his arm coming out to block her since she was much too short to shoulder-check.

      “What kind of dragon is that, anyway? Doesn’t look like any I know.”

      “He’s a copper dragon,” Eist said flatly, looking right up in the man’s face. He was fairly standard looking, with nondescript features and a beard that covered anything that might be interesting.

      “Don’t look like no copper dragon I ever seen.”

      “His egg got rolled when it wasn’t supposed to,” Eist lied as easy as anything. When they had been preparing to go into the past, they’d come up with several handfuls of explanations to explain her bronze, gold, black, and brown dragon. “He has a few defects, but they’re nothing that’s held him back.”

      “That so?”

      “That’s so.” Eist hardened her gaze and stared him straight in the eyes. She wasn’t going to back down. She wasn’t going to show weakness either. She had faced far stronger, far more terrifying opponents than the peon in front of her, and she refused to be intimidated.

      Even if they were surrounded.

      Sometimes she wondered if she was really brave, or just really, really stupid.

      “I’ve never seen a dragon grow up full-strong after being rolled in the egg. Maybe we all could have a look at him. And your pretty servant girl there could clean up our tents while we’re at it.”

      Eist moved on instinct, and within a blink, her dagger was pressed up against the man’s throat. “Let us pass,” she ordered firmly. Even with her damaged hearing, she could tell that her tone was low and threatening.

      “Eist…” Dille warned from behind her. “We can’t make too much trouble.”

      “Oh, we don’t want trouble,” the man said with a lopsided grin. “We just wanted to say hi to the noble-born rider that none of us have ever seen before. What, your cushy position at the palace or in the court need you to come down and visit us common dragon riders?”

      Eist snorted. “Since when is there anything like a common dragon rider? We’re what almost every little child dreams of being. We’re what legends are made of. Whatever fight you think we have here doesn’t exist, so let us be.”

      “Wow, such a pretty speech. Trust someone of the Auber court to spout out whole speeches at the drop of the hat. That whole family is a bunch of silver-tongued shysters. How the council picked them over the Monteliones is beyond me.”

      It was silly. Eist had heard many worse insults without ever losing her cool. But to hear Yacrist’s family name tumble from the lips of the man in front of her set her off in a way that she didn’t know was possible.

      Fingers curling, she slammed her fist up into his jaw as hard as she could, only barely managing to flick her dagger out of the way before she did something much worse.

      Then, everything was happening at once. His purple dragon snarled, both heads trying to snap at her, but Fior tackled it with a bellow. The line of people around the man surged forward, while both she and Dille drew their blades.

      Great. They’d been around for only a few moments and were already in a fight.

      Eist saw the glint of scimitar in the corner of her vision and whirled, catching it on the hilt of her shortsword and pushing it off. She had to remind herself not to strike any lethal blows, her mind and body automatically wanting to sink into the routine that had kept her alive after a month of fight after fight on the battlefield.

      These weren’t abominations. They were just cads. And as much as she might have believed it when she was younger, being a cad was not a death sentence.

      Someone’s fist slammed into her back, sending her stumbling forward. She was glad it wasn’t a sword considering that she was the one who made this into a bladed brawl, but she didn’t give herself time to sit there and be grateful.

      Pressing one of her hands to the ground, she used her momentum to flip herself forward until she was back on her feet. It brought her face to face with two riders who seemed to be both too surprised and impressed by her move, and she responded by kicking one of them in the stomach and flipping the other one over her back as she turned.

      Eist felt the displacement of air and she ducked just as Fior’s thick tail swept over their fight. From her crouch, she could see that more people were running toward them, and they were very quickly going to be overwhelmed.

      Especially since they couldn’t use magic or Fior’s roar.

      She rolled forward, centering herself toward Dille and surveying the field again. Her fist lashed out to cuff a man as he started to rise, but the situation was looking grim.

      That was when a loud gong-like peal rang over their fight, and Eist looked to see a woman standing just a bit away from them, a large pot in one hand and a club that she was beating the bottom with.

      “What in the name of the Three are all of you doing here?” she shouted, her face clearly showing how unimpressed she was by the wild antics. Eist looked her over, taking in the woman’s thick, raven curls, her pale, almost translucent skin, and her one green and one blue eye.

      That was definitely who she was looking for.

      The same man who had started the whole problem rose to his feet, no doubt about to spill out some lie or another that would make him seem innocent. But then the woman’s eyes went to Eist and she threw her pot at him before stalking right to Eist.

      “You,” she said, grabbing the girl’s hand. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “Me?” Eist asked, so surprised by the sudden turn of events that she didn’t know what the appropriate thing would be to say in response.

      “Yes. You,” the woman answered, sounding tired and relieved and disbelieving all at once. “It’s about time you showed up.”
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      “What do you mean you were waiting for us?” Eist asked, looking around the hatchery common room they were in.

      It was far too similar to how it had been with her grandfather. Sure, some of the decorations were different, and the blankets and pelts were different, but other than that, the rooms could have been identical, even so many centuries apart.

      “I mean exactly that. It wasn’t very nice of you to yank me out of the middle of battle and then plop me here without so much of an explanation besides to wait.”

      Eist blinked at her, gobsmacked and more than a little confused.

      “I what?”

      “You…” The woman paused, taking in both her and Dille’s expressions before sighing. “Let me guess. That hasn’t happened for you yet?”

      “What hasn’t happened for us yet?” Eist asked.

      “I told you,” Dille murmured, entirely inaudible if Eist hadn’t been able to see her lips. “Time things always go a bit funny.”

      “I’m not sure funny is the word I’d use for it,” the woman said, taking a long drink of what was in her tankard. Which definitely was not tea. “But to make a long story short, I was in the middle of a battle, about to defeat the Blight with all of my sisters, when suddenly a spell opened up above us and I was ripped to here. I thought that I had died and was just experiencing some sort of spell effect from the Blight when suddenly there was this girl with me.

      “You, by the way. I mean you. I’d never forget those eyes, or the power that I could see written all over you. You told me to wait for you, and that I had a greater purpose to serve. You also told me to take care of the dragons and to watch out for an injured man who would come along and have a knack for comforting them.

      “Then, just like that, you were gone in a wink, and I’ve been here for about two hundred years.” Her eyes narrowed accusingly. “You ripped me out of a fight we actually had a chance of winning, so I hope whatever your plan was is worth it. Or, uh, will be worth it whenever you actually find your plan.”

      “Thanks,” Eist said slowly. “I’ll keep that in mind for whenever I come up with it.”

      “Please do.” She finally set down her drink, her mismatched eyes staring them down. Eist didn’t think she’d ever met anyone with a gaze more unsettling than her own, but Brunillde of the Hatchery seemed like she could take the crown. “So, if you’re not here to explain to me why you yanked me out of my time and stranded me here, then why are you here? Judging by how none of those other riders seemed to know you, and the fact that I’ve never seen such garishly out-of-style clothes, I’m guessing you’re not from this time either?”

      “No, not at all,” Dille agreed quickly. “And we’re here because there’s about to be an earthquake that’s going to destroy a small clutch of brindled eggs that are in the back of the hatchery.”

      “Brindled eggs?” the woman repeated in surprise. “No, we don’t have any of those in the cave. I would know. We don’t even have any brindle pairs. Or even mixed. The only brindle left is—” she cut herself off, going pale for a moment before laughing at herself. “Why am I worried about you knowing? You probably already do.”

      “We probably already what?” Eist asked, feeling like she was still catching up to everything that had happened.

      “Oh goodness,” she murmured, looking pleased with herself. “Why don’t you guys come with me?”
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      Eist looked at the little cottage in front of them. It was nondescript and almost hidden into the mountainside. It had taken them a good two hours to hike to it, Brunillde silent through most of the walk.

      It reminded Eist of her grandfather’s place. Which meant it most likely was probably built into the mountain to make it more sizable on the inside.

      “Mello, you can come out. It’s safe!”

      There was a rumble that Eist could feel up her spine, and some vines in the mountain parted. Her breath caught in her throat as a broad, shovel-like head appeared, followed by a bronze, gold, and black-scaled dragon body.

      “By the Three…” she whispered, staring openly as a beautiful brindled dragon stood before them.

      And then Fior tackled it.

      Eist let out a startled shout, hands going up to tell him to stop, but Dille gripped her arm.

      “Look! They’re playing.”

      Eist stopped in her tracks, watching as the two rolled around each other, mouthing play-bites into each other’s limbs and gently thwapping each other with their tails.

      “There ya go, Mello. You missed all your friends, haven’t you?” She looked to Dille and Eist with a grin. “We haven’t seen another of her kind since we were brought here. I thought she was doomed to be the last one, but you’re telling me there are some secret brindle eggs in my own hatchery?”

      Eist nodded. “Or at least, that’s the theory.”

      “Uh, I’m a bit curious, though,” Dille added. “If you knew your dragon was the last one, why don’t you let her go gravid?”

      “Mostly because she’s not supposed to exist. I popped into existence here and had to make a life until you showed up again. I couldn’t do that pretending to be a dragon rider, so I had to hide my girl away.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I thought about sneaking just one little one in there, but she can’t lay until she goes to the hatching cave, and all of the other workers would definitely notice a brindled egg. You ever seen one?” Eist shook her head and the woman grinned even wider. “They’re like opals. I always bragged that they were the prettiest shells out there, just like their eyes.”

      “The dragons must have adapted some sort of camouflage for their brindled eggs to try to hide them.”

      “Yeah, hide them, right. You said some earthquake was gonna come and destroy the clutch? Those chances seem pretty slight.”

      “That’s because it’s not just chance. It’s a deliberate attack by the Blight. After its encounter with you, it started trying to kill all brindles.”

      “Huh,” she said, looking at their two dragons while they played. “And I guess it was successful considering that no one here seems to even remember what a brindle is.”

      Eist nodded. “It’s the same in my time. For the longest while, the healers thought that he was a damaged copper dragon. That he’d been stunted at birth.”

      Brunillde snorted. “Healers? They’re dumber now than they were when I was running around. I don’t know what made man turn against us witches, but they lost so much knowledge in their stupid extermination of our kind.”

      Eist tucked that thought away for later. “Right. Well, about what we need from you…”

      The woman’s face hardened a little before she let out a bitter sigh. “Let me guess, it doesn’t involve me going home.”

      Eist felt her stomach turn with guilt, even though she hadn’t done anything to this woman…yet. “No. Not quite. We need to get the eggs away from the hatchery, and you’ll need to help them hatch and raise them to be ready for battle and follow your orders. Then, when it’s time, we’ll summon you into battle.”

      “And what makes you think I’d agree to this?”

      “Because we’re going to finally take down the Blight.”

      Her eyes went wide and Eist could feel her breath hitch. “And what makes you think you can do what we didn’t?”

      “That’s the first easy question you’ve asked,” Dille said with a laugh. “It’s because the Blight possessed a human form now. One that practiced old magic. We’re going to use that to tether it to our world’s laws and then finally kill it.”

      The woman’s responding smile was entirely wolfish as she straightened. “My dear friends, why didn’t you start out with that?”
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      “So how did you know to find me here if you haven’t cast the spell that pulled me here yet?”

      “Our grandfather said you were likely to help us. He had suspicions about you since you kept to yourself and he thought he might have seen some dragon scales when he followed you to your house once.”

      “He followed me to my house?” the woman hissed as they slunk toward the hatchery.

      It was the dead of the night and she was not one of the workers who lived within the house, but she said she was confident that she could get them in without anyone noticing.

      “He said you were being weird and at the time, someone was trying to kill his daughter.”

      “Oh. Well, I guess I can forgive him then. Although maybe I’ll give him a good punch or two when we meet anyway.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Hush, we’re close now.”

      Instead of approaching the front, they reached a window toward the very back of the building where it was connected to the hatching caves. She waved her hand over the glass and it flew open, a breeze following into the room.

      “What spell was that?” Eist asked.

      “A simple one,” the woman answered, climbing inside. “Or at least, it was simple back in my time. Nowadays, every spell seems exhausting.”

      “That’s because our world is dying. When the Three took over, it disrupted the system that the old spirits had in place. The Blight has been capitalizing on that and now there’s hardly any magic left,” Dille explained.

      “But it’s much worse in our time,” Eist added. “As far as we know, we’re the only ones left who have any sort of gift.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there’s more,” Brunillde said softly. “They’re just hiding. Probably not too different from me.”

      The conversation fell silent as they crept through the remainder of the house and into the caves. From there, they slowly made their way through the clutches of eggs one by one, trying to find the hidden brindled eggs.

      “How do we know when we find them? Not that I don’t believe in the skill of you two, but I’ve been doing this for two hundred years and I feel like I might have noticed eggs that didn’t exactly fit in.”

      “That’s where these come in,” Eist said, tapping near her eyes.

      “That doesn’t really answer the question, but I guess I’ll wait.”

      Eist ignored her, closing her eyes and calling upon the vision she could feel right behind her eyes. Normally she needed darkness, or the thrill of battle, but with magic as thick as it was in the air around her, it was easy to just breathe out and summon it at will.

      The hatching cave lit up around her, glowing like midday, but off in the corner, something shone even brighter. Once more, she felt that same pull that she had felt her very first time ever in the cave. Back when she and Fior had first met.

      She strode over with a purpose, mesmerized as the rest of the world faded from her. Sound, scent, everything, until she was crouched in front of the shimmering eggs.

      They didn’t shine gold, as important things usually did in her vision. But they did shine. Beautiful and perfect and everything she needed.

      “Here they are,” Eist said breathlessly, dropping to her knees in front of them.

      “You sure?” the woman asked, coming up behind her.

      “Definitely.” She made a wide circle with her two arms. “There’s four of them.”

      “Four, huh? That’s not bad. Once they reach maturity, Mello might be inclined to lay her own clutch. Maybe we’ll have a whole army for ya.”

      “Just be careful,” Eist warned, pulling one of the large eggs to her. It was heavy and warm in her hands. She was careful to keep it upright, knowing that rolling an egg was far too dangerous to risk. “The Blight went so far as to send his greatest sorcerer to steal my little one as soon as it found out about him. If word gets out of what you’re doing, it’ll come for you too.”

      “Right. So just raise a whole fleet of brindled dragons in secret. Sure, that’s an easy request. Oh, and when I inevitably die, because I assume that I’m not alive in your time because I might have slapped you on sight, I leave you some sort of way to find them.”

      “Yes. All of that.”

      She rolled her eyes and picked up her own egg. “Just don’t tell me that the fate of your entire plan relies on me.”

      “It doesn’t. We’re going to other times in the past to make sure all of the other eggs are saved.”

      “And once they are? What… You’re gonna find a hatchery worker like me every time?”

      “Well, no,” Dille said cautiously. “We know that’s pretty unlikely, so we thought that we could just…well, that we could—”

      “You want to bring them here. With me. You want me to raise every egg you saved.”

      “Well, yes. That was the idea.”

      The woman looked both of them over, the hard lines of her face deepening before she shrugged. “Then one of the two of you is grabbing two eggs. If I’m stuck being some time-displaced nanny, then I should be doing the least of the heavy lifting.”

      “I can work with that.”

      With Dille’s help, she managed to get another egg solidly into her arms and they crept back the way they came. Fior was waiting outside, saddle-equipped with padded baskets to transport the unhatched little ones, but they had to get the eggs there first.

      “There’s one more thing we have to ask,” Eist added sheepishly once all of the unborn were safely packed on Fior.

      “Really? Just one more thing. Is that it? What, do you need my firstborn or something? Because, I assure you, that ship has long since sailed.”

      “Actually, we were wondering if you had a big enough space for us to cast our next spell.”

      She let out a dry huff. “Finally, something easy. Yeah, I have a place in mind. But you two will have to wait until the morning. Today… Well, today has been something else.”

      Yes, it certainly had.
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      Traveling through time wasn’t any easier the second time, Eist’s body feeling like it was being pulled apart and knit back together and burned and frozen all at once. Her mind seemed to stretch over everything, telling her little details and events that she couldn’t make heads or tails of amid the pain.

      So much pain.

      She saw all, but she comprehended none of it, and by the time she was ejected out of another portal, her stomach was heaving.

      “How in the name of the Three were you able to go right into a fight after this?”

      “I think going forward is much easier than going back. Or maybe the less amount of magic, the less the shock of it is? I have no idea, really.”

      They both rolled to the side as Fior crashed through after them. He managed to land on his feet, but quickly staggered while letting out a moan.

      “I know, me too.”

      Eist laid there for several moments, breathing deeply, until she felt well enough to stand. But the moment she did, her heart gave a thump and her skin seemed to prickle with little lightning bolts.

      “By the Three,” she murmured. “Do you feel that?”

      Dille nodded. “That’s magic. We’re… Goodness, we’re in the earliest days of the academy. The magic is…is…”

      “Overpowering,” Eist said, her eyes glazing over. She felt like every bit of her body was being pumped full of life itself, making her stronger, faster. Filling her with something she hadn’t known since that fateful battle at Margaid.

      “Hey, don’t get drunk on that now, Eist. Remember, the magic is a tool. It’s a part of the world that’s letting you borrow it to help it live. Don’t listen to that voice that says it could all be yours.”

      Eist closed her eyes, trying to listen to her friend, but goodness, did she feel good. Better than she had ever felt. Better than the mead made her feel. Better than any stupid kiss. Better than—

      A concerned warble sounded from Fior and his cool muzzle pressed against her cheek. Eist blinked and looked into her guy’s eyes. “Oh, hey there.” He rubbed his nose against her face and made another coo. “I’m fine. I’m fine now, I think. But thanks.” She was breathless as she spoke, but she felt herself rise from the headiness of the magic surrounding her.

      No wonder witches used to be so respected and powerful. And why most riders had once had gifts. No wonder there were more dragons and they were bigger. There was just so much energy. So much power. It was like she had been forced to breathe through a reed her entire life and finally, she’d had her first real gulp of air.

      Uncanny.

      “Come on,” Dille said, her own voice a bit strained. “Let’s get those dragon eggs and get out of here before we get involved in another fight we don’t need.”
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        * * *

      

      They found three eggs and placed them all lovingly in Fior’s saddle, then slunk away from the academy to find a place where they could set up their spell circles. Dille was getting faster considering it was going to be the third time she was making them, but they still took quite a bit of prep. It would have taken even more if they hadn’t packed all the supplies they needed in the bags they brought along.

      “So, this is actually working, isn’t it?” Eist asked as the three of them stepped into the same circles to go again. Her stomach didn’t even feel settled from the last jump just hours earlier.

      “Yeah. It is. Kind of incredible, isn’t it?”

      Eist nodded. “It really is.”

      And then Dille was starting up the spell again, and they were zooming off.

      More pain, more careening, and then they were launched out of it just as violently. The feeling of sickness increased even more, making her feel like her insides were going to become outsides in just a few breaths.

      She groaned, trying to roll over, but before her head even cleared, an explosion of pain burst from her back.

      Had…had someone kicked her?

      She felt movement through the haze in her mind and rolled out of the way, looking up to see that there was indeed someone attacking her. They were dressed in layers of clothes covered by very old, leather armor. There was no family crest on it, or even national markings, and Eist guessed that was because most of the families she knew didn’t exist yet.

      Time travel was such a trip.

      The foot came down again, ready to stomp on her ribs, but she caught it in her hands. The person had momentum and size on their side, but if the magic from the previous times had been heady, the amount in the air around her was downright intoxicating.

      It took no effort at all to call upon it as a blast of energy, sending her attacker flying away. Eist rose to her feet, forming more of the energy into a weapon just like when she had fought Farmad.

      It was strange to be able to summon such spells without her blood being spilled, or being near death in general, but also so incredibly easy. She took a step in the direction of her thrown assailant, only for a bright blast of light to toss her from her feet.

      Things whipped by her until the hard bark of a tree slammed into her back, driving the air from her lungs. Eist slid to the ground, panting, her fingers pressing into her sides to see if her ribs were still intact.

      They certainly didn’t feel like it.

      A dark hand reached for her and pulled her to her feet. Eist collided gently with Dille’s front, letting her head rest against her friend’s chest.

      “That was not the welcome I wanted,” Eist groaned.

      “I know, I know. Hold still for a moment. I think I can do a healing spell with how potent the magic is around here.”

      “It really is something, isn’t it?” Eist asked with a weak laugh as she felt her friend’s cool magic flow into her.

      It didn’t take away all of the ache, she could still feel it deep in her back, but she felt better. Like she could draw in a full breath. She didn’t have much time to celebrate, however, as she could feel something cutting through the air toward them.

      She threw Dille to the side and ducked just as three arrows buried themselves into the same tree that had slammed into Eist’s back. She didn’t waste any time marveling at the deadly aim, but launched herself forward, throwing her magic out like a spear.

      She felt the thud of it hitting flesh and launched forward, vaulting herself over a rock and up into the air. She may not have grown much in stature, but she had gotten even better at controlling her body. She landed in a crouch and rolled forward, landing on her feet and pushing herself forward again until one of her hands was gripping the length of her spear and the other was clutching the neck of their attacker.

      She snarled at him, putting pressure onto the wound that made the attacker howl. She opened her mouth to demand that he yield, when a thick tail yanked her off her feet and up into the air.

      “Let me go!” she snapped, struggling against the hold. Her eyes darted around, interpreting her world that was suddenly upside-down. She stilled, however, when she noticed the color of the appendage wrapped around her middle.

      “Wait a minute, you’re—”

      She was cut off again as a portal opened right above them and none other than Fior came hurtling downward. Branches snapped all around them, and Eist’s captor let her go.

      She hit the ground hard, driving all the air from her once more. She barely had the mind to lurch into a sitting position and scuttle backwards as more arrows buried themselves in the space between her legs.

      “Wait!” she cried, with her hand up. “I think we got started on the wrong—”

      She felt magic concentrating in front of her and tried to fight to her feet, but she was still breathless from her fall. Thankfully, before the spell—whatever it was—could finish, Fior was in front of her and letting out a mighty roar.

      That stopped her attacker, but then the dragon that had tried to haul her into the trees darted in front of Fior and let out their own responding bellow.

      “Wait, Fior, wait! He’s one of your kind!”

      Both dragons seemed surprised by each other and abruptly stopped their shouts. Silence soon settled in, and Eist struggled to her feet.

      “Dille?” she called, looking out as the dark night began to lighten like the sun was high in the sky for her. “You alright?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, getting to her feet. “How about our new friend?”

      Eist looked to the attacker, who was still in an aggressive stance, a bow in their hand and a sword in the other.

      “You have a brindled dragon.”

      “Yes, I do,” Eist said slowly.

      “I’ve been told mine is the last one.”

      “That’s because it probably is, as far as most people know.”

      “But you’re the witch that sent me here.” They removed their mask and Eist saw the long, thin face of a man who looked to be somewhere in his forties. Considering he had a dragon at his side, that meant he had to be several centuries old. “And you…” he said, his eyes darting to Dille. “You were in my coven. You disappeared. Did she take you too?”

      “Uh, no. I kinda took myself. Oh, it’s complicated. How about we just set the weapons down and you let me heal you? Or sorta heal you. I’m not very good at it. Magic isn’t exactly prevalent where we come from.”

      But he ignored that offer. “What are you doing here? Why did you send me here? I had a wife! Children!”

      Eist felt guilt twist in her stomach. “I’m sorry, but I haven’t really done that yet.”

      “What do you mean!? You’re here, aren’t you? You spoke to me when I was going through that…that place. You told me to be cautious, and to wait for you. That was five years ago! Five years of waiting in the wilds outside of some primitive academy they’re trying to build around what used to be one of our temples!”

      “Oh, five years, that’s a lot better than Brunillde,” Dille remarked absently, making Eist wince.

      “Better than who?!”

      Eist raised both of her hands in what she hoped was a placating gesture. “Look, I’m sorry that apparently I got you stuck here, but I haven’t done it yet. I don’t know why, or even how I would of. We barely figured out how to get ourselves here.” Eist licked her lips. “But if it was me that called you here, well, I’m guessing it’s because we need your help.”

      “Why in the name of the Storm should I help you?”

      If it worked with Brunillde, then why wouldn’t it work with this strange man? “Because we’re going to destroy the Blight once and for all.”

      His eyes flitted between the two of them and she could see the hatred and disbelief within them. But after a moment, he strapped his bow to his back.

      “What do you need me to do?”
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      “I’m coming with you.”

      Eist looked up at the man from where she was mixing the paste for the circles. The man, who she had learned was named Zenith, had helped them grab a total of seven eggs from an impressive clutch, and was now watching as she and Dille prepared for their trip back to Brunillde.

      “What?” Eist asked, looking up at him incredulously.

      “You heard what I said.”

      “Actually,” Dille muttered. “Eist is hard of—”

      “No, I heard him,” she said. “I just… Why do you want to come with us? Why not ask for me to send you home?”

      “Because, technically, you haven’t even sent me here yet, so I figure you can’t send me back. But maybe what we could do is have me come along with you. I remember Brunillde. It’d be good to see her again.”

      “You’re not just asking us to bring you along with us, though,” Dille said slowly, calmly. “I know you wouldn’t leave your dragon behind, which means that I would have to change the ritual to include him too. Five people as opposed to three? That’s…that’s something.”

      He just shook his head. “Yeah, I saw your little ritual there. It’s passable, I suppose, but it reminds me of exactly why you were best at offense than incantations.”

      “I…”

      Eist stood up. “Wait, did you just insult Dille’s competence?”

      He shrugged. “Is it an insult if it’s true? Anyway, move over. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      Eist and Dille watched as he began to draw his own circles, taking up much of the clearing that the dragons had cleared out. The two exchanged glances but let him do what he willed until seven concentric circles were all interconnected with each other.

      The moment the last rune was in place, the circles burst into a miasma of light. It was similar to the battlefield of Margaid, and Eist had to shield her eyes from it.

      “Warn a girl, will ya?” she snapped.

      “What? Oh right, I wondered if you had the sight on ya given those eyes of yours. Just breathe deep and blink a lot. You, M’baya—”

      “It’s Dille now, actually.”

      “I could not care less. Just lead her to the circle she needs to be in then get into your own.”

      “Geez, I see his manners clearly didn’t travel through time along with him.”

      Eist allowed herself one small snicker before calling Fior to her. She still couldn’t really open her eyes against the swirling light that they were all standing in, but thankfully, Zenith was able to tell him where to stand.

      A few moments later, they were all right where they were supposed to be and Eist felt her anxiety increase.

      “Are you sure you accounted for all the eggs?”

      The way Dille had explained it, each of them was their own little mini-life that required special additions to the circle. And a whole lot of other things that Eist hadn’t really understood. But she didn’t need to understand in order to be concerned that the witch they had just met had somehow forgotten that.

      “Yeah, yeah. Believe me, I got everything. I also fixed some parts. I’m surprised the two of you even managed to get here without getting completely turned inside-out. Your protections are as haphazard as your entry.”

      “Thank you for your input,” Dille said through gritted teeth.

      “You’re welcome. Now, everyone breath deep. M’baya, I want you on the response chants. Little girl, you just shut up.”

      “I am not—”

      A sharp uptick in magic cut her off, and she felt the spell building under her again. With any luck, it would work without a hitch and maybe she could find out why future her snatched two people from time and how.
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      Eist’s feet hit the ground without too much pressure. She wobbled a little but was able to stay upright. Her stomach gave the tiniest twist, but on the whole, she was just fine.

      A quick glance around told her Dille was standing a bit to her side, looking rested and well-fed and otherwise hopeful. That was a pretty good sign if there ever was one.

      “Did we make it?” she asked, looking around.

      “It feels like it.”

      Eist agreed with that. There was a vibrancy missing to the air, and her whole body rumbled as if hungry—not for food or water or anything of that nature, but the connection to magic that she had been so spoiled on in earlier times.

      True to his word, Zenith had gotten them back to Brunillde without all the dizziness and stomach churning or even any surprises. From there, all three of their dragons used their roars to burrow into the mountainside, using the earthquake as cover. It worked out better than Eist could have ever imagined, and after only a day of clearing rubble, they had a nice, large area to build a nest for the eggs as well as allow them room to run around as they grew.

      Eventually, they would get too big for the cave, but neither of the witches seemed too concerned. They said they’d come up with something, even if it meant leaving the academy.

      From there it was a short rest, with both of them teaching Dille everything they could of the old spells they used against the Blight, and then the two young women were in yet another set of circles, waiting to be sent home.

      Right on cue, a portal opened above their heads and Fior glided gently to his feet, looking much more pleased than the past several times they had hopped.

      “That’s my boy,” Eist said, giving his nose a pat. “Do you realize that you’ve just saved your entire species?”

      He preened at that, letting a little ripple go along his dappled scales before he gave her entire upper body one solid lick.

      “Ah! Gross! Come on now, Fior. I’ve been wearing these clothes for days now. I don’t need you making it worse.”

      “Four days, actually,” Dille said with a long, relieved breath. “Somehow, we might have just saved the world in four days.”

      Eist couldn’t help but whistle. “Wow. Sounds impressive when you put it like that.”

      “Normally, I prefer to be humble, but yeah, I’d say what we did was pretty impressive.” They shared a knowing laugh before she grew contemplative, looking out at the grassy field they were standing on. “Do you think anything has changed?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Eist answered before looking to Fior. “You want to fly ahead and tell the others we’re here?”

      He chirped and took to the sky, pulling off a spinning move that was definitely for show, but she didn’t mind. Even if the world felt…strange now, all empty and tired, it was still her home. She wanted to hug Athar, tease Ain, and perhaps drink with Ale’a again.

      …just perhaps not so much at once.

      “Shall we?” she asked, looking to Dille. Her friend nodded, and they strode across the grass together.

      Only moments later, the top of the academy came into view, and then they dipped down into a little valley between gentle hills. Eist remembered waiting for Dille’s caravan to come over the road just a half-year earlier, thinking it would be just another academy year.

      She didn’t think she could have been any more wrong about that.

      But as they rose out of the valley and crested the hill, her breath stopped short. Her legs locked into place, keeping her still while every bit of warmth fled from her body.

      “What—” But Dille’s question sputtered out on her lips as she too saw who was waiting for them, barely a field’s length away.

      Tall and broad with the muscles that came from years of hard training. Strong cheekbones. Dark, thick hair. Brilliant blue eyes.

      Yacrist.

      “There’s my two favorite people in the world!” he said joyously, grinning brightly at them. He brought his hand up, wagging a finger at them as if they were a young dragon that had just done something wrong. “Now tell me, did you two do something you shouldn’t?”

      Eist looked to Dille and Dille looked right back to her, the two of them communicating in a way only two life-long friends and soldiers could. They were too far from the gate to make a run for it, and they didn’t really have that much of a location advantage either.

      “Oh, come now,” Yacrist said, still sounding just as happy as ever to see them. “What’s with those expressions? Haven’t you missed me? I’ve been working real hard on something, and I just can’t wait to show you.”

      There was the flapping of wings and Alynbach landed behind him. It had only been a month or so since she had last seen the purple dragon, but he was much bigger than she remembered. He was no Veralda, but he was much more menacing than he had ever looked before.

      “Come on, just hop right aboard.” Yacrist held his hand out, his smile crinkling at the corners like it always did when he was especially pleased with himself.

      All it took was for Eist’s eyes to sidle over to Dille’s and the tiniest nod, then they were off.

      The two of them split into two directions, sprinting as fast as they could. Eist dove down the hill, sliding on her belly over the slick grass, then popping up to her feet to see which of them he’d try to chase. Whoever he went after would be the bait, with whoever he didn’t going behind him to get the drop.

      Except he hadn’t moved at all. He just stood there, watching the both of them with amusement.

      “Ah, I see. It wouldn’t be a reunion if we didn’t play a game. I suppose I could spare a little time for a laugh!”

      His hand reached out again, but it shot out way further than it should have, snapping out like a crack of lightning until suddenly, a black, tentacle-like thing slammed into her stomach and knocked her off her feet. Her mind flashed to what had happened to Yacrist, and for a moment, she was absolutely frozen, locked in that terrible memory.

      But the tentacle wrapped around her foot and dragged her right back to Yacrist. She yanked her leg back, as hard as she could, but it held fast.

      A squeal to her left echoed across the flat plain, and Eist looked over her shoulder to see that a tentacle had wrapped around Dille’s hair, pulling her inevitably toward him too. Dille’s hands scrambled at her belt for a potion, but then another tentacle shot out to grab her wrists.

      Well, if Eist couldn’t get free, then she was just going to have to expedite the process.

      Whipping herself forward, she gripped the tentacle and used it to yank herself through the air. She tried to call upon the energy that had come so easily from other times, but instead, a vast emptiness burned at her, leaving her hollow for a moment.

      She hung there, wanting to slingshot herself toward Yacrist and punch him in that face that she loved so much, but the magic just wasn’t there.

      Her belly hit the ground first and the tentacle continued to reel her toward Yacrist.

      “Whatcha doing there, Eist?”

      She looked up at him and drew in a deep breath, finding the magic that was so hard to reach now that she was back in the time of world-starvation. “Stopping you,” she answered frankly before ordering her body back to her feet again.

      It was just like her fight with Farmad. One moment, she was on her back and the next, she was on her feet in front of Yacrist. She slammed both of her hands into his chest, and both of them were knocked back by the resulting blast.

      When she landed, she was relieved to see that there were no tentacles attached to her. She breathed deep, grinding her feet into the ground, and called upon more of that energy that flowed so thinly.

      Bolts of light popped into existence all around her, filling the air like a hundred arrows. When Yacrist came to a stop, still upright, she loosed them all toward him at once.

      He smiled and relaxed as if everything was fine. That lasted for less than a breath before his eyes went wide and he had to jump high into the air to avoid the volley. Eist could guess at what had happened. He probably had tried to shift like his old form would, but he was solid now.

      He had to follow the same rules she did.

      Yacrist landed hard in front of Dille, the force of his feet hitting the ground sending the witch right onto her back. The woman pressed her hands upward and called a shield of magic around herself just as Yacrist’s arm turned into another spearing tentacle.

      It bounced off on the first hit, and Eist could feel it all the way from where she was. On the next hit, the sharp point made it slightly into the enchanted barrier. Eist knew she had moments at best. They were outmatched. Outclassed.

      Rushing forward, she drew her shortsword. She put everything into charging as hard as she could toward Dille, and once she was close enough, she vaulted off the shield with all her might.

      Swinging her sword, she managed to cut the tentacle as she forced golden light through her blade. It turned to ash as soon as it hit the ground, and she tucked herself into a roll as she landed right in front of her friend.

      Yacrist was back to seeming happy about the current situation and summoned a dark, inky blade to his hands.

      “Come on, friends. I’d really rather not hurt you.”

      Eist helped Dille to her feet, her mind running through all her options. How had they gone through so much to end up so powerless in an empty field just outside of the academy?

      “What do we do now?” Dille asked.

      “Follow the plan,” Eist said. “Gather supplies and find the spell they used to harness the power of the brindles.”

      “I meant right now,” Dille panted, pulling a spell vial from her belt as Yacrist began to stalk toward them.

      “I know,” Eist said before whirling on her friend.

      “Wha—”

      Although Eist had had plenty on her mind, she had watched both Dille and Zenith create their spells, felt how they twisted magic to their whim. Reaching into the last dregs of energy that she could feel swirling around them, she raised her hand and called a shaking, wobbling portal of light into being right behind Dille. And before her friend could react, Eist shoved her backwards into it.

      “What are you doing!?” she heard Dille cry, frantically trying to grab at her.

      “Saving your life,” Eist answered resolutely before pulling her friend’s grip from her tunic and closing the portal off.

      She didn’t even have time to turn before she felt arms wrap around her waist and she was pulled snugly against a muscled front.

      “There you are. What’d you send Dille away for? I know how you two are peas in a pod.”

      Eist shuddered at Yacrist’s touch. At his voice. It was him pressed against her. And yet it wasn’t. It was the Blight, evil and vile and set on destruction.

      “Oh well,” he continued blithely, his lips lowering until they were just by her ear. “At least now I don’t have to share you with anyone.”

      It took all of Eist’s strength to rip herself from his hold and whip around, her dagger raised. But he caught her wrist with one hand and her throat with another, squeezing tightly as he lifted her from the ground.

      “You know, I love your fire, but this is growing tiresome.” Her feet kicked wildly, and her hands scrambled to free herself from the fingers clamping around her neck, but he didn’t seem remotely bothered. “Why don’t you rest, Eist? It’s a bit of a trip and I can’t have you being a nuisance the entire time.”

      She fought, she really did. She tried to pull magic to her fingers or hold out until Fior could make it back. But the edge of her vision grew dim, and eventually faded entirely. She went still, and the world disappeared in a wave of gray.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  







            Captured

          

          



      

    

    






The Brindle Dragon, Book 8

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            In the Mouth of the Beast

          

        

      

    

    
      Consciousness slipped over Eist like a siren, sickeningly sweet and syrupy as it coaxed her back to reality. But the more awake she became, the more she realized just how much pain she was in.

      Ow.

      Her throat hurt, as if someone had thoroughly throttled her, and her eyes felt both dry and heavy, covered in a thin film of crust that wasn’t letting her actually open them. She tried to listen with what little hearing she had, but she couldn’t hear a single thing over the thundering in her head.

      Oh wait. She had been throttled.

      Everything came flooding back and she sat up, heart thumping right out of her body. That just made her sick, and before she knew what was happening, bile was rising up her abused throat.

      “Oh, Eist, hang on there. I’ve got you.”

      Hands were on her suddenly, rolling her gently to the side where she could wretch and wretch until she was utterly empty. If her throat hurt before, it was absolutely on fire now and she could only whimper in distress.

      “It’s alright,” the voice continued, so faint that she could hardly hear it. Was her hearing worse, or was she just too broken to catch it? “Here, drink this.”

      A metal ladle was pushed to her mouth and she drank greedily. Cool, refreshing water poured down her throat and she nearly choked.

      “Hey, slow down there. You’ll make yourself sick. Just a little at a time, okay?”

      Eist listened, just barely, more of her coming back as she drank deeply. She’d been in a field. Yacrist had taken her. His hand had wrapped around her throat and squeezed until the world had blacked out.

      She had been so sure that he was killing her, but she was alive. So, either something had gone wrong with his plan or…

      “Here, let me get your face there. You’ve been asleep a long time.”

      A soft, damp cloth gently touched her face, stroking away the sweat and oil that seemed to have built up there. A few moments later, it rested over her eyes.

      “Just let it sit there for a bit. Are you hungry?”

      Eist barely shook her head, not wanting to say anything else.

      “Alright, that’s fair. But do you think you could swallow a single spoonful of honey for me? It’ll soothe your throat.”

      A nod, then another spoon—this time a wooden one—pressed against the seam of her lips. She opened her mouth and the cloying sweetness almost made her wretch again, but she managed to hold off.

      “That’s my good girl. You’re doing so well.”

      Although her head was still swimming and her body felt like death, she knew that tone even if she could hardly hear it. Bolting upright, she snatched the cloth over her eyes away to see none other than Yacrist!

      “Y-y-you!” she sputtered, voice barely more than a rasp. But he just looked absolutely pleased to see her, his hands holding her head steady so he could look into her eyes.

      “Hmm, still a little bloodshot, but otherwise alright. You had me worried!”

      You choked me! Was what Eist wanted to say, but her throat just wouldn’t allow the words. How hard had he squeezed?!

      “You want to try another spoon of honey?” His fingers wrapped around the handle of the spoon, gently pulling it from where it had been forgotten in her mouth.

      Eist stared at him, head reeling. Part of her recognized him as her friend of years while the other part only saw him as the man who had strangled her into unconsciousness.

      But there was no way that could have kept her under for so long. She’d been through plenty worse and the healers had always remarked on her resiliency.

      “What—” she wheezed before her voice broke and nausea rolled over again. “You…” Giving up, she pointed to her mouth.

      “Is that a yes for more honey?”

      She shook her head, pointing more urgently, letting him see her anger in her eyes.

      “Ah. You want to know if I gave you something to make you stay asleep.”

      She nodded furiously, trying hard not to think about how Yacrist could interpret her so easily because it was his mind that was still in there. Just…corrupted.

      “I should have known you’d pick up on it right away. It was just some green dragon gas. Don’t worry, I have no intention of dosing you like your grandfather was.” He reached up again, flicking her nose playfully. “I don’t want to have my best friend and lover laying around like a corpse. Wouldn’t get to see your pretty, smiling face then.”

      Lover?

      The word made her stomach churn. But he just looked as pleasant and happy and wonderful as the Yacrist she remembered. Maybe…maybe there was more to him in there. Maybe she could call him out.

      He turned away from her, as if he was going to stand, but she caught his sleeve. Tugging, she didn’t stop until he looked to her once more, curiosity clear across his expression.

      “What do you need?” he asked, reminding her of all the times he had taken care of her that break between years at the academy. When she was stuck in the healer’s hall, recovering from what Farmad had done to her.

      “Re…member…”

      “Remember what? You’ll have to give me a bit more than that.”

      She winced and gripped him with her other hand. She felt like she was caught up in this push and pull of desires, wanting to accept him and knowing he wasn’t what he looked like.

      “Not,” she gasped, throat protesting painfully. “Ready.”

      “Not read— Oh, that.” He got that sickeningly sweet and lovestruck look, stroking her cheek with his calloused thumb. “You don’t have to worry about me rushing things, Eist. I’m your friend, I would never do that. We have from here to eternity to enjoy each other. All I want is you to be here, by my side. We were destined for each other, you know. It really is poetic.”

      She shook her head frantically, words punching out before she could stop them. “I don’t belong to anyone!”

      Without warning, he grabbed her face, gripping her jaw so tightly that she couldn’t utter anything else. “Come now, why ruin the moment with all that. You know I didn’t mean literally.” He rolled his eyes. “You always were cranky first thing in the morning.”

      Then, just as suddenly as he had done it, he let go. “Why don’t you get some more rest? I’ll be back later with some food and more water.” He stood to go, quickly crossing away from her, and only then did Eist actually take stock of her surroundings.

      She was in a dark room that was really more like a prison cell with craggy rock walls and no window. She was pretty sure if she reached out and touched one of the partitions that her fingers would come away wet, and that idea upset her more than a little.

      She was sitting on some sort of bed. A real one, not a cot or a straw mattress on the floor. It was surprisingly luxurious and stood in stark contrast to the rest of her glum surroundings.

      Suddenly, she very much didn’t want to be on the cushioned seat, and she tried to scramble off as far away from Yacrist that she could be, but she stopped short when her leg was nearly yanked out of its socket.

      Looking down, she saw that there was a manacle around her ankle, a chain leading away from it and off the edge of the bed. Eist grabbed it, following the length to see that it was attached to a metal ring on the floor. There was no way she would be able to break it with brute strength alone. She’d have to try to think of some spell or magic that would do it.

      But it wasn’t like she could just rattle off spells like Dille could. Maybe if she got mad enough, she could conjure that spear of light? Yeah, that would be useful.

      “You alright there?” Yacrist asked, lifting his hand and placing it against the metal door of her room. There was a ripple of sorts that made her skin crawl, and then the entrance swung open.

      “You’ve chained me,” Eist said, looking at him and daring him to try to deny how wrong what he was doing was. There seemed to be a disconnect between the evil that was the Blight and Yacrist’s affection for her.

      “Look, Eist, I would love to have you running free and by my side, but you and I both know that you’re the most stubborn person in existence, and I can’t have us fighting while I’m finishing up my plans. I promise, I’ll prove to you that all of this is actually good, and then we can get rid of those nasty things, alright?”

      Her temper spilled over, aggravated by his patronizing tone and the fact that he dared to keep her bound. Eist didn’t do well in situations where she felt trapped and would fight tooth and nail to get out of it. Snarling, she told him exactly where he could shove ‘those nasty things.’

      He chuckled at her, as if that was the most amusing thing he’d ever heard. “That’s my girl,” he said before shutting the door behind him. She felt another ripple of magic that told her there would be no point in throwing herself off the bed and trying to open the entrance on her own.

      Soon the torch burning in the corner of her room went out, leaving her in total darkness. That only lasted a moment, however, before her vision kicked in and the whole room began to glow a dull gray.

      She’d never seen that before. It was as if the entire place was devoid of all magic or energy or fate or anything. Wherever she was, it must have been a room that Yacrist had built specifically for her.

      That thought made her heart rend in a way she didn’t think was possible. Curling into herself, Eist finally let herself cry.
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      Eist woke up slightly less uncomfortable than she had been before, the raw ache of her throat seeming to have eased in her slumber. She almost hoped that everything had all been some awful nightmare, but the dampness and the smell of mold told her that she was exactly where she feared she was.

      Eyes fluttering open, she looked around to see if she was alone. She was surprised to see that she was, almost expecting Yacrist to be looming over her like some sort of specter. No, the only difference in her room seemed to be that a small table had been put close to her bed and there was both food and drink set on it.

      She sat up and looked over it cautiously. It wasn’t anything like the food she had grown used to at the academy, but it wasn’t gruel either. There was bread and cheese, a bit of chicken, and two apples sitting on the plate—all things she could eat with her hands, which made sense considering she hadn’t been given any cutlery.

      For a moment, she debated not eating any of it, lest she be poisoned or drugged or any other awful thing, but she figured that she needed her strength and Yacrist wouldn’t have gone through all the trouble of making a tidy little prison for her if he was just going to kill her right away. Besides, her stomach was snarling like a wild animal and she had to wonder just how long he’d had her.

      To her, it only felt like a single long sleep, maybe a whole day. But he’d had her under the effects of green dragon gas, so it could have been as much as a week. Eist looked at one of her hands while she ate voraciously with the other. No… Her nailbeds weren’t cracked, and she still had a bruise under one of them from her time-skipping with Dille. If a week had passed, her skin would be much more dried out and her bruises would most likely be gone.

      So anywhere between one to four days, by her guess. That was a fairly large margin of error. A day’s ride by dragon could get one from the academy to Margaid. A four-day ride? Well, then one would be in the wild waste, a land stripped bare and corrupted by the Blight in the many wars against it. It was a forbidden land, populated by vagabonds, wild men, and creatures that dare not lurk in the light of day.

      Eist shuddered at the thought. If she was all the way in the wilds, what would she do? Even if she found a way to escape, she’d never make it back to civilization by foot. She needed Fior, but how would he find her?

      Her eyes snapped open at that revelation. Her friends. They had no idea where she was. Had Dille even made it back to them? Or had Eist accidentally pushed her too far, too sloppily? She had just been trying to save her friend, but what if she had made everything worse?

      Eist stopped chewing and looked at the wall. Could she have made it worse? She didn’t think so. As far as she was concerned, she had saved Dille. While whatever part of Yacrist that was in the Blight clearly had feelings for her, Eist didn’t trust him not to harm or kill her best friend—either on purpose or in a jealous, evil rage.

      It made her sick to her stomach to think like that, but she needed to be practical, even if it hurt her so deep inside she could never heal. Yacrist was the enemy now. And while she hoped that she could save him, she couldn’t afford to think of him as her friend.

      She thought back to how uncomfortable he had made her when they were younger, the intensity of him being too much for her. Had some part of her known that he would eventually almost break her? That he was going to be her greatest failure?

      She hoped not, because that thought made everything almost too bleak.

      It was all too much. She needed to get her mind off it before she drove herself insane. Finishing her food, she slid out of the bed and slowly stretched.

      She was wearing the same clothes she had been with Dille, thank the Three, but she could tell from a very distinct lack of filth that someone had washed her face and hair for her.

      The thought of someone manhandling her while she was unconscious made her nauseous, so she finished her stretches and walked the entire perimeter of the room that her chain would let her. She could almost reach the walls, her fingertips just barely brushing against the damp stone, but she definitely couldn’t reach the door.

      It drove her mad, being kept on a leash, so she sat right down on the floor and tried to break it off. First, she attempted to slide her relatively narrow ankle through the manacle, but it was locked tight to her skin. When she shoved it down, she saw that the skin beneath was red and scraped raw, bits of dried blood sticking to it. She didn’t remember fighting hard enough against it to have hurt herself so, but she guessed that was the effects of the green dragon gas.

      Ugh. How violating. She wondered if her grandfather had felt that way when he’d finally come to from his mental prison. She guessed not, considering he’d undergone an entire ritual to try to use his soul as a window to break through the veil, but still, she couldn’t help but wonder.

      Unsure of what to do, she walked around her room again, examining everything she could, pressing her fingers into every crevasse or cranny she found.

      Nothing.

      There was absolutely nothing.

      She couldn’t even find any worms or grubs in what few chinks there were. As far as she could tell, her prison was as impenetrable as anywhere she had ever been, but with the added bonus of being completely cut off from any of the magic or energy she had learned how to see.

      After that, she didn’t have much to do, so she occupied herself with exercising. The last thing she wanted to do was be soft and weak. Yacrist would probably like that too much.

      That thought made her stomach churn, and she concentrated on just doing pushups for a while.

      She couldn’t say how long she did the exercises her grandfather had been making her do ever since she declared her intentions of being a dragon rider. She only stopped occasionally to drink from the pitcher of water that was still on the small table, but eventually, she grew too sore to continue. There was no way to tell where the sun was in the sky or how many hours had passed, leaving her floating in a very boring void.

      But still, that empty void was infinitely better than the door creaking open and Yacrist stepping in, a dinner tray in his hand.

      “Hey there! I see you’re up and at ‘em. Feeling better?”

      She didn’t answer, just staring dolefully at what he brought. He didn’t seem to mind, however, and set it on the table before conjuring a chair out of thin air.

      His magic was unlike any that she’d experienced. It was cloying and slimy, sticking to the edge of her senses like a slug. It felt like it was pulling her into it, coaxing her into its inky slickness.

      Sitting down, Yacrist gestured to the tray. Her eyes flicking to it, she saw not only was there a fairly nice dinner for the two of them, but also two books. “You want to see what I got you?”

      She wanted to snap at him, but she was beginning to realize her best bet was to be compliant, to let him think she’d gone soft, until he let his guard down enough to make a move.

      So, despite all her pride, she got up and crossed over to the meal.

      Sitting down, she pulled one of the plates off the tray. It looked like mutton, and there was grilled squash with it along with some other vegetables, and of course bread. The supplies seemed fresh enough, so she doubted she was that far in the wilds if he had food that wasn’t cured and chock full of salt.

      That was good to know.

      “I know it’s not your favorite, but I’ve been having a devil of a time finding those pheasants you’re so partial to,” Yacrist said happily, tucking into his own meal. It was utterly bizarre to watch him sitting across from her, acting like his normal, everyday self and not like he was housing some evil, ancient entity inside of him.

      The same evil, ancient entity that had killed her parents.

      “Also, I’m not sure if you’d read either of these, but I know how fidgety you get when you’re not busy, so I hope they’ll do for at least a bit.”

      She wished he wouldn’t be so kind. So much like himself. It made it far too easy to forget what was lurking inside him. Was the Blight just pretending to be like him, or was that truly how he was?

      She didn’t know which option was worse.

      Instead of answering, she reached over and picked one up. It was a historical tome on medical care in battle and different strategies used to disseminate healers into the fray. Not up her normal alley, but interesting.

      “Thank you,” she ground out, managing to sound only slightly in pain. “I’ll read them.”

      “No problem. I’ll see if I can find better ones next time, been a bit busy lately.”

      “Well, I’m sure you could get them from Rothaiche M’or with your next shipment, right?” she said nonchalantly before taking a big bite of meat.

      But Yacrist’s eyes just shone with amusement. “Why, Eist, are you trying to sneak details out of me?”

      There was no point in denying it. That just wouldn’t be her. “Maybe.”

      “Ah, never change, Eist. Life would be far too dull.” He lifted his glass of water as if in a toast, so she mirrored him. Clinking glasses, they both took a long drink then returned to their meal.

      Even if with every bite Eist felt like she was dying inside. She told herself that she was just biding her time, setting up the best strategy, but she couldn’t help but feel complicit in whatever was going on because she wasn’t fighting him every second.

      She just had to make it through tomorrow. Just one more day, and then she would see where she stood.

      Or if she stood at all.
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      Eist’s clock became Yacrist, something she hated almost as much as her imprisonment itself. He seemed to follow a strict schedule, with a plate of simple food being delivered sometime before she woke up and he himself bringing dinner every night.

      He usually brought her books too, taking the old ones so she couldn’t fashion them into a weapon, but he also occasionally brought her parchment to write on or even dice. The dice she hated the most, because it meant that he would stay around longer as they played multiple games together.

      He was always amiable and just like himself. If she hadn’t been there for his possession, she might have thought that everything was just fine. But she was there. The moment was burned into her mind, bright like the sun and just as burning.

      Too many days has passed and Eist found herself wondering if her friends assumed she was dead. If Dille hadn’t come back from wherever she’d sent the witch, then they would all just assume that their mission to save the brindles had failed.

      But surely Fior at least knew she was alive, right? Dragons and their rider had such a deep bond that they could usually sense if the other had died or not. Then again, she was trapped in some sort of cell cut off from everything. What if that meant she was beyond what even Fior could feel?

      That thought was disheartening, so she didn’t think about it. Instead, she focused on her exercises and the books and trying to find some way out of this situation.

      But as each morning passed and each night fell, she grew filthier and filthier. Even using one of the sheets and pouring water on it to scrub herself was only taking the edge off, especially since she spent so many hours working herself up into a sweat.

      It wasn’t until at least nine days—by her count at least—had passed that Yacrist came in with his usual platter of food and stopped right in the doorway.

      “It stinks in here.”

      “That’s me,” Eist answered flatly from where she was doing sit-ups by the bed.

      He set the food on the table, wincing. “I do not remember you ever smelling like this at the academy.”

      “Yeah, because I usually went to the baths with Dille and I would switch my training outfits every other day so they could air out. I’ve always been a sweater.”

      He frowned at that. “I do remember you getting pretty…damp after sparring sessions.”

      “Please, I was practically a bog. Remember how I always was putting crushed talc into my hose and breeches during the hotter days?”

      “Uh, yeah, I never understood that.”

      “That’s because your thighs don’t rub together when you dare to move.”

      Huh. She was talking about skin chafing with the being that wanted to devour everything she loved. What a world.

      “Well, this won’t do. I’m not going to have my right-hand woman rolling around in her own filth. Come on, it’s about time I show you around anyway.”

      “I thought you couldn’t trust me.”

      “Well, you have been on your best behavior.” He crossed over to her and knelt down, his hand gripping the manacle. At his very touch, it popped open, freeing her from her chain from the first time in ages. “Yeowch,” he said, noticing the red skin, dried blood, and the few yellowish patches. “Uh, I think this might be infected. Why didn’t you tell me?” His hands cupped her calf, lifting her ankle higher into the torchlight so he could see it better.

      His touch made her skin crawl, so she just shrugged. “You said you were busy.”

      “Typical Eist, always putting others before herself. Let me take care of you, okay? If you’re hurting, I want to know.”

      His eyes locked with her and such emotions swirled in their blue depths that she wanted to believe him more than anything else. She felt herself being drawn into him, caught up in all the trust and camaraderie they had shared over the years.

      But then his fingers tightened on her calf while the other began to glide up her legs. She was wearing dirty hose, but she felt utterly naked under his touch. His look grew more intense, hungry, and once more, she felt like a stupid little prey animal in the eyes of its hunter.

      If she pulled away, she might anger him and lose what little trust she had managed to build up. But she needed him to stop touching her. It was dangerous and threatening. It carried too many things she didn’t want to deal with. Things she wasn’t ready for.

      So instead, she lifted one of her arms, running a hand through her hair. The result was instantaneous, a particularly pungent smell filling the space between them. Just as she hoped, he recoiled and waved his hand in front of his face. It seemed that the Blight had inherited Yacrist’s highborn sensitives.

      “Okay, right. Let’s get you cleaned up then, and I’ll have a healer look at your ankle.”

      “You have healers here?”

      “Of course,” he said with a sickly smile as he helped her to her feet. “You think Persinnia was my only acolyte?”

      She didn’t answer that, which seemed to be fine with Yacrist as he started leading her to the door. She was irritated that he didn’t let go of her hand, but she did her best to ignore it.

      The hall was practically blinding after more than a week of being in her dim prison. She blinked rapidly, her eyes watering as she was gently pulled along.

      By the time she could see, she felt like she had missed so much. She’d been brought down at least one hall and up one flight of stairs. But when her vision did return, she realized that the rocky walls of her cell also formed all the partitions around her without a single window in sight.

      Were they…were they underground?

      She kept that thought to herself and continued to take in all that she could. They passed large rooms with tables and people around them, what looked like supply rooms, and even a training area. The whole place had an ancient feel to it, but had entirely modern amenities.

      And when she called upon her sight, she could see magic shimmering at the edge of things but very much muted, as if the whole place had been carved out from the natural order of her planet. Who knew, maybe it was. She wouldn’t put it past the Blight to do something like that. In fact, it made sense that it would.

      They had been walking and climbing rickety, crumbling stairs for several minutes when they passed the first real door that she had seen since her cell. Double-thick wood and fitted with several locks, she could see a faint glow from within.

      She didn’t think about it before she dug her heels in, her eyes locked on the first real amount of magic she had seen since waking up. Licking her lips, her free hand automatically reached out for it before Yacrist suddenly grabbed that too.

      “I should have known you would notice that,” he said, his smile amused despite his fingers wrapped around her wrist. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to let you see what I’ve been planning. You have been awfully good.”

      Eist nodded, eyes wide. He was going to show her what he was planning? She knew it was because she was in a spot where she could do nothing useful with that information, but that was just the Blight underestimating her. It had underestimated her parents too, and that had gotten it locked away outside of time and the realm for nearly a decade.

      Letting go of both her hands, he moved to the door and pressed his hand to it. Chuckling to himself, he gave Eist a pleased look. “I have to admit, this whole having a body business is too fun. To think, I’ve spent all these eons here and never been able to interact with something so simple as a lock.”

      With that, he shrugged and entered, leaving her to follow him.

      It was a large room that looked similar to the battle tent they had spent far too much time in during the Margaid siege. There was a map set up on the table and pieces that she assumed were resources or important to his plan.

      And there were so many books. None of them looked like any of the ones he had been giving her, so she wondered what they could be.

      Yacrist noticed exactly where her attention was.

      “I know it’s a bit vain, but I like to see how your world views me. These are most of the volumes I could find, scattered across your kingdoms and tucked into ancient archives. Our time together actually led me to several of them.”

      “This isn’t vanity,” Eist countered, looking at all the shelves that lined every wall. “You’re trying to hoard all the information about yourself. Make sure no one finds it before you can do…whatever it is you’re planning.”

      “Oh, Eist, why do you always assume the worst of me?”

      “You killed my parents!”

      “Well, in my defense, they were trying to kill me.”

      “You were trying to destroy our world!”

      “Oh no, now that’s where you have it wrong. I’m going to free your world and have it join the utopia that I have created, free from all the ‘deities,’ as you call them, who pervert the natural order and enslave entire realms to their will.”

      He tugged on her hand, pulling her to the table. He pointed to the map, and she saw the old kingdom of Baeldred surrounded by all sorts of resource pieces.

      They were… They were in Baeldred? That was a bit away from Rothaiche M’or, but nothing like the wilds.

      “You see, we’re in the old, abandoned kingdom, the one that was mined too deeply, too quickly, and your entire people moved themselves to a different range. One more stable. Your mother was from that new kingdom. Did she tell you that?”

      Eist nodded, eyes wide. It was like dozens of possibilities were opening in her mind now that she knew where she was. If she could just find some way to slip away…

      “Why are we here?” she asked finally. She needed to keep him talking. Needed him to tell her everything in that twisted mind of his so she could get free and use it against him later.

      This was always the issue with megalomaniacs, even ancient, otherworldly ones. They thought themselves better than everyone around them and usually couldn’t resist telling all those they considered inferior about their brilliant plan.

      “That, my dear, is the best part. I’m going to use their greed, their hubris, against them.” He turned to her, leaning against the table and looking so entirely smug with himself. “With all your extended history with green dragon gas, did you know that there are even more uses for it?”

      Eist felt herself go pale at that. “More?”

      He nodded. “For example, if you mix a specific concentration of it with the acid from a silver dragon, the results can be…rather dramatic.”

      Her heart shot right into her throat. “W-what do you mean?”

      “What I mean, my dear, is that my followers have been harvesting both of those things for months, mixing them and storing them in the deepest parts of this kingdom. All I need is one small fire and poof—” He made a dramatic motion with his hands. “—the mountain range and entire surrounding countryside will collapse.”

      Eist had thought the whole situation couldn’t get any worse, but it definitely was. Although Baeldred had moved to a neighboring range, there were still dozens of villages, farms, and sprawling towns that stood outside of where their first stronghold had been.

      Thousands of people would die. It would be awful, buried in the rubble or crushed outright in the explosion. It would be chaos.

      “Why would you need to do that? These people aren’t your dragon riders, or enemies. You’ll kill so many.”

      “Necessary sacrifices, unfortunately. This explosion will disrupt what few magic streams that still run through your drained world, and the veil between will be weakened enough that I can summon the Three and devour them.”

      “That won’t work. That can’t possibly work.”

      “Oh, but it will. You see, the Three are parasites, runners from a world that I had freed from their grip. They found your planet, and ousted the spirits who were already here, absorbed their power and left them as little more than shadows.

      “Then they hid themselves away behind that veil, taking the souls with them that pass beyond for their court. Since they didn’t allow your people to return back to your realm’s natural way of things, it caused a rift, and that was when everything went out of balance.”

      He took a step toward her, eyes bright and excited. “Don’t you see, Eist? I’m doing this for your people. All of you. And when the veil is broken and I have finally vanquished the Three, every errant soul will return to your world and replenish the life that is so missing here.”

      Eist stared at him with wide eyes. So much of what he was saying made sense, especially with what Dille had told her of the magic she had in her previous life. But she knew, without a shadow of doubt, that the Blight was evil. So how could what he was saying be true? Something wasn’t connecting like it should.

      Unless…unless the Three were bad and the Blight was just a worse consequence of them. Could that be possible? Could the All-Mother, the Grandfather, and the Storm all be invaders who had caused her world more harm than good?

      No. He was tricking her. Filling her head with things she didn’t need to know.

      “I… I want to go bathe.”

      His gaze softened and he stroked her hair affectionately before grimacing and wiping the grease on her arm. “That’s probably a good idea. I know that this is a bit overwhelming, but just trust me, okay? We were destined for each other. The Blight found a home in me because it knew that we were the ones that were going to right all of the wrongs here.”

      She didn’t want to argue with him, so she just nodded dully as he took her hand again. He didn’t make any further comment on her lack of enthusiasm, and he eventually brought her to another thick door.

      This time, there was no magic as she opened it up, and she was greeted by a very small version of the hot springs at the academy, wooden tubs to the side of the water to scrub off dirt before getting into the main area to relax.

      “Here you are. There’re bathing oils in the corner. I’m not sure if you’d like any of those, but one of the healers said they help with soothing. I imagine you might be a little stressed, given that this isn’t exactly the most pleasant situation for you.”

      “…thanks.”

      She took a few steps in, toeing off her socks—her shoes already having been taken off on her first day—and waited for the sound of the door closing.

      Except it never came.

      Looking behind her, she saw Yacrist still standing there, leaning against the door frame like it was the most comfortable thing in the world.

      “What?” he asked when she gave him a particularly scathing look.

      “I’m not getting undressed with you standing right there.”

      “Well, I can’t exactly leave you alone. I love you, Eist, but don’t think we’re to that level of trust yet.”

      His words made her stomach churn, and she did her best not to shudder. “No, Yacrist. I’m not bathing in front of you.”

      His eyebrows came down, his brow furrowing as he stood. Alarm bells rang in Eist’s head and she quickly tried to think of what do. She couldn’t anger him. She couldn’t lose her opportunity to be out and learn.

      “Eist, I’d rather you not be difficult about this…”

      She switched her tone to capitulating, forcing a blush to her cheeks. “It’s just… You promised you wouldn’t rush me, and this feels a lot like rushing.” She looked up at him through her lashes. “You wouldn’t rush me, right? You promised.”

      He looked at her, his face growing more and more red and his brows furrowing. Just when she was sure he would bellow at her that her trick wasn’t working, he suddenly strode forward.

      Eist flinched back, how could she not? But then his hand gripped her shoulder and she felt that slimy, sinking darkness wash over her. It lasted only a moment, but when it was over, she felt even more disconnected from the world outside than she had been before.

      She swayed, barely catching herself, and Yacrist just smoothed her hair. “Sorry, just needed to make sure that you didn’t try to use that magic of yours to get yourself in trouble,” he said. “Now, stay put.”

      Had it worked!?

      She stood there, wide-eyed and in disbelief as he patted her cheek and left the room. She realized that she should probably use that time to make a break for it, but she had a feeling that his absence was partially a test. Like he hadn’t entirely bought her schtick and was seeing if she would prove him right.

      So, she waited, and she didn’t have to wait long, either, because soon Yacrist was arriving with a woman in tow beside him.

      “You’re here,” he said with a happy grin, but that just made Eist’s heart ache. “Good. Eist, this is Lilian, Lilian, Eist. I’m sure you two will become fast friends.” He gave a dramatic bow. “Now I’ll be off being a gentleman and give you the space you asked for. Because I care for you, and I want you to see that.”

      Part of her was tempted to tell him that if he really cared, he would let her go and give up his desire to destroy her world, but she also knew that wouldn’t work, so she just tried to look grateful. “Thank you,” she murmured instead.

      He gave her an intense look, like there was something he wanted to say or do, but in the end he just gave a nod and walked away.

      That left her with Lilian and how to deal with her. It seemed that Eist was going to have to rely on an entirely different set of survival skills. Punching something in the face or outright aggression wasn’t going to help her.

      At least not yet.

      “So, you follow the Blight?” Eist asked as the woman closed the door behind her.

      “We don’t call it by that name,” she answered quickly. “The Deliverer has fought long and hard to free us from the Usurpers and our revelation is close at hand.”

      “Revelation, huh?” she said, starting to loosen her laces and free herself from her clothing. There was far too much peeling going on. “I don’t suppose you brought some spare clothing, did you?”

      “Yes, the Deliverer supplied me with a gown once you are clean.”

      “A gown, huh? Of course he would. Yacrist would never miss a chance to dress me up.”

      “Yacrist?”

      “My friend. You know, the one whose body your Deliverer is running around in.”

      “Ah. The Vessel. Yes, it is hard not to be envious of him, isn’t it?”

      Eist narrowed his eyes at the woman. If she didn’t know better, she’d think the stranger was a midwife or some other standard profession. Not some cult follower with stars in her eyes.

      “I’m being held as a prisoner here and this is the first time I’ve been able to clean myself in over a week. Tell me where you think envy comes in.”

      She stepped over to one of the tubs and filled a bucket with water, pouring it over her head. Although it was just the first of many, it felt so refreshing that Eist nearly gasped.

      “He warned me of you, you know.”

      “Oh really?” Eist asked nonchalantly. “What exactly did he warn you of? That I bite?”

      She smiled at that. Good, get her laughing. Put her at ease. “Just that you are stubborn and have very strong ideas of what is right and what is wrong, but you’ll come around soon.”

      “And why would I do that?” She tried to say that lightly, not accusingly, without any defense in her voice. She wasn’t sure how well she succeeded.

      “Because you’re in love.”

      Eist sputtered at that, opening her eyes in surprise and letting the water she was pouring over her head get into them. “What?”

      The young woman’s eyes grew hazy and she perched herself on the edge of a nearby tub. “It’s all rather romantic. The Vessel being highborn and you being from a noble-less dragon rider line. How he found you in general.” She sighed, and Eist felt the woman looking wistfully over at her. “You must certainly be amazing for the Deliverer to have such an interest in you.”

      Eist didn’t know what to say to that so she didn’t, pouring more water over her head and then scrubbing herself with the lard soap. Her mind was spinning, quickly taking in information and trying to figure out the best way to use it to for her own gain.

      The one thing that her grandfather had taught her was that there were going to be plenty of situations where she was going to end up outmanned and disadvantaged. Her job was to play along, lower defenses, and bide her time until she had everything she needed.

      “When did you know?”

      “Know what?” Eist replied.

      “That you were destined for each other.”

      She considered her words very carefully. How to play it… She wasn’t sure. Too eager and it wouldn’t make sense why she was being held captive. “I don’t know that I even believe in destiny.”

      “How can you say that? Given that he found you after all the worlds he saved. He took human form for you.”

      What? The earnestness of the woman’s comments let doubt flutter through Eist. “I…I don’t think I’m nearly that important.”

      “How can you say that? You’re the only brindled dragon rider. You have the gift. You have two witch’s eyes. A double blessing. He mentioned that you didn’t understand. That, after so many years of abuse and Three propaganda, you couldn’t see how much you were worth.”

      Eist was quiet for several moments, scrubbing behind her ears. “He thinks very highly of me, it seems.”

      “Of course. But I’m sure you know as much.”

      “…yeah.” She thought back to how he looked at her, his eyes sparkling as he joked around at the cafeteria table. How he would effortlessly sling his arm over her shoulders. How he would tilt his head back when he laughed and just let peal after peal of mirth come out of his mouth whenever he thought she was being particularly funny. “I do.”

      The conversation stilled at that, and Eist let her gaze casually scan the entire room. She couldn’t attack Lilian while she was in the tub—the position wasn’t right, and it would make too much noise. She needed to be quiet.

      Eventually, the water she poured over herself stopped turning a murky color and she drained it through the side of the tub that was opposite to the heated, natural pool. With just one more rinse, she stepped out and walked to the far edge of the water.

      It was quite hot, the stones of it worn smooth from time. It was such relief on her sore muscles that she let herself sit still and close her eyes.

      She felt footsteps as Lilian stood and walked along the edge, sitting down on the outcropping of rocks and taking her boots off. Eist listened, barely able to hear her as the woman set her shoes to the side and dipped her feet into the water.

      “You’ve got a lot of scars,” the woman remarked.

      Eist opened her eyes slightly, meeting the woman’s gaze. “I’ve had a busy life.” She pointed to the circular one at her shoulder. “That was from one of your Deliverer’s followers.”

      “Really?”

      Eist nodded. “Farmad. You ever hear of him?”

      To her surprise, the woman shuddered, and her face paled slightly. “Farmad was a cruel man. He used the power that he was blessed with for the Deliverer, but he was…not pleasant to work for. But the Deliverer dealt with him, as all those who abuse his gift.”

      Well, at least she didn’t idolize Farmad. Eist didn’t know if she could handle it.

      “The Deliverer said you were strong.”

      Eist flushed at that. “I get by.”

      “What is that one? On your side?”

      Eist followed the pointed finger and saw a small, jagged scar just reaching around from her across her ribs. “A follower again. I was thrown into a door and it splintered, so some of the wood was lodged in me. She nearly killed me.”

      “Ah, Persinnia, right?”

      “You know that too?”

      She nodded. “The Deliverer had been hopeful that she would open the veil and weaken the walls of his cage. He gave her just a piece of him, a drop of his vision and being, and she went mad with it. It’s quite sad, she was devout but not strong enough.” The woman looked at her again shyly. “Not strong like you.”

      There it was. Her opportunity. “I’ve got some slash marks on my back from being clawed. Wanna see?”

      The woman nodded eagerly, seeming to flush, so Eist slowly crossed over her. Turning her back, she heard Lilian draw in a sharp gasp.

      “Did this hurt?”

      “Honestly, not that much. Not compared to the arrow or when my leg was broken.”

      “Your leg was broken?”

      Eist nodded. “You can touch it, if you want.”

      “Really?”

      Eist remembered hearing once that people could go a little starry-eyed around people they admired, and it seemed that Lilian’s love of her sacred deliverer might extend a little to Eist herself. “Yeah. Go ahead.”

      It was…uncomfortable when Lilian’s soft fingers gently brushed against the tissue. In some ways, scars often lacked any feeling at all, just tugging occasionally at the live skin around it. But at the moment, it seemed like Eist could even feel the woman’s heartbeat through her fingertips.

      She traced it almost reverently, like she was in awe, and Eist let her until she reached the deepest one.

      Then she struck.

      Whirling, Eist snatched the woman’s extended arms, yanking her off the edge and down into the water. She flailed, a scream starting to punch its way out of her throat, but Eist quickly slapped her free hand over Lilian’s mouth.

      The woman flailed, putting up a fight as any panicking person would, but she didn’t have the muscle or experience that Eist did. It was relatively easy to get her arm under the woman’s chin and push her beneath the surface of the hot water.

      Eist had to escape. She had to. She had to get free and warn everyone what the Blight was planning, and how he apparently had a whole cadre of loyal followers who thought he was the savior of their world.

      The thought came to her that she was going to kill the woman fighting in her grip. That she was about to snuff out an entire living, breathing thing.

      In all her battles, she had managed to go without outright killing anything that wasn’t an abomination or some other non-human entity. And she was surprised by the thought that she was ready to. If she had to, she would kill whoever stood in her way to defeating the Blight and ending all its terror.

      That was a heady thought, and the weight of it made her head churn. Yes, she would kill, but at the moment, she didn’t need to.

      The struggles of the woman were barely there and Eist hauled her up onto the side of the pool, pinning her there. Resting her head against Lilian’s chest, she heard the faintest of breathing sounds.

      Good.

      “Sorry, Lilian, but we’re about to get a little more familiar than you might like,” Eist said, gripping at her wet clothes and working the woman out of them.

      It wasn’t exactly a task she was familiar with, stripping other people out of their clothes, but she hurried through it. She figured it would be better than running around with a gown that Yacrist or the Blight or the Deliverer or whatever it wanted to be called had picked for her.

      She checked Lilian’s unconscious form for any weapons and only managed to find a small paring knife in one of her belt pouches. Still, that was better than nothing, so Eist grabbed it and finished up.

      Grabbing her old, dirty tunic, Eist ripped it apart, pulling away two long strips which she then wrapped around her blondish hair. Anything to give her a couple extra moments before being recognized.

      Time was ticking against her. She could feel it etched into her bones. Grabbing one of the wooden bath ladles for an extra bludgeon, she slipped out of the door.

      She almost expected an entire guard in the hallway just to grab her, laughing that she thought she could ever get away. But the corridor was surprisingly empty, leaving her standing in the torchlight, wondering where she should go.

      Well, her path to escape probably wouldn’t be back the way she came, so she figured the opposite way was her best bet.

      Settling her shoulders, she tried to walk forward like everything was absolutely normal. Like she was just a very damp acolyte going about their business. There weren’t many people about anyway, so it wasn’t as difficult as she thought.

      She found an empty staircase after bit of wandering, rock crumbling and the wooden banister having long since been ripped from the wall. It was a testament to the longevity of the old kingdom that their lower mines were still somewhat stable enough for a madman to plan his final coup in.

      She headed up, light increasing as she did. It wasn’t from windows, however, but seemed to be from more and more torches being placed closer together. When she reached the top of the stairs, she saw the short hallway in front of her opened into a sort of massive room. One that would have been a community meeting place, or celebration area, if she remembered what her mother had told her correctly.

      But instead of being some sort of community space, it was just full of dragons.

      Eist’s jaw dropped, feeling all the blood drain from her face. In the large space were dozens of green and silver dragons, all bound with chains that radiated the same inky slickness that Eist had felt coat her when Yacrist had left her.

      It was an awful sight, to say the least. It took all of Eist’s control to not make a horrified gasp or break into tears right then and there. All of the beasts looked absolutely miserable, some of them crying softly in the way that only dragons could. Around her there were at least a dozen workers flitting between beasts, some of them harvesting acid, some harvesting saliva, some venom. There were only a couple feeding and watering them, with none of them taking the time to talk to the beasts.

      Eist took a step forward, forcing herself to remain calm. This was her normal. Her every day. She was one of the Blight’s followers and wouldn’t flinch at what was her every day.

      But she couldn’t help thinking that every dragon in the room meant some dragon rider had been killed. Because they all would have heard about it if multiple riders had had their green or silver dragons stolen from them, which meant no one had survived to tell the tale.

      It was like hiding in plain sight. She walked through the large room and finally reached the end of it. The door swung open before she even had to reach for it, and a group of people talking animatedly stepped in.

      She moved to the side, letting them filter past her as she bent to tie her boots. Once they were mostly away from her, she stood and hurried out.

      There was another short hall in front of her and three different staircases. All of them looked fairly similar, with plenty of wear and tear on each. She hesitated a moment, jumping when she felt a hand land on her shoulder.

      “Hey, Lilian, I was calling you. Didn’t you hear me?”

      No. Of course she hadn’t.

      For the briefest of moments, Eist just stood there, suspended in time as her mind raced. She felt like she had a hundred different choices, but not a single one of them was a good one. What was she supposed to do? She needed to get free and go. The longer her absence went undetected, the greater her chances were of getting out alive. But behind her was an entire room of followers who would see if she did anything to the man touching her shoulder. A man who she didn’t even know the face of.

      So, she did the only thing she could think of. Grabbing his hand just like Lilian’s, she whirled. But this time, instead of yanking her target into a puddle of water, she pulled him into a fervent kiss.

      Like most people, his eyes closed when her mouth touched his. Alright, so she had guessed right that there was a romantic interest there. Pushing the man backwards until they hit the wall, she reached for the closest door and threw it open, pulling the man inside.

      He pulled away as she looked around, seeing that they were in some sort of storage room full of empty containers. “Lilian, I didn’t know you—” His eyes narrowed at her. “You’re not Lilian.”

      “No,” she answered matter-of-factly before headbutting him as hard as she could.

      It stung, that was for sure, but it was nothing compared to how it felt for the acolyte, because he slumped forward then fell to the floor, a groan issuing from his lips.

      Eist straightened herself then stepped out of the room. She looked both ways to see that the coast was clear, then slipped out.

      She had a choice in front of her, three stairways, all looking the same. She didn’t realize how reliant she had gotten on magic until she closed her eyes to try to evoke her vision. When nothing happened, she was reminded of Yacrist’s words.

      No magic.

      Well, she had gotten through most of her life without knowing that she had a gift. She would get through this too.

      She hoped.

      Hurrying forward, she looked for whichever one was the emptiest. That happened to be the left one, and she hurried up it, looking over her shoulder every dozen steps or so.

      The staircase turned out to be much longer than she anticipated, and she was a bit breathless when the top finally came into view. She faltered a bit, however, when she noticed someone else coming down the stairs.

      By the Three, she was hoping that she could have at least a shred of luck and have it remain empty.

      Telling herself to act relaxed, she continued her trek upwards. They met close to the top, the follower giving her a vague nod before continuing past.

      Eist’s heart soared. She had made it through another hurdle. She just had—

      Before she could take the final step, a massive bellow sounded from below, reverberating upwards until the entire stairway was shaking like a it was the middle of an earthquake.

      It was an enraged sound, one so terrible that even Eist had to clap her hands over her ears. It rumbled through her head, vengeful and heated, growing and growing until she was sure that her eyes were going to burst from her head.

      The world spun for a minute, overcome by the sound, then suddenly she was tumbling backwards as the entire stairwell rocked dangerously. She knew without a shadow of a doubt exactly who had made that sound and exactly why, and the terror from that was enough to overpower her natural alarm at hurtling down the stairwell.

      She thankfully managed to lose her momentum, dragging her foot against the wall and grabbing at whatever she could with her hands. She was sure it also helped that she crashed into the man who had been going down the stairs, who had wedged himself in place with his long arms and legs.

      The rumbling stopped, and Eist tried to scramble to her feet. Unfortunately, the guy was too fast for her, and politely offered her his hand to help her up.

      It would be both rude and suspicious not to take it, so she allowed him to get her to her feet.

      “You alright?” he asked, smiling kindly at her. She hated how these people were so nice on the outside. It made her think about how easy it was to fool people, or that far too many people who she thought were decent souls were actually far more corruptible than she ever guessed.

      “Fine,” she answered tersely, going to turn around.

      But he didn’t quite let go of her hand. “You don’t look familiar. Do I know you?”

      “New recruit,” Eist tried to answer breezily. “Still figuring my way around.”

      “Yeah, it can be a little winding down here, huh? Spent my first moon absolutely lost.”

      Another opportunity. “You’re not kidding. Say, are you willing to lead me out to some fresh air? I swear, I haven’t seen sunlight in so long I think I might turn into a bat.”

      “Hah! You do look pretty nocturnal. Here, I can show you at least part of the way. I was just going to grab some rations, as it were.”

      She laughed too, because that was what a normal person would do, and they started to walk up the stairs. But they barely managed a few steps before another bellow followed the last, this one with less tremors and more words.

      “FIND HER!”

      Eist stiffened, barely able to stop herself from flinching away. The man continued on, though, and she had a flicker of hope.

      “Huh, find her? Who could the Vessel be—” He hesitated, and Eist could feel his mind connecting all the dots. When he turned to look at her again, she struck.

      He was taller than her, so it was a chop to his throat followed by a kick to his groin. She had no time to fight honorably, this was an escape. He doubled over, letting out a cry of pain, and Eist pushed him down the stairs.

      She didn’t wait to see how long he tumbled. Spinning forward, she ran up the stairs, calling upon her endurance that had been her main advantage since she had joined the whole program. Sure, she didn’t have speed, but she would fight every person in her way and still have energy to run home.

      Assuming they didn’t kill her.

      She made it to the top of the stairs to find herself in what definitely looked like the upper area of what once had been the mining camp. There were plenty of rooms for different equipment, what looked like a kitchen area with a firepit, and several pully-lifts whose ropes reached high above her head and disappeared in the darkness.

      Oh, and a group of three armed men running toward her.

      That was less than ideal.

      They were expecting her to turn her back and try to outrun them, so her best bet was to subvert that. Charging forward, she grabbed the shortest man’s shoulders and launched herself upward, wrapping her legs around his head and slamming both of her fists right into the top of his skull.

      The other two jumped back, clearly not having expected her assault, and she used that window to roll forward across the ground, coming up under one and upper-cutting him right in the groin as well.

      He fell back, cupping himself and crying out, but the third one had grown wise to her. He swung his weapon low, aiming for her leg. Right, he wanted to incapacitate, not kill her. Not even wound her grievously. She could use that too.

      She jumped over his blow, throwing herself forward with all of her weight. Men, while typically stronger than women, had such a high center of balance that it was easy to barrel them over with her solid mass.

      Just as she expected, they went toppling to the ground. She pinched his torso between her thighs, squeezing tightly enough that she could see his chest struggling to rise. Naturally, he swung at her with his spear, but she grabbed it, forcing it in a perpendicular line above his body.

      The two of them struggled, and she had a feeling that he might normally be able to overpower her, but he was quickly losing strength as he went longer and longer without full lungs of air. But she could feel more footsteps coming up the stairs. She needed to accelerate things if she was going to get out.

      Putting more force into her arms, she got the length of the spear over his throat. Lifting her body a bit, she put all of her weight down on the wooden pole, forcing it down, down, down, until it rested against his throat.

      “Turn your head,” she snapped, teeth clicking by the man’s face as he kicked and struggled. “If you keep staring at me straight on, I’ll crush your throat outright. It’s your choice.”

      She could hear the anger in her voice, and the seriousness of what she meant. Was she even a good person anymore? Good people didn’t go around murdering people, or threatening to, did they? And yet that was exactly what she was doing.

      He fought her, he really did, but she just bore the pole lower and lower. They were in a game of seeing who relented first, him trying to call her bluff that she wouldn’t force the wood against the front of his throat and her very much adamant that she would escape, no matter the cost.

      Thankfully, he relented at the last moment, turning his head to the side so that the weapon pressed against the veins already building at the side of his neck rather than the delicate column of the front. His kicks lasted only a few beats after that and he went still.

      Eist bent forward, listening for the whistling breaths that by now were far too familiar. Sure enough, she heard the faintest of wheezes.

      Good. He hadn’t forced her hand.

      But the calls and steps were loud enough behind her that she could actually hear them, so she quickly stood, taking the spear with her. It wasn’t exactly her halberd, but it would do.

      Weapon in hand, she sprinted forward, rushing toward the lifts. There were five of them in total, small and rickety wooden things that used a rope and pully system to get workers from the kingdom above down into the deeper mines. She would have to winch herself up and wouldn’t be able to fight at the same time.

      Oh well. She just had to hope that once she was off the ground, she would have enough distance for no one to attack her outright.

      She bolted into the closest one, grabbing the rope and pulling at it with both hands. The lift rose a few inches, but then she had to reach higher and do it again.

      There was a reason there were usually two to three people on each of the things, working together, but she didn’t have that luxury. She pulled again, rising maybe two heads off the ground in total, when multiple people burst through the door.

      At least ten of them. Eist picked up her pace, her arms burning, but she couldn’t stop. She pushed through, hauling herself higher.

      But not nearly high enough.

      One of them jumped up, grabbing onto the bottom edge of the lift. Eist almost let the rope go, catching it at the last minute and the length burning lines into her skin.

      Ow.

      But she ignored the pain, wrapping the rope around her arm and hauling herself another head higher as she went to the edge of the lift.

      Sure enough, there was a man hanging there, long and lanky. He reached up to grab her, but she just used the butt of her spear and slammed it right into his nose.

      He recoiled on instinct, falling to the ground only a few feet below, and she took the chance to reach up and haul herself another small bit.

      If her arms hurt before, her single one was absolutely screaming at her as she proceeded to haul herself higher. She felt like it was going to be ripped from its socket and she could feel herself being covered in sweat. At least she’d had that nice bath before all of this happened.

      A cry sounded from close by, just on the edge of her senses, and she craned her neck to see that four of the attackers had gotten into the adjacent lift and were raising themselves much faster.

      Because of course they were.

      They caught up with her quickly, and one of them jumped over the edge of their lift and into hers. Eist pulled again with her wrapped arm, blood dripping down her hand and making it unfortunately slick, then swung the spear at him in a tight arc.

      He dodged it, slipping under her stance and closing quarters. Eist bent backwards as he made a grab at her, losing just enough grip for the lift to freefall a bit back to the ground.

      Once more, she barely caught it, letting out a cry as she was thoroughly rattled. Her arm was somewhere between an inferno of pain and numb, but it still wasn’t as bad as being shot by that poison arrow.

      Her attacker started to get to his feet, so she kicked upwards, her boot connecting with his chin and sending him stumbling backwards. She followed up by rushing him and slamming both of her feet into his chest, sending him toppling over the edge and back to the ground.

      Another moment to breathe, another moment to force herself to take the lift higher. She used both hands and managed to maybe get two rushed tugs before the remaining three made the leap from their lift to hers.

      Their lift rapidly fell to the ground, slamming into the earth with a cracking sort of boom. The device seemed to have somehow remained in once piece—although it was certainly worse for wear—but Eist was sure that if it had been any higher it would be in pieces.

      That didn’t bode well for her.

      But still she pulled herself higher, managing another few inches before someone grabbed her from behind.

      They were taller than her, and managed to yank her off her feet, but she just wrapped her legs around the post attached to the pully system and held on for dear life. Spear still in hand, she swung it behind her and managed to stab into the side of whoever was holding her.

      A sharp cry sounded, and she quickly let go of the post, shifting her legs to press the bottom of both feet against it then push off with all of her might.

      The two of them went tumbling backwards, with her hold on the rope keeping her from pitching over the side.

      Using the length for balance, she managed to steady herself on the narrow lip of the lift and ran along its length, managing to catch one of her attackers in the face with her boot. Using his foot as a springboard, she then flung herself over to the last follower, a tall woman armed with a net and a club.

      Eist landed on her back, getting in several good blows to the woman’s kidneys, suddenly very grateful for all of the work Dille had put in with her on grounded attacks—something people wouldn’t expect from a stocky woman of Eist’s size.

      But the edge of her vision caught movement, and she saw even more followers piling into the fallen lift, rapidly reaching her. Although she was pumped up on furor and righteousness, Eist knew she probably couldn’t take on so many at once. She’d been spoiled by fighting mindless monsters for so long, and she didn’t have her magic at her beck and call.

      She didn’t even have Fior.

      That thought made her stomach twist, but she pushed past it. She had to fight to get back to him again. Hadn’t he done the same to get to her?

      She guessed she had one choice then. The best defense was a good offense, or so she had heard.

      Driving her elbow down into the woman’s head, Eist then yanked the lift up a little more, using that leverage to shimmy up to the top of the post and the mechanism that held the rope. It only took three solid kicks for it to let out a sickening creak, then the entire thing broke and crashed to the ground below.

      But Eist didn’t follow it, her hold on the rope flung her into the air. The momentum of it all swung her forward, and she reached out to grab high on the rope of the next lift.

      The followers below let out a myriad of sounds, starting to climb up after her, but she just whipped out her stolen paring knife and sawed as quickly as she could, the rope fraying quickly from the weight of all the followers on it. Before any of them could reach her, the whole thing snapped and yet another lift crashed to the ground.

      Eist watched as it hit, and hit hard, all of the followers groaning or crying out in pain. It was difficult to feel sorry for them, all things considered, so she didn’t. She finally unwound her arm from the loop she had fixed it in and started shimmying up the rope.

      She was close. She was so close.

      There was a rhythm to her movement, a leg in rope, pulling herself higher, then wrapping her free leg then unbinding the first. It was cyclical, and it let her get lost in it, ignoring both her pain and fear.

      But while she had been so focused on getting away from those on the ground, she had forgotten one vital thing.

      There were also people above her.

      Because of course there would be. There had to be at least some lookouts and supply runners up top, making sure no one got in or out who wasn’t supposed to. Bringing in the fresh things that Yacrist had spent so much time talking about.

      Looking up, she saw them there, at least a dozen of them. When she got to the top, they would swarm her and there was no way she could take all of them on at once. What was she going to do?

      Gritting her teeth, Eist told herself that was something she could worry about when she was up there. She still had her paring knife, and maybe she could wrench a weapon from another before she was overpowered.

      She climbed higher, ignoring the noises and furor going on both above and below her, until she felt a strange sort of vibration through the rope. Breaking her concentration to look up once more, she saw that a woman was kneeling down and sawing through the very rope that Eist was holding.

      What? No! The fall would kill her! There was no way Yacrist would allow that!

      But then she looked down and saw that the followers were all gathered together, as if they were going to catch her.

      Were they stupid!?

      She was too heavy! Her momentum alone would snap their arms and send all of them to the ground. Surely, they—

      Her panicked thoughts all went deadly silent as the woman’s blade bit through the rope and it snapped entirely, leaving her hanging in the air.

      For a moment, it was almost peaceful, floating. Suspended above the earth like she was a dragon herself.

      But then reality snapped back into place and she hurtled to the ground.

      Was…was this really it? She was going to die splattered against the ground in the middle of a mine, surrounded by people she didn’t know? So much for all her delusions of grandeur.

      Hair whipping around her face, Eist tried to come to terms with the fact that she was about to die. It made her struggle seem so silly, now, all of it brought to a halt just by too long of a fall. She had just wanted to get out and warn her friends. She supposed that she had been far too used to finding a way against the odds, no matter how terrible they were.

      Well, there was an end to everything. She just never thought hers would—

      She could feel the bounce-back of air rushing up against her back and closed her eyes, wishing she was with her friends. But right before she could slam into the unforgiving ground, she suddenly stopped short.

      Her whole body rattled, a cry ripping from her mouth as she felt muscles pop and tear. Nausea rocked through her, and once more, she was struck by that feeling of slick, oily darkness.

      But she never slammed into the ground, never slipped over to the other side of the veil. Instead, her head cleared enough to realize she was being tilted so that she was on her feet, still supported by that strange magic.

      It didn’t release her, didn’t give her time to support herself, because Yacrist was suddenly in front of her, his hand right between her collar bones as he pushed her backwards. She slid as easily as anything, unable to physically move herself from whatever was holding her body. She could feel the wall approaching, but instead of slamming into it, they went right through it.

      If she had the ability to cry out in surprise, she would have. For several solid breaths, they were completely incased in stone but still moving, slipping through it like it was water, then suddenly, she was thrown out of the other side, slamming into a real wall.

      The magic released her before impact, and Eist hit with force, her body protesting violently. It seemed her sudden stop before had definitely injured at least a few things, because multiple parts of her body were screaming in agony.

      When her vision cleared, she realized she was on the ground. Limbs shaking, she tried to push herself up, only to realize she was back in her cell again.

      No!

      Was it all for nothing? All that work and fight just to end up right back where she started? Who knew if she would ever be able to get to that point again?

      But then Yacrist was storming toward her, rage radiating from him. Her body tried to shrink back on instinct, but she was already pressed against the wall, as far away from him as she could physically be.

      The manacle flew into his hand as he knelt. Eist tried to draw her leg up under herself, but he gripped her calf and yanked her entire body along the ground, allowing him to close the bond around her ankle. She let out a cry as her limb popped and her head slammed into the hard earth, but that just seemed to incite Yacrist more.

      “You ungrateful, insipid little wagtail!” he snapped, voice harsh and lethal. It made Eist’s stomach churn and that feeling only grew worse as he straddled her legs, pinning them with his own weight so she couldn’t kick, his hand wrapping around her throat once more.

      She swung up at him, fingers ready to score a line down his face, but he caught her wrist and slammed that back into the ground too.

      “I do everything I can for you. I feed you, I trust you, and this is how you repay me!? Why must you be so stubborn, Eist?”

      On that last part, he leaned far enough forward that he didn’t see her other hand as it flew toward him, her fingers landing right in his eye.

      He let out a curse and reared backwards, swearing up a storm. When he took his hand away, she could see that his eye was red and irritated, but not that badly damaged, so she tried again.

      “Stop this!” he ordered, sounding unhinged.

      All subtlety or hope of tricking him was out the window. Eist rose up, trying to snap at his face, but her teeth closed just a scant breath away from his nose. “I will never stop. As long as you’re here, in my world, trying to kill my people, I will fight you with every last breath I have!”

      “Enough! Enough of that!”

      “No! It will never be enough until you’re defeated!”

      “I said stop!” Suddenly, he twisted the arm still in his grip, hard and sharp. A pop sounded between them, startling them both. The pain wasn’t instantaneous, rather filling her mind a breath later and swamping everything.

      She let out her own uncertain cry, shocked by the intense bloom of pain, and Yacrist finally dropped her arm. When it landed, it rested at a very unnatural angle.

      He had broken her arm.

      He had broken her arm.

      Eist wheezed, trying to steady her heart and stop her body from going into a panic, as was its natural inclination when she was hurt. Seemingly satisfied with how incapacitated she was, Yacrist leaned forward and cupped her face in both of his large hands. His grip was tight, inescapable, and she found herself staring up into his face as she whimpered and sweated.

      By the Three, she hated making those sounds, but she couldn’t help herself. Her entire being felt swallowed by agony and new little throbs of it were issuing from her arm every few breaths. It was right up there with being shot by an arrow, but a deeper, pulsating kind of discomfort.

      “Eist, I’ve always known that you’re stubborn, but why must you fight me? We were made for each other. Can’t you feel it?”

      He had no right to sound so hurt, so wounded. It made something unhinge in Eist, and she tried to rise up to bite him again, but his grip around her face was iron.

      “Stop saying that!” Her voice was near hysterical, cracking around words and infuriated sobs, but she couldn’t contain herself. Captivity was grating on every fiber of her being. She was meant to fight. To do something. Not to sit and rot under her enemy’s watch.

      “Why? It’s true. I made you, Eist, all those years ago. And you, in turn, opened the door for me to unite with my vessel. We complete each other, we better each other, and I don’t understand how you can’t feel how much we are a part of each other.”

      Eist was ready to throw herself into a full body struggle despite her arm, but something in his words caught on the frantic edge of her mind.

      “What do you mean, you made me?”

      He smiled so tenderly that it made her stomach roll. “I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out on your own. You’ve always been so smart, you know. Putting things together that I never would have.” His harsh grip on her face softened, his fingers stroking gently at her skin. But it brought no comfort to her, instead making her feeling even more nauseous and panicked and trapped.

      “Exactly what I said, dear Eist. I made you. We’ve always been a part of each other.” He sat up, as if the situation was completely normal and she wasn’t sweating and breathing hard beneath him. “Your parents were always such a thorn in my side. They didn’t understand. They were so under the thrall of the three encroachers, so determined to ruin everything.

      “I was arrogant, I see that now. I was sure that I finally had them. But in truth, they had me. I knew that I was going to be trapped, all caught up in that wicked little scheme of theirs, and that thought filled me with such a rage. I really cannot describe it.”

      He smiled, as if he was reminiscing about a pleasant memory. “You know, before them, it always took whole armies to send me away. Witches and warlocks, sorcerers and the like. Hundreds of thousands of dragons and warriors just to beat me back into either your wilds or the in-between places to recover. But your parents? They found a way to hurt me all on their own.

      “You can imagine what that did to my pride, so in that moment, I never wanted to hurt anyone as much as I did them. I wanted physical form so I could crush them in my own hand. I was powerless to stop them, of course, but that was maddening. All the power I’ve gained from all the worlds I’ve freed, and yet I couldn’t stop two little humans.

      “But then, just before the end, when we were all going to slip away together, I sensed something. It was barely there, more of a glimmer than anything else, but I followed it. Little did I know, they were sending you a bit of their gift. Something they hoped might protect you when their plan fell through.”

      He laughed, ever-so-lightly, and one of his hands curled in her hair, gently stroking. “Imagine my surprise when I found you. Just a little, tiny human. Their child. I can remember so clearly thinking that if they were going to dare to hurt me, then I was going to take away what would hurt them worse.”

      Eist’s whole body went cold, even the pain in her arm dulling as she tried to comprehend what he was saying.

      “Y-you’re saying that you…”

      He nodded, looking down at her like he was telling a charming story of how they courted. “In the few moments I had left, I buried the tiniest, smallest flicker of myself inside all that magic they gave you. It was meant to fester there, to rot you from the inside out until you succumbed. I was…wrong for what I did, but I will be eternally grateful for the consequence of all that I did.”

      No. No, no, no! He was lying. That couldn’t be true!

      “It took root and I was able to watch from my prison as you burned. I didn’t expect for it to fill your own house, and soon it rooted in your grandfather as well. Soon, your vision was mine, your hearing was mine, and then I knew your breath would be next. I was pleased with the last little show I thought I would ever see.

      “But then you did something incredible. You took that bit of me deep, deep into whatever it is that makes you…you, and you changed it. You began to recover. And then, one day, you snatched everything back and I was left alone in my prison once more.”

      The whole world spun. He was what made her ill? He was the one who gave her the witch’s eye and took her hearing? That…That couldn’t be. It wasn’t right. She didn’t have a piece of him inside her soul!

      “But I could still feel you. Growing up, becoming stronger. And the more you aged, the stronger our bond became, until you were the one constant in all my imprisonment.” He chuckled. “You know, I’ve lived through millennia of yours in the blink of an eye, but just seven years locked away from everything was pure torture. You were the only thing I could hold onto while I waited for my followers to free me.

      “And that was when I realized that I had been wrong about certain details of my plan. That I couldn’t just free your people as some great and terrible beast that they didn’t comprehend. That I needed to be one of them, to feel and think and love as they did. I had no idea how I would do that, but then you spread that seed of darkness in you to this vessel and I suddenly understood.”

      He leaned down again so that their faces were entirely too close, his breath washing over her face. “Don’t tell me that you don’t feel it, our connection running through you. It’s been there ever since you were young. In that moment, it changed all of you, took you from just the daughter of two upstarts all the way to one of the most powerful magic users alive.

      “We were meant for each other, in every sense of the word. So please, Eist, let yourself see that. I know that you do.”

      Eist wanted to curse him. She wanted to tell him exactly where he could stick that forced connection. She wanted to hurt him. But instead, only a sob escaped from her lips as tears rushed to her eyes.

      “Why did you keep my hearing?” was all she could say instead.

      He blinked at her, as if that was the last thing he had expected. “What?”

      “You said I snatched it all back, but I didn’t. You kept it. Why? Why hold onto that piece of me?”

      “Oh, my dear, sweet Eist.” He stroked her hair again, as if that would settle her. “I didn’t. You snatched that from me along with everything else. I don’t know why it didn’t return to you, but perhaps this was just always who you were meant to be. There’s a great and terrible beauty in all the struggles it’s brought you, isn’t there?”

      She lashed out before she could think better of it, slapping him across the face.

      “How dare you!” she screeched, tears coming in force. “How dare you sit there and try to tell me it was meant to be! That it made me stronger! I hate you!” The words didn’t feel strong enough, poisonous enough, but she couldn’t think of any others, so she just screamed them louder. “I hate you! I hate you! I hate you! You’re going to have to kill me because I will never stop trying to kill you.”

      He sat back, looking disappointed and sorrowful, but that just made her burn hotter. She had been carrying around the Blight in her all along? Could that be true?

      “I see that you’re upset. I’ll give you time to rest before I send a healer in.”

      She snarled at him, trying to rise up and fight him, but the moment she put weight on her arm, she collapsed to the side. She let out a howl, feeling absolutely unhinged from all planning, strategy or composure. She was just raw ache and rage, eager to make someone hurt like she did.

      Yacrist stood, his footsteps receding as he walked away from her. But once more, he stopped before he reached the door.

      “It will be alright, Eist. The sooner you accept this, the sooner we can rescue your people. I really do mean it when I say I need you.”

      “What you need is a sword through your chest,” she hissed, finally fighting to her knees. But Yacrist just shook his head and exited, leaving her alone with all of her rage and pain.
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      Things changed after Yacrist left, but Eist knew they would. He tried visiting her for a meal exactly once, but she launched herself at him with teeth bared. It wasn’t exactly a very effective attack, with her arm being bound up close to her torso as it was, so he easily caught her then tossed her to the ground without comment.

      From then on, she was alone, with her food only being slid through the door and no more books provided. But she didn’t care. She poured her everything into exercising, keeping herself strong so that she would never feel weak again. She wasn’t going to let having only one functional arm slow her down. She only needed one hand for her shortsword, after all.

      She still couldn’t connect with any of her magic, couldn’t feel anything that wasn’t immediately in front of her. She wondered if she was losing her mind, but she often ignored that sentiment in favor of another hour of pushing her body to its limits.

      Eist had just finished a round of running the perimeter of her room for hours when the door flung open, hitting the wall with enough force to make her teeth rattle. The next thing she knew, there were chains flying toward her, surrounding her in a rush of that foreign inkiness. Before she could so much as pull back, manacles locked around her wrists, connecting to her neck in a tight bond.

      She sputtered something, unintelligible after so much time spent in silence. Looking to the door, she saw Yacrist there, looking oh-so-satisfied.

      She ran at him, her feet were free after all, and she could still find a way to kick him to death, but then her chains flashed onyx for a moment, and she was yanked down to the ground. Her injured arm protested violently, and it took all of her willpower not to vomit from the feeling.

      “You need to behave yourself,” Yacrist said, crouching in front of her. “I have a treat for you.”

      Eist craned her neck upwards, looking at his stupid, cocky face. Gathering saliva in her mouth, she spit right at his nose.

      He stood up too fast for it to land, sadly, his foot lashing forward to catch her in the shoulder. It wasn’t nearly hard as it could have been, more of a warning tap, but it still did not feel good.

      “Enough. Don’t you want to see your friends?”

      That quieted the rageful storm inside her just enough for her to feel curious. “My friends?”

      He nodded, reaching a hand down to help her up. “I’m sure they miss you. Don’t you want to see them?”

      “This is a trick,” she said. He couldn’t have her friends. One, how would they know where to find them? Two, there was no way he would be able to capture them! They were in the academy, safe and sound and surrounded by warriors.

      “Only one way to find out, yes?”

      Eist stumbled to her feet, ignoring his offered hand, and strode out of the room. She could practically feel him smile behind her as he closed the door and followed along.

      That only lasted until the end of the hall, however, then he switched to walking in front of her, leading the way. This time, they went in a completely different direction, walking down halls and up stairways until they ended up at different lifts.

      Eist couldn’t help it when her eyes went wide, and fear rolled in her stomach. Her mind went back to that moment of falling, and being sure that she was dead, that the end of her story had come rolling in without warning.

      “Don’t misbehave and you won’t have to worry about anything,” Yacrist said, seeming to sense her dread as he steered her into the contraption. He pulled it up much more quickly and easily than her, almost making her pride sting, but then she remembered that he was an impossibly old and powerful being from another realm and settled herself. She had enough to worry about beyond her ego.

      They arrived at the top quickly, then continued up, up, up. It was the closest that she had been to aboveground in weeks, and yet she still had no idea how close she was to the actual outside.

      Eventually, they exited into what could only be a throne room, a massive chair of metal and gems sitting on a dais, with a smaller but still beautiful one beside it. But Eist didn’t pay them any mind, her eyes locking onto three kneeling figures in front of the thrones. Her breath caught in her throat, but Yacrist’s long fingers just wrapped around the metal collar at her neck and pulled her around them.

      “Eist!” she heard Dille call behind her and the mere sound of her friend’s voice made her want to sob. They were there. They were there! Not in her dreams or made up in her mind. They were right in the room with her!

      Yacrist didn’t stop until they were on the dais and he pushed her into the chair. Eist surged forward to get right back on her feet, but he steadied her with a hand to her shoulder. “Control yourself, or I’ll take them away.”

      His words burned against her, making her want to do the exact opposite of what he said, but she couldn’t risk it. She needed to see her friends. She had to. She forced herself to sit still, in the throne like some gross mimicry of his queen, and he finally moved to settle into his own throne.

      Finally, finally, she was able to see her friends. They were battered, covered in soot and dirt and bruises, but they were alive!

      …they were also captured.

      Her blood froze within her at that thought. She had been so happy to see them that she hadn’t considered why they were there. She could feel herself go pale as she locked eyes with each of them, asking if they were okay.

      “There, we’re all finally reunited. This is a cause to celebrate, isn’t it?”

      Surprisingly, it was Athar who tried to surge up, his face red. “You cad, what did you do to her!?” He didn’t even get a step forward, however, before the guards behind him set on him with their spears, hitting him over and over again with the wooden lengths.

      “Athar!” Eist looked to Yacrist, seeing the malevolent glint in his eyes as he watched her friend be beaten with glee. “Stop it! Just stop it, right now!”

      Yacrist turned to look at her, holding her gaze. She knew what he wanted her to see. That he was in control and he said what would or wouldn’t happen. He let that knowledge settle in before waving his hand.

      “Enough. We still have so much left to talk about.”

      Dille let out a long stream of curses and finally, Eist felt magic again. The room began to shift, its energies shifting, but then Yacrist just snapped his fingers and fabric ripped from the tunic of the guard behind her, wrapping around the witch’s mouth multiple times and silencing whatever spell she had been trying to cast between her epithets.

      “This will all go better if you three could just settle down. I didn’t have to bring you here, you know.”

      “Yes, your generosity knows no bounds,” Ain remarked idly, spitting out a bit of blood. Out of the three of them, he actually looked the worst, with one of his eyes nearly swollen closed and both of his lips split and puffy. “I’m certain it absolutely has nothing to do with your flare for drama and need to be the absolute center of all attention.”

      To Eist’s surprise, Yacrist let out a laugh. “There’s our Ain. Still as prickly and tolerated as ever. At least you haven’t changed.”

      “Well, you know what they say about old dogs.” The white-haired man’s eye flitted to Eist for a moment, but he didn’t hold her gaze for long. A look of guilt flashed across his features as if he felt bad for the condition that she was in. From where she was sitting, he definitely looked worse for wear.

      Except…where she was sitting was a throne at the side of their enemy, arm bound in a splint against her chest and chains around both of her wrists, her ankle raw from the manacle that had been around her ankle for at least a month now. So yeah, maybe she did look to be in worse straits from his perspective.

      “So why did you bring us here?” Ain continued. “Just wanted to have a chat with your old pals?”

      “Not quite.” Yacrist stood, and she could tell that he was absolutely enjoying the drama of it all. Was that his own natural inclination, or the Blight’s, or was it a combination of the two of them feeding into each other? “You see, I brought you here to prove something to Eist. If it weren’t for her, all of you would be swept away. But I want to prove to her that I am merciful, and I only care about rescuing her world from the usurpers.”

      He turned to look at her, and to her great horror, he knelt beside her, pulling her good hand into his grip. “Eist, I know that you’re still struggling with shaking all the false truths you’ve been raised under, the slander against me, but I want to prove to you how much you mean to me.

      “Your friends here are the backbone of everything that could threaten us. If I was smart, I would make sure that none of them lived past this day. But I know that you love them, care for them. So, even though I know it’s foolish, even though I know that it’s risking my entire plan, I will let you choose one of them to live.”

      For a moment, Eist was just sitting there, existing above the moment rather than in it. After all, it just didn’t feel real. Like she was in some sort of weird nightmare that shouldn’t have been possible.

      “You…you what?” She blinked at him slowly, tearing her eyes away from her friends and looking up at Yacrist.

      “I have been fighting to save your planet for thousands of years, and any of these three could threaten that. And yet I’m willing to let one live. For you. And only for you.”

      It felt like ice spilled down her spine, biting through her skin and bone alike. “Y-you want me to choose which of my friends you’ll murder in front of me?”

      He huffed. “Why must you always say things so negatively?”

      “Because you want me to choose which of my friends you should kill!”

      “No, I’m giving you the gift of life! A gift that threatens our success. That is how much I love you!”

      Suddenly, she was on her feet, her teeth once more clicking just under his face. She wanted to hurt him. To tear and rend. “Don’t pretend this is some mercy! This is just another form of torture you’ve cooked up. A way to exert your power and try to rein me in. Well, I won’t play your insipid little games, Yacrist. I won’t choose. And you can take your mercy and shove it right up your—”

      He grabbed the collar about her neck and yanked her up on her very toes. “Do not test me, Eist,” he hissed, teeth clenched.

      “Then don’t test me,” Eist snapped right back before a bellow sounded from behind them.

      “Don’t touch her!”

      That was Athar, fighting to get to his feet and rush forward again. The guards set on him more quickly, but even their blows couldn’t make him sink to the ground. He roared, grabbing two of them and slamming them together, but Yacrist just sighed.

      “Kneel,” he said, reaching a hand out.

      The result was instant. One moment he was brawling, berserk like a wild animal, the next he was flat on his back, the floor crumbling and warping to cover his fists and feet.

      Suddenly, Yacrist was moving, but he never unwrapped his fingers from Eist’s collar, dragging her across the floor as he strode to her friends. He stopped just short of them, jerking her forward so she had to look down at the trio.

      Dille was still gagged, Athar was pinned, and Ain was just looking up at her with a level of protective rage that she had never seen in him before. It was a truly sorrowful scene, one of absolute defeat, and she couldn’t believe that she was the one who had caused it all.

      She really had failed them.

      “So, what will it be, Eist? Your best friend? The stuttering idiot who’s been in love with you for years? Or the man who bullied you for so long? Tried to kick you out of your dream?”

      “Don’t do this,” Eist said, shaking her head. She couldn’t decide which of her friends would die. Losing Yacrist had torn open a hole in her that still burned every day. There was no way she could be responsible for that kind of loss.

      She had to save them! But how? She had no idea what she could do. She was bound, with her magic locked within her and her arm broken. What was she to do?

      He was trying to break her, she knew that, but she felt powerless to stop him and that was so, so much worse than anything else. She wasn’t just going to stand by and watch as he killed two of her friends. He was going to force her to participate.

      “I won’t,” she gasped, trying to wrest herself away, but he held onto her collar tightly. “I won’t do this!”

      He yanked her closer again, forcing her to look at them. “If you don’t choose, I’ll kill them all right now.”

      “No!” The word was out of her mouth like a punch, leaving her breathless. “You can’t! You can’t do this!”

      He nodded and his soldiers closed in, their spears held in a way to use the sharp tips rather than the wooden butts. “If you don’t want my gift, then…”

      “NO! No! Just…just give me a moment! Just give me a moment to think!”

      She closed her eyes. In all of her life, with all of the terrible things she had survived, she didn’t think she’d ever been so terrified. She tried to slow her breathing, the frantic rise and fall of her chest, but everything was spinning away from her. She needed Fior. She needed magic. Suddenly, she was so small and weak in a way she hadn’t been in years.

      But that was what the Blight wanted. For her to crumble. The best way to work that situation was to give him what he wanted.

      “Please,” she murmured, putting as much quake into her voice as she could. “Please spare them.”

      “So greedy, little E—” He trailed off as she suddenly pushed herself forward, pressing into the front of him and looking up with lidded eyes.

      “I know it would be foolish of you, but if you did this, if you let them live, I think… I think that I would be ready.”

      Judging by the look on his face, it seemed like the rest of the world fell away. His strong arm wrapped around her back, crushing her to him. “What are you saying?”

      She swallowed, bringing up her good hand to clutch at his shoulder. “I’m saying that letting them live, even though they could be a threat, would be all I needed to eliminate the last of the doubt in my head. I don’t think there’s anything you could do that would make me trust you more.”

      “Do you really think—”

      “It would be a wedding present,” she rushed hurriedly, not wanting him to get his dissent out. She would do anything to save them. Anything. “It would have to be, right? For such a romantic gesture?”

      “Eist, no!” That was Athar, but she ignored it, looking only at Yacrist. She needed him to believe her. She needed his strange obsession with her to beat out his lust for power.

      “You would be my bride?”

      She nodded, swallowing again. “We’re destined for each other, aren’t we? That would prove it to me.”

      One of his hands came to her face, his fingers gently tracing over her features until his thumb gently pressed against her lips. Eist let her eyes flutter closed and leaned into him. She didn’t care that he made her skin crawl. That he made her heart hurt. That he was full of everything that she had been fighting all her life and the one that had made her so sick that she almost died.

      “So your friends’ lives for yours? That’s what you’re saying?”

      Eist nodded, unable to open her eyes lest he see the tears and hate inside of her. She felt his breath across her face first, and then he was kissing her again, all heat and demands and things she didn’t want to think about.

      It was embarrassing, him claiming her mouth like that in front of her friends, and she knew it was yet another possessive display of power. She resolved that somehow, someway, she would pay him back in full for every wrong he rained upon her.

      But not now.

      Not until her friends were safe.

      When they finally parted, he looked down at her, gaze heady and face flushed. He stroked her face once more before looking to the guard. “Execute all three.”

      “WHAT!?”

      He smirked, the normally charming Yacrist expression looking so sick and twisted now. “I gave you a choice, and you chose none of them. I know you’ll eventually see the light, but I’m not so foolish to think that you’ve suddenly been illuminated in this moment.”

      The guards closed in on her friends, and Eist couldn’t say quite what happened. All she knew was that she whipped her head forward, and thrashed her entire body in a wild attempt to stop what was happening. She managed to hit the floor, but then Yacrist’s foot was right on her middle, pinning her in place.

      “Watch this, Eist. Know that you could have saved one of them, but you chose to fight me instead.”

      “Let her go! By the Three, let her go!”

      Yacrist just rolled his eyes as Athar tried to fight against the guards and his bonds. “You really want that to be your last words? Don’t want to throw a stutter in there for old time’s sa—”

      There was a thundering rumble from above, cutting Yacrist off. He swore and stumbled, releasing Eist from her hold just as a huge chunk of ceiling gave away in a rush of dirt and stone.

      “What’s going on!?”

      Before anyone could answer, dragons poured through the whole. Some of them Eist recognized, some of them she didn’t, but nothing could distract her from the familiar cry of a certain brindled dragon.

      “Fior!” she cried out, reaching up as her beautiful boy came streaking in like a bolt of lightning. She felt the sticky touch of the Blight trying to grip her, trying to pull her to him, but the next moment, she was scooped up in Fior’s jaws, carried up, up, up, past all the dragons pouring in.

      She saw Veralda and Fjorin’s dragon, and Ale’a’s girl, and Gauis. Pretty much every dragon she knew and several she didn’t. It was a regular old ambush, and the guards were scrambling for cover.

      She barely managed to tilt her head back far enough to see her friends all being caught up in their dragon’s holds, climbing up their legs to ready for a fight. Yacrist was standing in the center of it all, and Eist could see a dark, shadowy cloud beginning to form around his body.

      Her friends ignored him, however, all of the dragons going straight for the ceilings and walls instead. She knew exactly what they were doing, weakening everything to cause a cave-in.

      Her friends had set a trap.

      Eist’s heart swelled with pride. Perhaps that was a strange reaction, but she couldn’t help it. Her friends had somehow found out where she was and did enough recon to know how to set a trap. They had all grown so much since that first day in the academy.

      “Fior,” she said, trying to reach up so she could clamber onto his back. A more difficult task than she expected with just one hand. “Fior, we have to do something.”

      He let out a grumpy sort of rumble that told her absolutely not, but she pressed it. “Fior, there’s a storage room full of gas that he’s going to use to collapse the entire old kingdom. We have to destroy it.”

      He perked up at that, curious. His jaws loosened just enough for her to wiggle out and swing herself upwards.

      She didn’t quite make it, unsurprisingly, but Fior just smoothly did a barrel roll and caught her right on his back. Her thighs went around his shoulders and she felt like she was right back at home.

      All those feelings of powerlessness, of futility, of being just a prisoner in the hold of someone so much stronger than her, it all fled in one moment and she sat up straight and tall. “Let’s do this, Fior.”

      Pressing her knees into him, he moved in an arc, going straight down and then out of the wide, double-doors of the room.

      Eist was surprised how easily she was able to recall the path they had come from, zooming down the lift shoot and another hall. Up a staircase. If Fior was any bigger, they never would have been able to fit, and it was a tight squeeze as it was. But somehow, they made it right into the large dragon room, workers scrambling this way and that as Fior let out a mighty, bone-chilling roar.

      “The chains!” she cried, patting Fior’s shoulder. “You have to break them. They’re bound with his magic, I’m pretty sure.”

      Fior nodded and swooped down, going down one row and then another. Eist could feel the rumble and brux of his power as he bellowed, snapping bonds right and left.

      Then it truly was a cacophony. The beasts went wild, snapping at the workers all around them. Eist had never such a massacre, and her stomach churned even if she didn’t have any mercy for the men and women that had been ruthlessly harvesting them for goodness knew how long.

      Screams and bellows and sounds of pain filled the room, loud enough to drown out anything else she might hear. For a moment, as Eist looked out at the carnage and death, she realized that the scene before her was exactly what the Blight wanted. The whole world just drenched in blood and misery.

      “Get them out of here.” Eist said to Fior, leaning low. “Get them all out of here now.”

      Another quick nod and he flew up to the top of the ceiling, letting out another cry. But Eist could feel that it was different than the attacking, aggressive roar he had used just moments earlier. The dragons all jerked, looking to him with surprised screeches and squawks, before flooding out of the room. Some of them seemed to have trouble flying, instead choosing to go on all fours or climb along the walls, but it seemed all of them knew how to get to fresh air.

      The whole entire place shook, rocks crumbling above them, and Eist wondered if it was from the battle above. She realized that rushing off without her friends right after they had risked everything to save her was probably a pretty inconsiderate thing to do, but if there was anything her time in captivity had taught her, it was that she needed to be absolutely ruthless with her enemy. If she had a chance to hurt him, to weaken him, then she absolutely would.

      “There,” she said, pointing down the hall and to the door she had knocked that one man out in. “That’s where they’re keeping all the venom. But, if we blow it up, it’s going to make a very big boom and we’re going to need to get out of here fast.”

      Fior wuffled then dove forward, going down the hall fast enough to whip Eist’s hair back. It felt so right to be perched on his back again, feeling his muscle as he moved. Even with one hand, she felt back in control. Capable of handling her own fate.

      “Let it blow,” she said when they pulled up within range of the thing.

      And boy, did he.

      His chest inflated, expanding outwards as he drew up onto his hind legs. It was like standing on the edge of a precipice, staring over the edge into the abyss as the power of the moment set in. It built upon itself, surging in infinite rush until, finally, he slammed down on all fours and let everything go.

      The blast out of him was impressive, picking him off his feet and sending him sliding all the way back down the hall. It wasn’t until the force of his cry hit the wall and sent it blasting in every direction that she understood his pushback had been purposeful to get them out of the blast radius.

      There was the tiniest sliver of calm after the wall was gone, but that was short-lived. There was a shattering sound that filled all of Eist’s hearing and Fior whipped backwards, shooting down the hall and up the way she had originally tried to escape.

      If the boom of the roof collapsing just before was loud, the resulting explosion was truly deafening, and Eist realized the irony of her thinking that. It was only a moment later that she could feel immense heat at her back. Glancing behind them, she saw a truly massive fireball billowing behind them, hungrily gobbling up space while rubble fell in torrents.

      If it caught up with them, Fior would be fine. He was a dragon, after all, and no mere fire was going to be able to penetrate his scales. Eist, however, would not be so lucky.

      “Come on, Fior,” she whispered, pressing herself as flat to his back as she could. “Come on!”

      It wasn’t that she doubted him, but the thought that she could have possibly survived all of her captivity, and her friends had found a way to rescue her, only for it all to go to ruin because of a little fire, made her heart thunder in her chest like Yacrist was right behind her.

      Wait, Yacrist.

      He was not going to take the assault lying down. And if there was one thing that she had learned during her time with him, it was that his power had certainly grown. There was no telling what he would do.

      But first, they had to survive the explosion, she supposed.

      The pressure of everything behind her continued to catch up with them, racing forward at impossible speed. But just when Eist was sure that they would be overtaken, they burst out of a cave and right into the open sky.

      By the Three…

      Eist closed her eyes at first, wincing against the brightness of it all. But she could hear the sounds of dragons flying and bellowing and roaring all around her, so she forced herself to look through the tears.

      The entire sky was full of the winged beasts, raining down fire and lightning and storms and acid onto the remnants of the old kingdom. The entire mountainside was shaking, rumbling, crumbling, and in the center of it all was Yacrist.

      He floated there in the middle, dark energy all around him. As Eist’s vision flooded back into her, she could see the faint outline of that great and terrible leviathan-like creature that she had fought in the ocean all that time ago.

      “We have to retreat,” Eist said, looking at more and more of those tentacles growing out of him. None of the others seemed to see it, all bearing down on him like they thought they could hurt him that way.

      But they couldn’t.

      Something about possessing Yacrist had changed things in a way she didn’t understand. While they had been able to hurt him before, or at least give the manifestation of its power pause as they cut off its tentacles, now it was as if its kraken-like form was completely untouchable.

      “Fior, I need you to tell all of them to run. Can you do that? Can you do that for me?”

      While there were several dragon types that could communicate across their own species in an instant, the only one that could talk to all of them at once was the white dragon, and there was no way she was—

      Suddenly, Fior took off, veering to the side and shooting in a direction that didn’t make sense. He was going away from Yacrist. Eist was about to reprimand him, when she saw exactly who he was going for.

      “By the Three…” she breathed, all of the air rushing out of her.

      Sure enough, the white dragon was flying in a circle around the battlefield, Elspeth perched on her back in full armor, looking radiant and alabaster and just like the legends of old.

      Fior flew straight toward her, pulling up short in front of the massive dragon’s lavender eyes and letting out a few short barks. Meanwhile, Elspeth let out a loud gasp—or at least Eist assumed it was loud—and leaned forward.

      “W’allenhaus! You’re free? Your friends had thought they lost you again!”

      “Yeah, there was something I needed to do. But now I need you to tell all of these dragons that we have to retreat.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we can’t stop Yacrist. At least, not now.”

      “But if we were to run, he would give chase, surely.”

      Eist pulled at her hair. After so long completely by herself in her cage, she didn’t have much patience. “Fior and I will take care of that. I just… I just need all of you out of here, okay?”

      “Eist, are you suggested that, after assembling nearly an entire battalion of riders to bring you home, that we leave you behind again?”

      “Alright, fine. Just tell them to fall back!”

      “That I can do.”

      She leaned into her dragon, whispering something that Eist couldn’t hope to catch, and it was like a ripple went through the entire battlefield. Fior didn’t wait, swooping down and hurtling straight for Yacrist.

      “Alright, I need another big one, okay? Do you think you’ve got that in you?”

      He rumbled, tucking his wings in to gain more speed, and then the next moment, he was barreling straight into Yacrist.

      They both went down, Yacrist seemingly too surprised by their tackle to react right away. Eist could hear her friends crying out in surprise as their dragons retreated—no doubt against their riders’ orders—but she ignored that. She had a fight to win.

      “Eist, don’t do this,” Yacrist said, trying to hold open Fior’s jaw as the dragon bore down harder on him. “We could be so much.”

      “The only thing you’re going to be is dead,” she snarled, holding her hand out to call a spear of light to it. But nothing happened and she only belatedly remembered that whatever he had done to keep her magic from her was still working.

      Yacrist seemed to realize what happened and smirked, opening his mouth to say something. Instead, Eist just pushed herself up Fior’s head and slugged the man across the face.

      Of course it didn’t hurt him, but she didn’t need it to hurt him. She just needed to distract him long enough for Fior to summon a blast of energy that forced their enemy through the brittle remainder of mountainous wall to tumble down below.

      Both of them knew that he would just float right back upwards once he was recovered, propelled by that strange energy all around him, but Fior obviously had already taken that into account, moving his open mouth this way and that as he destroyed the rest of the wall. Sheets of rock and rubble and other mountainous matter all caved inwards, sinking into the earth with a terrifying rumble.

      It wouldn’t kill him, but it would buy them enough time to get away.

      Fior turned when he was satisfied, wheeling about so that Eist could see all the dragons that had flown to the perimeter of the battle whether their rider wanted it or not. It was intimidating to see all those faces staring at her, looking like she was some sort of creature come back from the dead.

      Then again, she hadn’t seen herself in quite a long time, so maybe that description was more accurate than she knew. Ducking her head, she urged Fior to fly forward to join them. He did, but as they moved, a deep, heady exhaustion broke over her.

      She was going home. For the moment, she didn’t have to fight anymore.

      But if that was so, why did she feel like sobbing?
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      The ride to the academy was long and silent, yet Eist felt like she could hear so many of the thoughts of everyone around her. There were too many eyes looking her over, scoping out her injured arm, the bruises and cuts on her body from the grand escape as the old kingdom was collapsing. What were they all thinking when they saw her, brittle and broken?

      Did they pity her?

      Did they worry that he had gotten to her?

      …did they think she was weak?

      That thought burned against her the most, if only because she found herself wondering if it was true. If she was smarter, stronger, better, then she never would have been captured in the first place.

      Ugh! If only they would stop looking at her.

      After so much time alone, the weight of all their stares was heavy on her, grating on the edge of her patience and energy. She just wanted to lay down in the grass and sleep, letting her clammy skin absorb all the sunlight it could until she was ruddy and hot to the touch.

      But she didn’t tell them to stop staring. She didn’t speak at all. She just hugged Fior’s back and looked at the trees and clouds and grass and everything she’d thought that she would never see again. She smelled the fresh air, the crispness of it, felt the wind across her face. It was all almost too much, too painful, overwhelming all of her senses, and yet she loved it all at the same time.

      But then the academy came into view and she couldn’t help it when a hiccupping sob bubbled up from her throat and big, fat tears rolled down her cheeks. It made her burn with embarrassment, but then both Dille and Athar were swooping in close on either side of her, sandwiching her between their two red dragons.

      “Are you alright?” the witch asked, her hand extending outwards but stopping when Eist flinched automatically at the contact. “We just want to help.”

      But Eist just shook her head. There was no helping her. She was so twisted up and confused inside. Part of her mind was telling her that she should be happy that she was free and everything was better, but the rest of her mind was in such a panic, expecting something dark and awful to come swooping out and make everything awful again. After all, Yacrist knew where she was going. What would stop him from finding her again and taking her, and keeping her locked up just like he had before? He was so strong.

      A soft cloth brushed her cheek, and she jerked away only to see it was Athar gently pressing a handkerchief to her.

      “Here,” he said, trying to smile softly through his split lips and battered face. It took several blinks for her to realize just how swollen and bruised his visage was. If it weren’t for his distinctive long hair, she might not have recognized it at all.

      Carefully, Eist took the cloth and wiped her eyes. Perhaps a bit harder than she should have, but still, it was better than leaving her tears hot and sticky down her cheeks. It was bad enough that she could still feel everyone else’s eyes on her, burning into the deepest parts of her being. She didn’t need them to see the tear tracks as they made their way to her neck.

      After what seemed like an eternity, they landed, and she slid from Fior’s back. Abruptly, everything seemed to catch up to her all at once and she swayed heavily.

      “Whoa there, I got you.”

      She was surprised to hear Ale’a’s voice as the woman swept her up in a carry. Athar let out a faint noise of protest, but he was quickly silenced as healers swamped them.

      “You go ahead and let yourself drift off, okay?” Ale’a said as if she knew how the world was swirling all around Eist. “You’ve been through a lot. Listen to your body. Just close your eyes and let yourself fall.”

      Eist wanted to tell the woman that she couldn’t, that Yacrist might be lurking there, or that she was afraid if she closed her eyes that she would wake up back in her cell. But instead, she just heaved a sigh and let herself slip down into the darkness of it all.

      In the darkness, it was quiet.
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      When Eist woke up, she expected to be in the healer’s hall again, all bound up and trapped, just in a different way.

      But instead of the busy and dim hall, she was greeted by a soft, comfortable bed and concerned faces all around her.

      She tried to open her mouth to ask where she was, but her mouth was too dry, her lips too cracked, so she just pointed to the lower part of her feet weakly.

      Dille was at her side with a tankard in what seemed like a moment, helping Eist sit up and gulp at the liquid. This time, she managed not to flinch away, but that was mostly because her thirst demanded she drink as much as she could as quickly as possible.

      “Careful, not too fast. You don’t want to make yourself sick.”

      Eist tried to contain herself, but it just tasted so good. Thankfully, Dille didn’t take the cup away from her until she’d had her fill, and then propped plenty of pillows behind Eist’s back so she could sit up.

      Sure enough, Athar and Ain were both there, bruises still stark against their differing complexions. Athar looked especially rough, with dark blood pooling at the underside of his abrasions, so she knew that she couldn’t have been out for too long. Perhaps a day at most.

      “Where am I?” she asked, looking down at herself. She was dressed in a clean sleeping gown, and it looked like someone had gone through the trouble of gently washing her down with a cloth. Judging by the lack of itching in her scalp, they must have taken care of her hair too.

      Even her arm had been tended to, the rudimentary splint and sling that had bound it to her chest being replaced with a straight-splint at her side. She was relieved to see that she could move the limb, as long as she was careful.

      “My personal quarters.”

      Eist’s eyes flicked to the door, where she saw Elspeth standing there with a tray heaping with food.

      No way. Was the head of all of the Dragon Council really serving Eist food in her bed? That was even less believable than her being alive after being in the clutches of their greatest enemy for…for…

      “How long was I gone?” Eist asked slowly. Before her first escape attempt, she was pretty sure she’d had a solid track of time. But after that, and Yacrist stopping his daily visits, everything had just faded into one long stream of preparation and vengeance.

      “A little over a moon cycle,” the woman answered, crossing to her and setting the tray beside her. “Eat up. You’re looking far too gaunt in my opinion.”

      Eist looked down at her body again, blinking slowly. “Do I?”

      Even when she was sick, she had never been overly waifish. And she had definitely been fed twice a day while in Yacrist’s hold, so it wasn’t like he’d starved her.

      Then again, those two meals didn’t compare at all to the usual spread she had at the academy, and she’d spent all of her time training herself to be stronger and stronger just for something to do. She vaguely recalled jogging around the perimeter of her room hundreds and hundreds of times until she collapsed into a sweating puddle.

      “Yeah, I gotta say, the starving maiden look isn’t great on you,” Ain said from where he was lounging in his chair. “I’m sure Athar has been thinking about a dozen different ways to fatten you back up into someone he can throw around like he wants to.”

      “Ain,” Athar hissed, turning red under his bruises.

      But Eist just shook her head and gave him a flat look. “Don’t joke about that.”

      “What? Athar being tota—”

      “Being thrown around.”

      Eist didn’t think she’d ever seen Ain look cowed, but the color drained from his tanned skin and he nodded minutely. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have thought of that.”

      She just shrugged and forced her mind not to slide back into those memories. She’d been manhandled so many times in her life, but none of that compared to how easily Yacrist had been able to overpower her. She was like a fly to him.

      “Eist…” Dille said softly, gently. Eist didn’t like that either. She didn’t want to be handled with kid gloves. She just wanted to be herself. But why did herself seem so far away? “You feel…different. Are you okay?”

      “Well, of course she’s different,” Elspeth said calmly. “Considering all things.”

      “That’s not what I mean. You’re… Something’s changed. Something in your…aura? I don’t know the word for it anymore. But I feel like I once might have?”

      “Oh,” Eist murmured, more of her reality coming back to her. “Yes. Yacrist took away my magic.” And so easily too. That thought made her wonder if there was any way she would be able to fight him. She had only been able to survive as long as she had because of the strange abilities her parents had left her. What would she do without it?

      “No...” Dille murmured, leaning in and taking a deep breath close to Eist’s shoulder. Before she could tell the witch how creepy that was, her eyes went bright, shimmering in gold just like the very first witch Eist had met in her dreams. “He just sealed it inside of you. It’s all bound up in, uh, something….vile. Something…”

      “Like him?” Eist asked, realization washing over her like nausea.

      Dille nodded. “Yeah. Like him.”

      “Well, it’s a long story, but the short version is that he was the one who made me get sick and lose my hearing back after my parents died.”

      “What!?” Too many people made an exclamation at once so she couldn’t tell whose tone was whose.

      “Like I said, long story. But that’s why—” Her voice broke as she viewed years and years of her past in retrospect. “Basically, that’s why I could sense that something was wrong with my grandfather. That was what eventually led me to the book. That was…was… That was how Yacrist became infected through those books. I opened the door. And that’s why he’s obsessed with me.”

      “Obsessed with you how?” Elspeth said.

      Eist shot the woman a harsh look, wondering if her leader was mocking her, but then she realized that Elspeth hadn’t been there for any of it. Not in those tender moments when Yacrist confessed his feelings, not when he was taken from her. Not when he crashed his lips to hers in front of her friends and practically branded her as his for all to see.

      She didn’t know.

      But out of nowhere, Eist was at a loss for words. She didn’t want to describe the why or how everything had gone so wrong. And she definitely didn’t want to think about her best friend strangling her, or breaking her arm, or threatening to execute all of her friends.

      It hurt. It all hurt so terribly.

      Dille sat on the bed gently, taking Eist’s good hand in her own. “Did he… Did he hurt you?”

      Eist raised her eyebrows and sent a pointed look to her injured arm. That earned the faintest ghost of a chuckle from Dille while Athar shifted uncomfortably.

      “You know what?” Ain said, standing up suddenly. “I think I’ll go make sure that the dragons have all eaten. Right now.” He tilted his head toward her. “Feel better, alright? You won’t believe how boring this place is without you.”

      With that, he was gone, out the door and beyond her sight. Dille stared after him for a few beats before returning her attention back to Eist.

      “You don’t have to answer,” she said softly. “But if you want to...”

      Eist shook her head. “Talking about it just makes me think about all of it, and right now, I just don’t want to think at all.”

      There was the sound of splintering wood, and it startled Eist so badly that she flung her tray off the bed. The whole meal went toppling onto the ground and she looked around with wild eyes to see that Athar had broken both of the armrests of the nice chair he was in.

      “That seat was older than you or your parents or your parents’ parents,” Elspeth remarked mildly, bending over to pick up all the food that was now spread across her very expensive-looking carpet.

      “Sorry,” Athar muttered, but he looked more enraged than embarrassed.

      “Athar, why don’t you go refill this tray with things that Eist likes? Tell the kitchen all of her favorites. I told them earlier to expect special orders.”

      “But I—”

      Elspeth’s gaze sharpened. “That wasn’t a request, young man. It was an order. Get Eist food so she can have a great first meal.”

      He looked like he was considering arguing just one more time but then thought better of it, heading out the door. Eist felt a bit guilty that it was clearly her that had upset him, but it just piled on top of all of the other things weighing her down.

      It was only then that a thought came to her, something her mind hadn’t touched on since the early days of her capture.

      “What happened to the brindles?” she asked, hope bubbling up in her. But surely, if things had gone how she planned, the brindles would have helped with the rescue.

      “I don’t know,” Dille muttered, guilt clear across her features. “I went to the cave we made, and it was empty. And it looked like it had been empty for years. I’m sure that the witches must have left us some sort of sign, we used to be in the same coven in my…first life? Third life? You know what I mean.  Anyway, I’m sure they must have left something for me to follow, but I was too busy…” She trailed off, her expression becoming even guiltier.

      “Too busy what?”

      “Rescuing you,” Elspeth continued, her tone just as cool as ever. “Your girl did all sorts of illegal magic and drank all sorts of noxious potions to find you. Almost died a couple of times.”

      “Dille!” Eist said sharply, her head whipping toward her friend.

      But the witch just shrugged, sending her own pointed look at their pale-headed leader. “I’m not the focus right now. You are. And you’re here and safe, so that’s all that matters.” Eist wanted to argue that point, but Dille kept right on going. “Ain wants to put together a sort of expedition to find them, but…I can’t help but feel that they wouldn’t just be sitting out in the open where someone could stumble on them. A whole cadre of brindles hiding? Unlikely.”

      “Well, it’s better that than nothing, right?” Eist asked, glad that they weren’t talking about her any longer. “I can feel my vision coming back in full, so I’d be willing to put gold down that that would help us considerably.”

      “That will certainly have to wait,” Elspeth said, refilling her tankard with water from a pitcher.

      “What? Why?” Now that she was free from the confines of her prison, she wanted to get things done. There was no reason not to move now. Not when she had so much energy and venom simmering right below her skin.

      “One, because you need rest. Two, because it’s time to make up for all those steps that you lot skipped in your hurry to save the world…and possibly change all of time as we know it.”

      Eist winced a bit at that, looking to Dille. “You told her?”

      “I had to. I needed her to know everything so we could form the best plan to save you.”

      Eist sighed. “No, you were probably right for that.” Glancing back to Elspeth, she sat up as straight as she could. “What steps do we need to take exactly?”

      “For one thing, I want you to spend most of this day in that bed, resting.” Eist opened her mouth to object, but the woman kept right on going. “Again, that was not a request. That was a command. Secondly, we’re going to assemble the council and update them on everything. And I mean everything. If we’re up against one of our own who has been possessed, then it’s likely he knows all of our secrets. Everything that might give us an advantage. We’ll need to call in every single rider from every province, with a focus on green and silver dragons.

      “And then we plan. Together. Then and only then will we move forward. None of this grand hero running off into doom stuff that you and your mother both loved. I swear, if it weren’t for Pravik, she would have flung herself into the sun itself if she thought it would help things.”

      “Well, at least now we know where she gets it from,” Dille muttered under her breath. But not so under her breath that Eist couldn’t hear her.

      “That’s enough from you,” she countered. “Considering I’m just now hearing about you drinking poisonous potions to try to find me.”

      “They weren’t outright poisonous. Just, uh, not recommended for consumption.”

      “Uh-huh, I’m sure.”

      Before Dille could deny further, Athar was stepping in, carrying a tray in each hand that were just towering with food. Eist’s eyes widened at the sight of all of the different, tasty things, but there was just so much!

      “I realize that I may have shrunk a little,” Eist said, “but I don’t think I can eat all that.”

      Athar looked sheepishly at both of his trays and almost started to shrug, but he seemed to reconsider it, given the heaping helping of dishes he was balancing. “We can eat too,” he said quietly, and she had the feeling that he had only just thought of that.

      “Thank the Three,” Dille said, standing up and crossing to the giant man. “Because I am starving. Give me some of this.”

      But Athar lifted them high in the air above his head. “Eist gets first pick.”

      Dille snorted. “Of course she does. How sappy.”

      Eist felt the tiniest sliver of happiness course through her as Athar gently set the food beside her on the bed then sat on the floor. He was close enough for her to hand him things, but not so close as to crowd her. After so long being locked up, dreaming of all their faces, it was the sweetest, most vibrant relief to see him and all his little mannerisms again.

      Grabbing one of Braddock’s rolls, she tore into it, shoving a piece of roast boar in right after it. From there, it was easy to hand out things to all three of them, and then four when Ain finally returned.

      And it was as she ate in the company of her friends and leader that she felt a little bit of the shadow in her mind fade. There was still so much fear, so much anger and pain, but for the moment, it just let her be.
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      Eist looked over the rowdy crowd assembled in the open training field of the academy. Except it didn’t look like much of a training field at the moment. Instead, it was full of large tents and decorations and fire pits that were relentlessly roasting different game while other dishes poured out from the kitchen.

      “This is stupid,” she groused over the lively music.

      It was different than the celebration she had been to in the palace for Yacrist’s name-day, less stiff and more rowdy, but it still rubbed her the wrong way.

      It’d been three days since her return to the academy, and she didn’t see anything that was worth celebrating. Yeah, they had found her and buried the Blight under a whole mountain of rubble, but he was going to come back. She knew that. It was as true as the sky being blue and the world being nearly devoid of magic.

      “Come on now,” Dille said, looping her arm through Eist’s. “They need to celebrate. You and Fior have become a bit of a symbol, you know.”

      That caught Eist’s attention. “Wait, what?”

      “Think about it. The palace collapsed in the city. People are scared. No one really knows what’s going on. But word has gone around about a young girl on her runt of a dragon and how she’s managed to hold off our enemy time and time again. You’re basically an underdog, and who doesn’t love an underdog?”

      “Eist is no dog,” Athar commented, coming up behind them. Eist didn’t startle as she once might have, her body warning her that someone very large was approaching her a few moments earlier. It was one of the many effects of being locked in complete solitude for nearly a month, it seemed. She was much more acutely aware of everything around her. People were too loud and stood too close. She was surprised that after so long craving reunion with any other human who wasn’t evil would leave her wanting to be alone when it was all said and done.

      “You know what I meant,” Dille said with a roll of her eyes. “Don’t be pedantic.”

      “He’s doesn’t know the meaning of the word,” Ain said, sauntering up to them with a turkey leg already in his hand. “And you guys are missing some of the best grub. I guess most of the riders are distracted by all the strength challenges over in the corner.”

      Eist arched her brow. “Oh, and you don’t feel the need to prove that you’re superior to all of them?”

      Ain scoffed outright. “All of them are breaking out into a sweat and getting covered in dirt while I’m eating choice feast-fare. I don’t think I need to prove who’s the superior thinker here.”

      “Fair enough,” Dille said, letting go of Eist to walk past him. “I’m going to get some quail eggs before they run out. They always run out.”

      “Wait, I want some too!” Ain cried and rushed after her.

      The two of them wandered off, leaving Eist standing there with Athar. Unlike everyone else, he didn’t press her for conversation. Didn’t push to see how she was. He just let her do whatever she wanted and stood on the peripherals to make sure she didn’t need help or hurt herself.

      In fact, she didn’t think that they’d shared a solid sentence since that time he had brought her food. Sometimes she got the feeling that looking at her made him sad, or angry. But then other times, his eyes would meet hers and there was just so much swirling there that she’d always have to look away.

      That wasn’t right. He deserved better.

      “I missed you,” she said finally, her voice sounding gravelly even to her. It turned out that after a month of hardly speaking, all of her screaming and explaining and everything else had certainly done a number on her throat.

      Athar stiffened, as if he hadn’t expected that, and he turned slightly so she could see his mouth when he talked. “I missed you.”

      Wow. There was so much in his tone that Eist was almost immediately overwhelmed. How could someone who spoke so little put so much into every word?

      His voice was warbling when he spoke again. “I would v-very much like to hug you,” he said, as blunt as anything. “C-can I hug you?”

      Eist nodded, unable to speak. She felt like she was uncertain of so much lately, but she was absolutely sure that a hug from Athar could never hurt.

      It was like something snapped between them. In the blink of an eye, he closed the distance to her, pulling her into the gentlest hug she had ever experienced.

      It didn’t make sense that someone so hulking could be so feather light, but that was what it felt like as his arms surrounded her. He was warm, and solid, but he didn’t crush her to his form or even pull her. He just wrapped around her like a thick, woolen blanket, but with a beating heart.

      Eist reached up with her good arm, letting it rest on the curve of his shoulder, his massive frame far too large for her to be able to encircle with one limb. “I’m here now,” she said with a relieved sigh.

      Because she was. Although her mind still told her that it could end at any minute, although her nights were full of nightmares and visions of evil in the corners of her dorm, she was finally back home with her friends.

      It took her several moments to notice the strange, hiccupping jolts going through Athar’s body. It was only after she felt a few wet droplets down the side of her neck that she realized he was crying silently, his whole form shaking.

      “I th-thought we had lost you, Eist. I th-thought that he had killed you and I would never see you again.”

      “But he didn’t,” she soothed, her heart swelling in a way it hadn’t in weeks. “I’m here.”

      “I know, I know. And ev-verytime I see you, I can believe you’re here. But th-then I see your arm. And I see th-those m-marks. I see ev-veryth-th-thing, and I just want to hurt him. I… I want to kill him, Eist.”

      He stood, pulling away just slightly so she could look up at his face. He looked truly horrified by his own reaction. Eist’s mind replayed the way he had sounded during their trap, the way he’d gone into a frenzy when he had first seen her, battered and hardened and chained. The recollection made a shiver go through her. She didn’t think that she had ever heard anyone so pained.

      “It’s alright. I do too, Athar. I know he’s Yacrist, I know he’s our friend, but we have to stop him. Any way we can.”

      He nodded and ever-so-carefully pulled her to him again, rocking gently. She was tiny, compared to him, her head just coming to the underside of his barrel chest, and yet it felt right. “Every morning, I wake up certain that I’ve dreamed this all up and you’re still gone.”

      She could commiserate. “And every morning I wake up sure that I’ll be gone too.”

      He let out a light rumble at that. “We are a mess then.”

      “Yes, it would seem so. But…” She paused, licking her lips. “If we’re both having nightmares, we might as well have them together.”

      That seemed to surprise him. “Exc-cuse me?”

      “Dille has already pulled a cot from the dorms into Elspeth’s room. There’s plenty of room for one for you too.”

      “Are you sure you would be alright with th-that? I know you get overwhelmed easily. If you need your privacy—”

      Eist shook her head and pulled him down for the tiniest of kisses on his forehead. It wasn’t romantic, it wasn’t demanding or begging of anything. It was just love, between friends, or potential lovers, or whatever they were.  “I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t mean it.”

      “Alright then.” He perked up at that. It was right about then that Eist realized they were drawing quite a few interested looks, and she untangled herself from him.

      “So, I heard something about delicious food?” she said, feeling her cheeks flush slightly pink.

      Athar tilted his head back and laughed at that. “Yes. Let’s go try to put all of that good weight back onto you.”

      “Good weight, huh? Are you sure your concern about that is entirely altruistic?”

      He gave her a flushed sort of look, but she didn’t miss the way he bit his lip. “You've been spending too much time with Ain.”

      “What, are you jealous?” she shot back, heading in the same direction that Dille and Ain had.

      “Definitely too much time around Ain,” he groused, following her.

      “Green is not your color!”

      For the first time since Yacrist had snatched her, Eist felt like herself. Or at least a bit like herself. There was so much ache and fear tied up in her chest, but it was beginning to ease.

      Maybe…maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have a bit of a celebration before they delved into the end of the world. What was wrong with food and drink and friends? She had spent so long fighting to get back to them, she might as well enjoy it before they all possibly died.

      But maybe…maybe she shouldn’t think about that last part so much.
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      Eist felt like she had just settled into slumber when the world dropped out from under her and she was falling through everything again. Bile rose in her throat, a thousand and one panicked voices telling her that she had been captured, that she was going back to that cell, but then she landed just outside of her house again—exactly where she had talked with her parents.

      “Mother!” she called, looking around with hope bubbling in her chest. But there was no one there. She was completely alone again—

      Fior popped into being right beside her, startling a loud yelp out of her and scaring her nearly to death. He let out a sleepy sort of warble, and Eist threw her arms around him in a hug.

      “Thank the Three that you’re here,” she breathed, only belatedly realizing that she had full function in her arm. The splint wasn’t even there. Well, that certainly wasn’t right.

      “Father?” she called out, standing again and looking around.

      But her parents didn’t seem to be anywhere around. She took a few steps, wondering if she was missing something, but then Fior’s teeth clamped down on the back of her nightdress.

      “What is it?” she asked, turning so he would let go of her clothing.

      The not-so-little guy turned about, scuttling down the hill and toward the very small wood that was to the west of her home. Really, it was more like a very enthusiastic grove, but that didn’t matter at the moment.

      No, what did matter was the fact that there was a woman sitting there on a stump, playing a lyre and humming absently to herself.

      She was shining the brightest and most vibrant gold that Eist had ever seen, shimmering and glinting like the sun itself. A sword and shield laid at her feet, as if she had just finished a battle and had finally given herself rest.

      Eist didn’t need her to declare herself. She knew exactly who she was looking at.

      The All-Mother.

      She dropped to her knees, completely in shock, but Fior showed no such respect. He walked in a tight circle around the deity, nothing like how he interacted with Arwyllen. It was almost as if…she wasn’t a god to him. Like he didn’t know her at all.

      That was curious, but she had other things on her mind, so she tucked it away to consider later.

      “Rise, my child.”

      Eist got to her feet, wondering if this was only a dream and it had just been so long since she’d had one that she had forgotten what they were like. “Why are you—”

      “We do not have much time.”

      “You know, people like you always say that in these circumstances, but I don’t think time correlates one to one in…wherever we are.”

      “You talk too much and listen too little. There is not much time because time is ephemeral, slipping through our fingers with every moment.”

      “Our fingers? I’m pretty sure I’m not holding anything.”

      Eist didn’t know why she was being so saucy with the goddess of war, motherhood, and the harvest. The protector of children and all that was small. The goddess of the blade and the shield, of noble battle and death. Maybe it was Fior’s attitude leaking into her.

      Or maybe she was just tired of all these powerful, otherworldly entities invading her life. Was there a kernel of truth to the words the Blight wanted her to believe?

      She figured she might as well come right out as ask it.

      “Is what Yacrist said true?” she asked, looking the goddess straight in the eyes. But as their gazes locked, a strange sort of shiver went through Eist.  Something a lot like familiarity, but with a sense of innate wrongness to it. Like she was looking into some sort of mirror, but her reflection wasn’t what it was supposed to be.

      Maybe that was what looking at a god was supposed to be like. She didn’t know. In all of her journeys, in all of the strange things she had seen, she had never expected the mother of all to visit her in person. Or the woman to faintly remind her of her own mother.

      The shininess was definitely expected, though.

      “Yes, his words are mostly true.”

      “Mostly true?”

      “There are things that even one such as the great darkness doesn’t know. Part of the picture it cannot see. Although it likes to posture as if it is outside of time, or as if it knows all, it experiences the passing of days the same as any of your kind. It is just very, very old.”

      “Oh, uh. I suppose that’s good to know then. Not omniscient. But he’s right about you coming from another dimension and upsetting the balance here?”

      “He is right about the Truth of the Three. They fled from a world he devoured, one that they were tied to the life of. And when they came here, they thought they might find friendship with the spirits that lived in earth and stream, in sky and tree. But when they planted their seeds of faith, and their teachings, they found they couldn’t grow. Something was lacking, the energy, the worship that they needed to thrive.

      “And that was when they realized that they could not benefit from the worship and gift of love because, in your world, souls returned to the wellspring of life to be made anew, an endless cycle of birth and death and birth again. With such a complete circle, the Three would starve and whither, nothing to sustain them.”

      “Why do you keep saying ‘they’?” Eist asked. “You’re the All-Mother. You’re not just one of them, you’re the figurehead.”

      “So they created the veil, and a paradise outside of time that their worshippers would pass into in their death. It is a beautiful place, full of joy and no pain.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “It wasn’t. For them. Their power flourished, fueled by hundreds of thousands of souls. And as they gained more powers, they bequeathed it to heroes, hoping they would be the ones to turn the tide against their longtime enemy.”

      “But they didn’t?”

      “No. Because yet another realization came too late. When they stole the souls from your world’s cycle, they stole the magic. They stole energy itself. Life. The green from the grass, the vibrancy of the wa—”

      “Yeah, I get it. Very bad.” Eist definitely had no idea how she got off interrupting a goddess. “So you three are the ones who made our world weak enough for the Blight to come back, and now it’s practically unstoppable. You drained all the magic?”

      “Yes, the actions of the Three caused many unintended consequences.”

      “Why do you keep talking like you’re not one of the Three?! You’re the All-Mother, aren’t you?” She was suddenly wary of a trap. Something just wasn’t adding up and it was setting her teeth on edge. For once, she would just like to sleep naturally without ancient creatures and deities pouring into her mind.

      “I am the All-Mother,” the woman said, standing slowly. Fior let out a surprised sound, sniffing at her like he wasn’t sure what to think. “I am the Grandfather. I am the Storm. I am all that once might have been, and all that might be. I am all, but I am also none.”

      “...that doesn't actually mean anything.”

      She smiled at that, beatifically sweet. “To you, it might not. But all in time.” She chuckled ever-so-lightly at that. “Yes. Time. All of it.”

      “I… I don’t understand.”

      The woman reached out, her glowing hand landing on Eist’s shoulder. “You will. Just remember Yacrist’s words. The answers lie therein.”

      “I don’t understand why you can’t just tell me them if you already know!”

      “Because that is not the way of things. There are details we can change, and details that must always remain the same. The Three have bound themselves so much in this world that the Blight cannot destroy the world as long as they hide beyond their veil. It may own all of the darkness, but it cannot penetrate the light. Not like you can. You are the light, in more ways than you know, and you must never forget that.”

      Eist wanted to ask her more. Wanted to yell at her and ask her to just peel back the levels of cryptic nonsense for just one moment. But instead, the woman let out a sigh and looked up to the sky.

      “I think we’ve done it all.”

      “Who have done it all? And what do you mean by all?”

      But she was crumbling into golden dust, swirling up into the sky and dispersing in a rush of light. Eist shielded her eyes with her arm, and when she could see again…

      …she realized she was laying in Elspeth’s bed, completely covered in sweat.

      “You alr-right?”

      Eist heaved a long breath and looked over to see Athar sitting up, so big that even from his low cot, his head was above hers. Lifting herself into a seated position as well, she extended her hand. Without a word, Athar reached for the pitcher and tankards kept on a small table and poured her a cup. Eist gulped it down, then handed it right back to Athar.

      “Nightmare?” she asked, watching his large form move back to the table from the moonlight streaming through the window.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Actually…” Eist said, running through the whole thing again. “I think it was a message.”
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      “Wait, Eist, are you sure this is a good idea?” Dille said, trying to catch her shoulder.

      But Eist just batted the witch’s hand away with her good arm. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “I don’t mean to question you,” Ain added from behind her. “Except I actually do. The council is happy to have you back, and they’re looking forward to all the magicky things you two can do, but they’re pretty peeved at how we all rushed ahead of them. They’re not going to like it if you—”

      “We need to t-trust Eist,” Athar said simply.

      “Oh, come on, the opinion of the lovesick shouldn’t count,” Ain argued.

      “If that’s the case, then neither should the opinions of those not brave enough to admit how terrified they are.”

      “What? Ouch! Do you all see this? You’ve ruined my best friend, Eist. My righthand man!”

      “You’re left-handed,” Dille pointed out.

      “That is beside the point.”

      Eist loved their banter. It almost let her forget about exactly what she had figured out. Almost.

      It had been two whole days since her dream, and they had all been searching for any hidden signs from the witches and brindles that she and Dille had stolen through time. It wasn’t until she was in bed, utterly exhausted and wary of more nightmares, that she finally figured out at least a little bit of what the All-Mother had told her.

      It helped that she knew where the council members were, gathered in that same room they had their little inquisition in, trying to plot their next move while also searching for much of the banished knowledge from the great witch purge.

      So, naturally, Eist kicked open the door and strode right into the middle of their little planning session. Hands went to weapons instantly, but they all relaxed once they saw who it was.

      “It’s the child again,” Dryss groused, still not the biggest fan of Eist even after all the time that had passed since that first interrogation.

      “Eist,” Elspeth said, as calm as ever but with an edge of irritation to her even tone. “I thought you were resting.”

      “I’m done with resting,” Eist said, pulling Persinnia’s tome from her messenger’s sack and tossing it on the table all of them were gathered around. “I have answers.”

      “What is this?” their leader said, picking up the book.

      “It’s one of the tomes that helped corrupt Yacrist.” Elspeth dropped it instantly, but Eist picked it back up. “I had a thought last night, so I broke into Yacrist’s room and read through the whole thing.” Her mind still prickled from it, little slivers of slimy darkness wanting to worm into her thoughts. “And I found exactly what I thought I would.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that Yacrist isn’t done.”

      “We know that, but since we managed to stop him from blowing up the entire mountainside, it will take him time to regroup and find a way to—”

      “No. It won’t. He’s still planning to summon the Three to this plane and devour them. As long as they exist behind their veil, he can wreak as much havoc as he wants, but none of it is going to do anything.”

      “And how could you know that?”

      “Because it’s all right here.” She opened the book and pointed to a spell written in such ancient runes it was almost unreadable. But to her, their true meaning shimmered in gold. “This was originally an attempt to bring the old spirits back from their slumber, but then the spellcaster realized they weren’t sleeping at all. They had just dispersed themselves to keep our world together, giving up their life essence to fuel the world a bit longer. This is the same spell that gave my mother the idea for the Blight’s prison.”

      “How do you know that?” Fjorin asked. There wasn’t malice in his tone, or disbelief, just genuine curiosity. But then again, Fjorin was always genuine.

      “I don’t know, actually. I just…know.”

      “Uh…right.”

      “Anyway, in order to do this, he’s going to need a sacred place, an important place. Some place that’s still connected to magic.”

      “But I thought you said magic is all but gone from this world.”

      “That’s because it is,” Eist countered. “Except for a few key locations. And we’re familiar with the most powerful of them.”

      “You’re kidding,” Dille said with a sigh. “Not that collapsed temple.”

      Eist nodded. “I’m pretty sure it’s the collapsed temple. It was where he was born in his current form. Yacrist won’t be able to resist the poetic drama of it all.”

      “She’s right,” Ain groused. “If there’s one thing that cad loved, it was a good show. He wouldn’t give up the perfect symmetry for anything.”

      Dille groaned. “You know, it’s like I can’t escape that place. I swear, it wants me dead.”

      “What are all of you talking about?” Elspeth cut in sharply. Oh, right. Eist had forgotten they weren’t all there for a moment.

      “What we mean is—”

      Suddenly, the alarm bell sounded outside—one, two, three strong rings—and then everything burst into chaos.

      “What is happening?” Dille said as the council members all rushed out, their dragons screeching and hissing above as they rushed to reunite with their riders.

      “Three bell tolls,” Ain said, grabbing her arm and pulling her along. “That means enemy at the gates.”

      “I know what that means,” Dille said. “I had the same classes that you lot did. I just want to know what could possibly be attacking the academy! We’re the most enforced building in the city.”

      “And so was the palace before this, but that didn’t stop it from being torn down.”

      “Alright, I see your point.”

      They raced into the armory with the rest of the riders, grabbing spears that looked like they might work. Everything was flurry and shouting and rushing, with the sound of dragons landing and taking off.

      Fior was waiting for Eist right outside of the armory, crouched low under the belly of Dille’s red dragons. Gaius and Ethella joined less than a beat later, and soon they were all taking to the sky.

      Elspeth and her queen dragon were already at the lead, hovering over the front wall and its grand doors that usually welcomed students in. Eist and her friends joined them, expecting a battle much like Margaid.

      Except it was nothing like Margaid at all. If only because there were no abominations, no masses of war. No corruption or hordes of decrepit beasts.

      No, there was just Yacrist and Alynbach, hovering there like there was nothing wrong with that.

      “Yacrist of Auber,” Elspeth said, her tone powerful but steady. “Have you come to surrender?”

      “Not at all!” he said with a cheery grin. Looking at him made Eist’s blood run cold, and she didn’t miss how Athar urged Ethella a little ahead of her protectively. As for Fior, he was snarling in a manner most unlike him, but Eist couldn’t help but agree with his sentiment. “In fact, I’m come to offer a bit of an armistice.”

      “Armistice?” Elspeth repeated dubiously. “I have come to understand that you are not the young man I once knew you to be. You have killed an innumerable count of my people. Your very goal is to destroy everything that we are. You kidnapped one of my students and held her hostage for weeks, breaking her bones and keeping her practically buried alive. Tell me, what kind of armistice could a creature such as you desire?”

      “Funny you should mention her,” Yacrist said, grinning cheekily. Like he was throwing on a show and it was his time to shine. “I do so terribly miss my love. She’s here, right?”

      His eyes scanned the assembled crowd, and Eist was horrified when he found her. She didn’t want to flinch away, or hide, because that would prove to him that he still had power over her. Which he didn’t! Or…at least not much power over anything but her nightmares.

      “There you are.” He beamed like the sun, and she had never felt sicker. “You look well. Have you finally stopped exercising to the point of sickness? I did so hate to see you waste away.”

      There were so many things that Eist wanted to spit at him. Curses and epithets and vile, dark things full of anger and bile. But her tongue felt heavy in her mouth, and she was covered in a cold sweat.

      Thankfully, a line of dragon riders moved in front of her, shielding her from his blithe gaze.

      “Oh, come now. What? Are you trying to hide her from me?” Eist didn’t need to be front and center to see that same strange, intangible power expanding around him like a kraken. Ropes of invisible power slowly stretched up and outward, coiling like they were ready for attack. “You all could never hide Eist from me. I saw her before any of you ever did. Before you all knew that you could use her for your own benefit.”

      “Surely a great and terrible being such as yourself has more to be concerned about other than one of my students of eighteen winters. You’ve brought entire cities to their knees and destroyed our palace,” Elspeth spat at him.

      “Actually, you’d be a bit surprised then,” he said. “Because I’m here to offer you complete and total peace. I will never attack you directly again, never send beasts to your shores or walls. I will have my followers pull out of your political affairs, and I will even expose that lovely subterfuge that scapegoated all those dear witches and sorcerers all those centuries ago.”

      “That is a heady offer. And what would you ask in return?”

      “Just one thing. One small, little thing, and you could save all of your people.”

      All the sweat that had appeared on Eist’s skin turned cool, and her whole body shivered. She could feel that something terrible was going to come out of his mouth. Something that would make her whole body recoil with terror and hate.

      “And what could that possibly be?”

      “I want my beloved back,” Yacrist said, like it was the most practical thing in the world. “I want my Eist.”

      There it was, the words out in the open and stark for all to hear. Eist could feel hundreds of eyes on her, and she knew she was doomed.

      It was a trick. Of course it was a trick! Yacrist would no more give them peace than he would voluntarily give up all the power running through him. He was lying, as he was wont to do.

      But how could Elspeth risk that? He was offering her a way to save everyone. All of her people. And all she would have to do was give up Eist.

      The obvious choice was right there, and she couldn’t blame their leader.

      But Eist would fight it. She would fight it with everything she could. And her friends would fight too. It would be a bloody battle amongst themselves and Yacrist would be right there, waiting to finish them all off.

      Elspeth’s voice was iron when she finally responded. “You think that I would trade one of my own as a sacrifice to your bloodlust?”

      “Why not?” Yacrist asked with a shrug. “As you said, she’s just a girl of eighteen winters. Her life for all of yours, everyone who is alive right now.”

      Eist couldn’t believe it when the woman let out the tiniest of sounds and her white dragon bellowed, letting out the biggest plume of violet fire that Eist had ever seen.

      It was like someone had snapped a taut string. Suddenly, all of the dragons were surging forward, cries and fire and lighting filling the air. It was a cacophony of violence, and all Eist could do was sit there for a moment in awe of it all.

      Yacrist had offered peace. A total peace. Even if it was a lie, surely it was at least worth risking a single human life for that.

      But no.

      Elspeth had said no.

      She’d been offered everything that so many heroes before her had dreamed of, and she’d said no, just to save Eist.

      An indescribable feeling surged through the young woman. It was somewhere between joy, shock, love, and disbelief all bound together in a complex knot of emotions. It didn’t make sense for the leader to do what she had done, and yet that was what had happened.

      Power that Eist hadn’t felt in weeks flowed through her and she let out a battle-cry, surging into the attack on Yacrist. But before anyone could reach him, he let out a complete wall of power, bursting out from his core in a wave that knocked hundreds of dragons and their riders back.

      Fior was no different, tumbling through the air tail over kettle, only coming to a stop when one of those barely visible tendrils of power wrapped around him. Eist pressed her palm to it, going off complete instinct, and just thought about burning, piercing light.

      Gold blazed from her fingertips, and the intangible thing suddenly burst into color and being. It was like the battle of Margaid again, except now everyone could see the limb around Fior.

      Bringing her sword down on the tentacle again and again, Eist didn’t stop until it fell away. She knew that another would soon replace it, but she would bring that into the light too, over and over again until there was nothing left.

      Fior pulled free and shot upwards, out of the range of the strange, grasping power. The rest of the dragons were beginning to recover and rally again, but before anyone could make any sort of formation, the entire earth shook violently.

      The wall of the academy groaned and shuddered, making noises that it definitely was never supposed to make. Looking down in horror, Eist watched as it crumbled and cracked, shaking harder and harder until finally, it all stopped.

      The silence lasted for only a few breaths, and then familiar, wicked sounds reached Eist even from all the way where she was. Everything in her body seemed to stop as the first wave of dark, sickly abominations poured from the earth itself.

      It seemed that if they weren’t going to take the peace that Yacrist had offered, he was bent on bringing them total war.
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      “We’ve held off these beasts at Margaid, we can do it again! Vortex formation!”

      Elspeth’s battle cry rang out over the chaotic sounds of the fray, carrying in a way it had no right to. Eist tucked her knees in and dove down, feeling the magic that had been locked inside of her during her captivity crackling to life.

      “Eist, wait!” she heard Dille cry, but she wasn’t going for Yacrist. No, despite all her heat and bravado and rage, she wasn’t ready to face him head on. Not when he looked so confident and refreshed.

      But the abominations? Those she could deal with just fine.

      She swooped low, aiming for one of the cracks the creatures were crawling up from. She could feel a strange sort of resonance, as if Yacrist had dug into the very earth and called on what little magic there was there.

      Actually… Now that she thought about it, that was probably exactly what he did. All of that time spent in the mines of the old kingdom probably gave him insight on how to better connect to the veins that she had seen spanning the ground at Margaid.

      “Fior,” she breathed, and that was all she had to say. He seemed to instinctively know what she wanted, breathing in deeply and letting out a mighty bellow. Although she couldn’t hear it, she saw the dragons in her peripheral quickly veer away. She didn’t pay them much mind, however, and instead focused on the fissure below.

      Fior’s roar hit true, air rushing past her face as the sound of it bounced through her body. The walls of the crevasse shook violently, crumbling in on itself and knocking thousands of monsters back into the depths. But it was just one of four, and the entire landscape began to shift.

      Grass rippling and path buckling, the entire scene was in upheaval. The sky broke open, split by all the blue dragons summoning rain and lightning. Green dragons swooped down, blowing their gas over the hordes of dark creatures swarming the walls.

      Red dragons, with their huge mouths and massive fire, set upon Yacrist, surrounding him in a blaze as thick as a storm. All of the metallic dragons surrounded the edges of battle, crowding abominations inward with their acidic spray.

      It was as magnificent as it was terrifying. It was a growling cavalcade of flapping wings and ear-piercing roars. Or at least Eist assumed they were ear-piercing, considering that the volume of it all was making even her ears ring.

      Fior swerved up from the collapsing ravine, twisting over himself several times before diving deep into another one.

      Eist drew her sword, cutting away limbs and claws and tails that tried to lash out at them. She trusted Fior to take her to the weak spot that had to be there, tucked between the stones and the monsters and all the evil. All she could see were the abominations and the drab lifelessness of the earth, all energy drained from it. If only the Three hadn’t been so blinded by their own desire for power, maybe they would have more of a chance of fighting the Blight. Then again, if they hadn’t done so much damage, would the Blight ever have come to Eist’s world at all?

      That thought struck her strangely and she tucked it away for later. She had a battle to worry about and two more growing canyons to collapse.

      The ground was essentially like an ocean, churning in waves and breaks. If there were any ground troops, they would have undoubtedly been either swallowed up or thrown to their feet by the movement of it all, which was curious considering Yacrist’s creatures were earth-bound.

      Fior spiraled toward the penultimate crevasse, his wings tucked in tight. But before they could reach it, there was a blast of energy. It slammed into them like a sticky wall of nausea.

      They went rolling through the air, pushed to the edge of battle. Eist’s stomach churned and her head spun, objecting violently to the upheaval of it all. When they finally righted, she saw that all of the dragons except for the white one and Elspeth had been pushed out in a wide ring, framing the edges of the battle while all the creatures continued to fight their way to the wall.

      It would have been piteous if Eist didn’t feel dread spreading through her. Yacrist may have been overdramatic and gifted with an intense superiority complex, but he wasn’t stupid. Not in the slightest. If anything, he’d always used his amiable nature to make people underestimate him.

      “Fior, we need to—”

      She didn’t get to finish her sentence. Another blast of power rushed out of Yacrist and covered the entire battle. But instead of being just a wall, or a wave, or anything like that, it was like being absorbed by a violent, slimy bubble.

      For a moment, Eist couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. There was just an inexplicable pressure as Yacrist rose from the ground, completely surrounded by incredible power. When it was finally over, even Fior lurched forward from the sudden release, and the entire dragon fleet seemed to stutter for a moment as they figured out what happened.

      That moment of uncertainty lingered for a solid beat, then a rumble began to grow. Several dragons tensed to rush forward in another blitz, but that stalled when a truly hideous series of shrieks issued from the monsters below.

      The abominations all began to shudder and seize, terrible noises rending from their multiple mouths. Crooked teeth gnashing, even Eist had to clap her hands over her ears at the cacophony. What was happening!?

      She got her answer as the abominations all either doubled over or fell to the ground, their crooked spines bucking and warping until bony wings burst out of their skin. It was horrifying to watch on several levels, and her heart utterly stopped when the first one shakily took to the air.

      Yacrist was evening the playing field, the devil.

      And they were all heading for the white dragon.

      “Protect Elspeth!” Eist called, rushing forward as soon as she realized what was happening. She was no fool. With the black dragon already gone, the white dragon was the only leader of all the dragons they had left. Able to communicate to all of her subjects at once, she was a powerful and very old creature. She could draw on all of their power and release it as a weapon. And, most importantly, dragons were stronger the closer they were to her. Losing her would be a blow they would be unlikely to survive.

      This time, there were no objections for her to stop. They all raced forward, Fior leading the charge as the fastest of all the dragons, with the metallic ones right behind him. There was a moment filled with only the flapping of wings as the decrepit beasts all flew upward and the dragons rushed to intercept them.

      Then the two forces hit, and it truly was a battle. Claws bit into flesh. Teeth gnashed, wings clashed against each other, tangling and sending foes spiraling downward. Lightning flashed overhead while the wind picked up, but in such close quarters, there were few secondary powers that wouldn’t be just as harmful as they were helpful, so it was jaws and talons and plumes of fire.

      Eist wished she had full armor. The traditional gift to each graduate was a set of scale-male made from the castoffs their dragons had shed since hatching. She could feel the heat of all the attacks around her like the sun on her back, but she ignored it. If she got burned, she got burned. She would deal with it later.

      She pressed her knees into Fior’s sides, and he shot forward even farther in a series of impressive surges. They reached Elspeth before even the metallic dragons, just as Yacrist began to surge forward.

      But there was something strange about his movement, something different than that sticky, slimy hovering he had been doing before. It was only as he grew closer that she realized he was perched on the back of Alynbach.

      Except Alynbach wasn’t quite Alynbach anymore. Instead of a brilliant purple, his scales were pitched in black, his claws were longer, and the maws on both his heads had grown, lined with rows of jagged teeth.

      “That’s… That’s…” Eist had never heard Elspeth stutter before, but that was exactly what she did as she stared in horror. “It can’t be him! He’s dead!”

      “Who’s dead?” Eist squinted at the rapidly-approaching dragon, trying to understand what had Elspeth so thoroughly terrified, when it suddenly hit her.

      The dark wings, the treacherous roar ripping from his throat, the jagged claws and teeth.  Somehow, Yacrist was channeling the fallen black dragon through his own mount.

      “That’s not possible,” she breathed, staring in shock.

      “And yet that’s exactly what’s happening, isn’t it?” Elspeth said. “Yacrist is calling…is calling…” She shook her head and when her eyes opened again, Eist saw only strength and determination.

      “Eist, you and Fior come here to our front. On my word, have your charge let out the mightiest blast he can.”

      “What are you—”

      “Eist!”

      Of course. There were mere seconds. No time to ask questions. Eist leaned forward and Fior surged to the spot, arriving right at the massive white dragon’s chest and turning to face the oncoming Alynbach.

      Within only a breath or two, he would be upon them, scales growing darker by the moment and form expanding in heaps and waves. Yacrist had wicked murder in his eyes, grinning from ear to ear like the violence and chaos was the biggest treat he could ask for.

      For a moment, Eist felt pure, undiluted terror, sandwiched between the rapidly-growing Alynbach and the already massive white dragon. Even Veralda, as large as she was, or Dille’s newer (older?) red dragon, would have been dwarfed next to the beautiful queen. So naturally, Fior and Eist seemed incredibly tiny in comparison.

      “We can do this, my girl. That’s not our loves. It’s not.”

      Eist’s heart hurt at those words, but she didn’t have much time to ache. The pressure changed all around her, then there was a deep, soulful rumble as the white dragon drew in a deep breath, then let it go.

      Eist had been expecting fire, burning and consuming and bright. But what she had not been expecting was a blinding, violet flame to shoot out of the dragon’s mouth in a thick pillar of power, magic radiating from it and glowing gold in her vision.

      Oh...wow.

      “Now, Eist!”

      She almost missed the cue, so caught up in the beauty of the violent column. Her knees squeezed Fior’s sides, and he too drew in a large breath of air, then roared right down the center of the queen’s violet-blast.

      Eist wasn’t sure what she had anticipated, but it wasn’t anything like what happened. The moment Fior’s invisible force hit the white dragon’s purple fire, it combined into a vortex of swirling colors. It burned gold in Eist’s vision so harshly she had to shield her eyes, peeking out from under her hand at the tumult happening right in front of her.

      Yacrist had no time to block, no time to slow. One minute, he was bearing down on them, power swirling and threatening and huge, and the next, he was flying backward, all the darkness fading from Alynbach’s body.

      It wasn’t until the dragon’s form almost hit the ground, Yacrist struggling to free himself from the saddle, that Eist noticed the lifeless tilt to both of Alynbach’s heads and how their tongues lolled lazily between their increasingly normal teeth. It was then that the truth struck her.

      They’d killed Alynbach.

      All of her breath froze in her chest, creating an icy, painful cavern of torment within her. She’s seen the dopey, two-headed guy grow from a hatchling, so delicate that Yacrist had to monitor each of their heads and necks with care.

      And now she had helped kill him.

      There were no words for what she was feeling, her heart squeezing so painfully that she thought she might just turn inside-out right then and there. The two figures crashed through the ground, none of the flying abominations paying their leader any mind. But while the maelstrom continued to surge around her, Eist only had eyes for the fallen.

      Some part of her hoped that maybe they were lucky, that somehow they had taken care of both Yacrist and his mount. But she knew, deep inside, that it would take so much more to end him.

      Possibly more than she had.

      Than any of them had.

      If only they had found the brindles! All that work, seemingly for nothing. She still hoped, in the very back of her mind, that they were just hiding somewhere that made sense, but that hope wasn’t going to do anything now.

      “Eist, to me!” Elspeth cried, holding her sword downward as she dove. Eist followed after her, Fior quickly catching up with the giant, alabaster queen. All the monsters certainly took notice of their movement and tucked in their own wings, diving after them.

      “Elspeth!” Eist called, pointing up. The dragon riders were chasing after the abominations, but the tangled beasts were lighter and faster. In such close quarters, it wouldn’t take long to completely swarm both the white dragon and Fior. “Fling us up!”

      Thankfully, the warrior understood Eist’s vague shout and said something to her dragon that Eist couldn’t catch. But the young woman knew she needed to warn Fior before they were flung anywhere.

      “Brace yourself,” she said, and just in time too, because the white queen bent her head down and caught Fior’s tail, yanking him up so hard and fast that Eist almost slipped from his back.

      Fior let out a loud squawk but seemed to recover just as the queen released them, sending them hurtling right up toward the coming abominations in a tight spiral. The brindled dragon somehow managed to sense when he was upright, and Eist felt him drag in a large draft of air.

      She waited until they were level with a good crowd of the beasts, most of which ignored them in favor of the white dragon. Too bad they weren’t going to be around long enough to realize what a terrible decision that was.

      “Now!” Eist cried into Fior’s shimmering scales, her face pressed into his back while she held on with all of her might.

      He let loose his roar, not his greatest one but certainly nothing to scoff at. It hit the beasts with a force that she could see, ripping through the closest and blasting away those further out. Fior kept going until the entire horde was pushed far enough out for the rest of the dragon riders to catch up, then seeming to sense that his work was done, he tucked in his wings and fell backward.

      It was a freefall, and for a moment, Eist allowed herself to feel elated. She had always dreamed of flying on her mount, air rushing past her, but she had worried she and Fior would never get there. His growth was still so new to her, they’d really only flown together in battle. Maybe, if they lived, they’d go on a long trip together for fun. Just the two of them, relearning each other and enjoying peace.

      But then Fior pulled up short as a blast of magic went straight for them, jerking her back to the present. She held tight as they spiraled, her eyes going back to the ground.

      Yacrist was standing there, staring up at her with pure malevolence from the crater that he had landed in. Alynbach’s body was pushed to the side, lifeless and cold, with all of the darkness gone from his shattered form. It was a heart-wrenching scene in so many ways.

      “What have you done?” Yacrist cried, collapsing to his knees behind his long friend. Fior paused, no doubt concerned about another attack, but their enemy turned his attention from them. It was an awful sight, seeing Yacrist’s hands hovering over his scaled friend, as if he wasn’t sure where to set them down. “Eist, how could you kill him and still think you’re on the side of good. This is murder!”

      “You have murdered countless and you dare to posture at righteousness?” Elspeth cried, barreling downward. At the last moment, the white dragon pulled up, and Eist could feel as the white queen called upon the energy of all of her subjects.

      It was a heady ability, and one rarely used. But as the eldest, wisest, and strongest dragon, she could summon the power from every one of her charges. It was always a gamble, as it left every beast who aided her in a weakened state, and she could only hold onto it for a few moments lest her own body burst from it all, so it was only used as a last resort.

      Fior barely spiraled away as the air split in two and a truly magnificent blast of violet power shot out of the white dragon’s mouth. It was wider than most dragons’ wingspans and so bright and heated that Eist actually had to shield her eyes.

      Fior let out a whine that was barely audible above the crackling, churning, popping miasma of light, and Eist held tighter to him. “Fall back,” she shouted over the roar, hoping he could hear her.

      Of course he did, halting his strain against the sheer force of power and letting them fall away. But what neither of them counted on was the white dragon’s blast growing bigger and stronger, sending them tumbling head over tail in an uncontrolled spin.

      Eist saw the flash of green below her, her stomach spinning violently. “Fior! Ground! Pull up! Pull up!”

      He tried, he really did. She could feel him straining, fluttering his wings hard to diminish their speed as they hurtled toward the earth. But she could feel that they were closing too fast and braced for impact.

      “Fior!” she cried, bringing her hands up to cover her face.

      The movement was instinctual, without thought or plan, but she still felt magic surge out from her in a wide bubble. But instead of exploding, or making itself into a weapon, a thin layer of golden light enveloped the two of them in a brilliant orb.

      A shield?

      Before she could fully comprehend what was going on, they slammed right into the earth, and orb or not, it hurt.

      The world spun violently, jerking her this way and that. She could feel muscles screeching in protest, and her skull felt like someone had rattled it with a real sense of vengeance. Things hit her, too hard and too fast for her to even get a glimpse of what they were, each one driving the air out of her with force.

      By the time she slid to a stop, she was completely covered in dirt and it felt like the skin of her back was scraped raw. Her eyes fluttered open, and she was greeted by a deceptively blue sky interrupted by small storm clouds that told of blue dragons using their secondary ability. She couldn’t hear anything, and the edges of her vision were wavering, leaving her feeling like she wasn’t quite real.

      A high-pitched whine sounded from beside her, and she barely managed to sit up. There was a whole lot of violent head-spinning after that, but she managed not to throw up and find the source of the noise.

      It was Fior, laying on his side and breathing heavily. That jolted her, and Eist stumbled to her feet.

      “Hey… Hey, boy, are you okay?”

      He let out another whine, lifting his head lightly and giving her a weary look with his crystalline eyes. So, alright but definitely banged up and hurting.

      “I’m here,” she said, stumbling over to him. “I’m here, I promise.”

      She took a couple more steps, still feeling the heat and power of the white dragon’s blast behind her, when suddenly it all stopped. Somehow, she knew that wasn’t a good thing, and she slowly turned with dread in her belly.

      Yacrist was standing in a smoking crater, his clothes singed and what looked like blood on his face, but he was too far away to be sure. While he looked worse for wear, panting and heaving, he apparently was still strong enough to extend his hands, dozens of those dark, slimy tentacles materializing in front of him to envelop the white dragon and her rider.

      Both of them were fighting valiantly, trying to cut each wild limb away, but the limbs appeared faster than they could attack. And the dragon rider horde above was still fighting off the many abominations remaining, weak and weary from giving their own internal power to their queen. It seemed only a few had energy enough to try to race to their leader as the vicious beasts attacked them.

      No.

      She wouldn’t let him take her.

      “Fior, can you get up? One more time, okay? One more big push.”

      Her dragon gave a little nod and got to his feet, shaking dirt and grass from his wings. She saw a couple of long scratches in them, but nothing too deep or wide.

      “We’re going to end this, right now,” she said, running up and swinging herself up onto his back despite the protest of her battered body. “Fly!”

      She didn’t need to verbalize the command. Fior knew her so well that she merely needed to lean forward. But there was a sort of finality to her exclamation, and they surged forward just like they had so many times before.

      Eist extended her hand, calling power to it as best she could. She imagined it long and burning hot like the sun, shaped something like a hook. They cut across the grass, so close to the ground that Fior’s wings almost brushed against it, closing the distance on Yacrist faster than what seemed possible.

      “Hey, Yacrist!” she called at the last second. His head snapped in her direction just in time for her hook to catch around his middle. Eist had hoped to yank him off his feet so she could to throw him with the same vehement force as everything churning inside her, but he resisted much more than she expected, ripping her from Fior’s back.

      But it wasn’t as if he was completely impervious to her pull. He stumbled, causing her to slam into him. For the second time in as many moments, Eist found herself tumbling head over heels, only saved from the ground by Yacrist’s thick form.

      When they came to a stop, she wasted no breaths. Perched atop his legs, she slammed her hands into his chest and called upon everything she had.

      She reached deep, deep down inside. Past her uncertainty, past her fear, past that sense of self-preservation that had always prevented her from going too far. She reached deeper inside of herself than she ever thought possible, and she felt her soul connect to the world around it like it hadn’t since that time she saw all those veins in Margaid.

      It was easy enough to wrap the tendrils of herself around everything she was connected to, tapping into what little power there was flowing through the ground. It surged up through her, white hot and shining gold.

      “Let. My. Friend. Go!” she cried, pouring all of that power out of her hands and into him.

      She wasn’t sure entirely what she was doing, almost going entirely by feeling, rage, and hurt rather than by all she had learned about the magical world. But she felt that same connection to the earth force its way into Yacrist, shoving through and burning the darkness within him.

      For a moment, it seemed to work. The man let out an ungodly shriek as his spine bowed upward. Eist held on, pouring as much of herself as she could into him. He seized and shook, his frame thrashing from side to side, trying to buck her off.

      The noise out of his mouth made her sick to her stomach, but she ignored it. She could feel the dark inkiness inside him pulling away from her light, hissing and sizzling at her intrusion. Its retreat filled her with a rare sort of hope, and she pressed further as smoke started to pour from his body.

      She felt like she had a real hold on him, a real, actual hold on everything that made him Yacrist. Opening her eyes, she saw the darkness in him boiling away from her hands. So much of him was still stained dark, but a solid chunk of his chest was brightly shining with her light.

      “GET. OFF!”

      His voice was more of a demonic shriek than human speech, but Eist found herself flying backward to slam into the ground yet again. Her head spun, and her vision barely cleared in time to see a particularly massive abomination swoop down and pick up Yacrist’s battered body.

      “No,” she groaned, trying to get to her feet as she watched the two fly off. Above, the twisted, disgusting creatures began to fall, disintegrating as they drifted to the earth, their power fading as their master left.

      He was getting away. She had to stop him. She had to. She was so close to getting her old friend back; she couldn’t stop now!

      Where was her dragon!?

      “Fior!”

      She saw his coppery, golden head peek up from a crowd of abominations still clinging to life. As soon as their gazes met, he barreled through them, sweeping up alongside Eist.

      “Give chase!” she cried, jumping onto his back yet again.

      Her body was screaming at her to stop, to take a break. It had been slammed, it had been scraped, it had been pushed fairly far when she was still recovering from her long, long imprisonment. But she couldn’t stop now.

      She couldn’t.

      Fior took to the sky, speeding after Yacrist despite his considerable lead. Eist bent low to him, letting the wind whip past her as she tried to catch a few moments of rest.

      “Eist!”

      She glanced behind her to see Ain and Gauis, leading her friends in a V formation as they broke away from the fight.

      “We’re right behind you!”

      She nodded and tucked herself into Fior, whispering for him to fly fast and true.

      He did, never wavering for a moment. They cut across the ground like a flash of lightning, following as the abomination ducked through trees and dipped into valleys, trying to lose their trail.

      But Eist wasn’t going to lose him, not now. She’d caught a glimpse of her friend when she’d been pouring magic through him, and now that he was in sight, she wasn’t going to stop until she found him again.
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      They flew for what felt like days, but most likely was only an hour or two. By the time Fior was panting, his wings slowing to a more reasonable rate, Eist began to recognize their surroundings.

      She almost didn’t want to believe it at first, telling herself that there was no way she could pick out the formation of the trees and the familiar flattening of hills, but then a very particular staircase into the earth appeared just at the edge of her vision and she knew exactly where they were.

      The temple.

      Again.

      In a weird sense of repeating history, she guided Fior to the ground. She could feel that slippery, slimy power thumping beneath her feet, and it was only after she stood there for a moment that she realized something crucial.

      He’d brought her here on purpose.

      Had the whole thing been a trick to get her to follow him? Showing up at the academy, demanding that they surrender her to him? It all seemed very convoluted. Or maybe it was because his plans all had backups and his backups had plans, all building on each other and interlocking depending on who did what, but always having Yacrist come out on top.

      Maybe that was why the Blight was so relentless. While they always assumed their victory in war, they never assumed winning every battle. In fact, it seemed that it anticipated things not going its way.

      That was a stunning thought in and of itself, and she thought about all the ways that they had foiled the Blight, and yet it still had gotten a body, still connected itself to their corporeal plane, to her world itself. Had all of their wins so far been…given? Just anticipated steps in a very, very long fight spanning millennia and different realms?

      That thought made her uncomfortable, and it didn’t ease as her friends came into sight in the distance, all of them looking exhausted and nervous. She had no doubt that they knew exactly where they were and exactly what all of it meant.

      It didn’t take them long to land beside her, the three humans and four dragons looking more than a little worn.

      “Did anyone follow you?” Eist asked, wondering if they would have any backup.

      Athar shook his head. “You t-took off too quickly. There were s-s-still a good number of monsters that hadn’t turned to ash when we f-followed you.”

      “I know that we’ve hopped through time, you’ve been imprisoned, and I’ve swallowed a few potions that I probably shouldn’t have, but I’m fairly certain that you promised not to do that rushing ahead thing.”

      Eist grimaced. “Sorry, I just—”

      “Ugh, I’m tired of this conversation,” Ain said. “Just let the magically-destined mystical girl do her sacrificing hero thing. What I want to know is, are we really where I think we are?”

      “It’s the same place where we lost Yacrist,” Eist said with a nod. Or a sigh. Or some sort of negative sound that made her heart feel heavy.

      “It’s-s where he was b-born, in a s-sense,” Athar said, considering the place. “It s-seems very like him-m to b-bring it full c-circle.”

      “The only question is if he’s using this place because of its connection to all of the magic in our world, or just because he loves the drama of having some sort of grand victory at the same place he was created.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to find out,” Ain said, pulling his bow from his back and restringing it. The muscles in his arms rippled impressively, and it was only by the intense set of his jaw that she realized just how scared the white-haired man was. “So, what’s the plan then? Sneak in? Go in with weapons ready?”

      “Is there any chance he doesn’t know that we’re here?”

      Eist gave a hapless sort of shrug. She had been so determined to catch up with him, so caught up in the feeling of seeing the darkness scramble away from her hands against Yacrist’s chest, that the revelation of where they were headed had really taken the wind out of her sails.

      “I lost sight of him a bit back. I was just following my vision. As far as I know, we’ve got about a half and half shot of him being surprised that all of us are here.”

      “Alright then, so sneaking it is,” Dille said. “Worse comes to worse, you reveal yourself and play it like you’re the only one around and we surprise him.”

      “Is it possible to surprise a creature that has the literal ability to possess people?” Ain wondered aloud, pulling an arrow from his quiver.

      “Like you said,” Eist answered blithely. “I guess we’ll find out. Keep your heads low. I’m guessing the same weak spots are back, so we should position our dragons there if we need them.”

      “You don’t want Gaius and Fior in there with us?”

      “Something about our bright, shining dragons just doesn’t seem to coincide with the whole stealth idea, does it?”

      “Fair enough.”

      There was another pause as everyone drew their weapons. Eist left her halberd behind, favoring her shortsword since it was better for fighting in small spaces. Similarly, even Athar chose something other than his usual, massive sword while Dille had a dagger in one hand and a vial in the other.

      “What’s that?” Ain asked, of course having his bow. Normally, Eist would argue that a bow wasn’t appropriate for indoor combat, but normally people weren’t as good with a bow as Ain was. It was uncanny, really.

      “You’ll find out later,” Dille said, the corner of her mouth going up.

      “Alright, I’ll hold you to that.”

      Wait a minute… Were they flirting? Now? Right in the hand of what was probably a trap.

      “What?” Dille asked, having caught Eist’s incredulous look.

      “Uh, nothing. Just distractions. Let’s end this once and for all, shall we?”

      “You know, I feel like we’ve said that before, and we didn’t end it then either.”

      “Thank you for your input, Ain. It has been heard and promptly discarded.”

      “Ah, and now I’m reminded of exactly why I used to mock you mercilessly.”

      Eist snickered at that, and the little dose of relief was enough for her to take a deep breath and bolster herself for what was to come.

      “You know,” Dille murmured as they edged closer, nerves on edge. “I wonder if I should just move in here considering how often I spend time here.”

      “Considering what has happened in all of your times here, would you really want to stick around?”

      “That’s a very good point. No, I would not. I really, really hope that I’m done with all the portal hopping I’ve done.”

      “What, you’re telling me you don’t like the confusion of living three different lives in three completely different eras?”

      “Guys,” Eist hissed, placing her foot on the very first step. She almost expected for a spell to hit her, or the very stone itself to snap around her feet like ancient teeth. But instead, she could hear the faintest notes of a drum beat from below.

      “Concentrate,” Athar added from the rear.

      “Trying,” Ain snapped as Eist descended another step. “But it’s kind of hard with that pounding going on. I can hardly think.”

      “It’s that loud?” Eist asked, risking making herself vulnerable by looking back at her friends. There was a series of nods, and she tucked that in the back of her mind for later. It seemed that maybe her hearing was getting worse.

      That was unfortunate.

      Another step, and then another, and with each passing stair, she was able to feel the beat reverberate through the thick soles of her boots. Right, it had to be loud if she could feel it all the way up to her blonde hairline.

      In a scene oh-so-reminiscent of several others, they crept down the steps and came upon a familiar sight.

      Or maybe it wasn’t familiar at all.

      Certain details were still there. The circular staircase. The mercenaries and followers posted in strategic spots. The torches burning bright, their distinctive scent filling the room and smoke drifting to the ceiling.

      However, the layout of the room had completely changed.

      The circle that the Blight had burst from to take Yacrist was just an empty hole that went down, down, down so deep that Eist could only see black. Floating above it, as if held by invisible hands, was a wide, thin circle of stone, which Yacrist was kneeling in the middle of, chanting words and making motions that had Eist’s skin crawling.

      The drummers were all along the edge of the balcony. If she got a good run up, Eist could probably use the edge of the banisters to launch up onto that floating circle. She could be on Yacrist before he even knew—

      A loud crash sounded from above, and the entire building shook. Eist barely had time to duck back around the corner of the stone steps before she heard the familiar screech of the white dragon.

      “I guess they got away from the battle,” she whispered to her friends.

      “So much for our cover,” Dille remarked. “He definitely knows we’re here now.”

      “No, we can use this to our advantage. Look.”

      She pointed carefully, making sure that her hand never left the shadows, and the others watched as part of the room caved in, just like it had before. But this time, instead of their own dragons pouring in, it was Fjorin, and Ale’a, and Dryss, and several more.

      Yacrist acted without surprise, leaving Eist to believe that he had indeed expected to be followed. Well, that was alright, because if he thought everyone was playing into his hand, it would make it that much easier to sneak up on him.

      The young man stood from where he had been kneeling, flashing that crooked grin she had liked for so long. It cut like a knife through her heart, and she was more determined than ever to get the Blight out of him. She could separate them. She just knew it, especially after what she had seen in the field just a bit before.

      That same invisible force with a shimmering outline shot forward, filling the entire upper part of the temple. Eist could only faintly see the edge of it, glowing golden when her vision hit it just right.

      The dragons, however, also seemed to have a sense of it, because they dodged, rolled, and crawled across the ceiling while their riders shot their bows or readied their weapons. Eist wasn’t sure what they were doing until Elspeth landed right at the hole, and her great dragon dipped her head in.

      Yacrist’s smirk fell ever-so-slightly, blood still streaked across his forehead and clothes still singed from the blast he had taken just a few hours early. He was as battered as she had ever seen him since the Blight had taken him over.

      “Um, is she about to do what I think she’s going to do?” Ain whispered quickly. Eist nodded, and he let out several rapid-fire curses. “Come on, we need to get out of here before we get caught up in—”

      He didn’t finish. A blinding blast of violet issued from the white dragon’s mouth and filled the entire room.

      Eist was vaguely aware of screaming, and the white-hot heat of such a brilliant flame, but she hardly paid attention to it. Instead, her body moved on its own, her arms coming up and magic flaring to life in front of her.

      It was just like when she had used the bubble to cushion her and Fior’s terrible crash into the earth, yet not. The feeling was different. Instead of the magic cushioning her impact, it tried to repel the incredible force and magic of the queen of all the dragons.

      The vibration of all of it made Eist’s teeth chatter, and she swore she smelled burning hair as she kept her arms in front of her. She felt like she was being batted back and forth by some giant hand, but she knew that she wasn’t really moving at all.

      Thankfully, just when she was sure she was going to burst out of her own skin, it dropped off, and she would have fallen forward if it weren’t for Athar catching her.

      “Thank you,” she whispered breathlessly, blinking rapidly to clear the spots from her eyes. When she could see again, she looked to that floating circle.

      Yacrist still stood there, arms raised above his head not too differently from how Eist had just been. But instead of shimmering gold, there was a curved barrier of deep, deep black that glinted brightly against the onslaught of violet flame.

      Even from where she was, Eist could see the grit to his teeth and the sweat dripping down his brow. He was using quite a bit of power to hold off such a blast, the strange tentacles too busy holding off the rest of the riders to provide much help.

      It was their chance.

      “We need to ambush him. Break his concentration so his shield cracks.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Ain asked. “And what’s gonna happen to us if we’re right there when that fire breaks through?”

      “We’ll just have to get out of the way in time.”

      “And if we don’t?” Ain’s gaze was sharp on her. Not angry, not upset, just clarifying like he wanted to make sure that she was absolutely certain about what she was implying.

      “Then Yacrist won’t get out in time either.”

      “So, a four-way sacrifice just to take down the Blight?” Dille asked, flipping her dagger in her hand a few times. “I knew this place was gonna kill me.”

      “That’s only as a last resort. I think… I think that I can save him.”

      Dille raised one thick eyebrow, looking Eist over carefully. “Is that the practical part of you speaking, or the one that doesn’t ever know how to give up?”

      “Both,” she answered quickly. Although their conversation was only a few seconds long, she knew they were going to miss their window of opportunity if they continued. “Ain, you stand here and loose an arrow once we’ve broken our cover. Athar, how’s your arm doing?”

      “Uh, fine. Why?”

      “Because you’re going to throw Dille.”

      “He’s what?”

      “I’m going to tackle Yacrist. You guys handle the rest.”

      “Wait, that’s not nearly enough of an explanation as to why—”

      But Eist was done talking. She could feel it in her bones that they were running out of time. She crept forward, past the ashes of what she assumed had been the followers who were all standing unshielded on the balcony. Yacrist’s back was to her, shaking as he raised his shield a bit further. He was winning. She couldn’t imagine the amount of power he was using to keep the incredible surge at bay.

      She had moments, maybe, before he forced all of that flame back up at the riders trying to rain down arrows or acid or other secondary powers down onto him. Taking a breath, she broke into a sprint, jumping at the last moment and using the banister to launch herself up onto the moving platform.

      Her aim was true, and her body collided with Yacrist’s. He’d been completely unsuspecting of her attack, it seemed, because his shield broke as they both went tumbling to the side.

      Violet flames slammed into the stone right where they had just been, and Eist felt herself fly over the edge. Reaching out, she only barely managed to grab onto the ledge, the heat of the stone burning her fingers.

      Yacrist hit the banister across from her, his eyes wide with shock. Eist didn’t even have time to appreciate that expression as the purple flame burst through the spinning disc, sending her toppling into the abyss.

      A short, sharp cry punched out of her throat, her stomach seeming to stay in place while the rest of her body fell. For a moment, she could envision herself going down, down, until she fell out of the world itself.

      But before she went that far at all, she came to a stop with a sudden jerk. Looking up, she saw Dille upside-down and gripping her, the witch’s dark hand in contrast to the pale underside of Eist’s wrist.

      “You caught me,” Eist breathed.

      “I did. It’s weird to be on this side of a fall.”

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. Athar! Pull us up!”

      Eist looked up to see that the giant of a man was standing, braced, at the edge of the balcony, long rope in his massive hands. It was only at that moment that Eist realized Dille had the same rope wrapped around her waist and chest. But they were quite a distance from Athar, so how did she…

      “He really did throw you, didn’t he?”

      “Of course. That was the plan, wasn’t it?”

      “You were supposed to go after Yacrist.”

      “Yeah, but the riders seemed to have that under control.”

      Eist risked a glance to the spot where he had landed against the stone banister to see that he wasn’t there. Instead, he was surrounded by dragons, all breathing fire into a vortex of flames. Surely, he had to be weakened. He’d been through so much! The Blight was supposed to be subject to at least some of the rules of their plane of existence.

      “Just a little m-more,” Athar said steadily, flashing her a relieved grin.

      Eist was stupid enough to let herself relax for a moment.

      And that was the moment everything went wrong.

      There was an explosion above their head, heat and rock and acid raining all around them. Eist ducked instinctively, then her and Dille were both falling, only jerking to a stop after she had time to scream again.

      Eyes wild, she looked above to see that Yacrist had landed behind Athar and had part of the rope wrapped lightly around the man’s throat. But instead of trying to free himself, the giant was trying to pull Dille and Eist back to safety.

      “Stop!” Eist cried. “Athar! Let go!”

      His face was turning dark red, his eyes bulging, but he didn’t even hesitate.

      He drew them up higher, and higher, all while Yacrist laughed.

      “Athar!” Eist screamed again. “Let go!”

      But of course he didn’t. Eist was sure that the the only way to save him was to give up her grip on Dille, but before she could make that decision, four arrows cut through the air, all of them hitting Yacrist in his powerful arms.

      Eist was pretty sure the only reason they were able to penetrate his skin was because he was so weak and distracted, but the bolts did cause him to stumble back. He let go of the rope around Athar’s neck, who drew in a wracking breath. Eist shared a glance with Dille, who gave her a knowing nod.

      Eist didn’t need to clarify further, quickly clambering up her friend’s body and the rope while Athar still pulled them to safety.

      The dragon riders were descending, trying to close ranks on Yacrist, but he just responded with a blast of dark power that drove them back, making the hair on Eist’s arms rise.

      It was just what she needed to get up onto the ledge, however, and she joined Athar in pulling Dille up. Once the witch’s feet were above the banister, Eist let go of the rope and hauled up her friend until she was sitting on top of the barrier.

      “That went well,” Dille said before yanking her into a hug.

      They stayed that way for a second. Only a second. But it was enough.

      Just enough.

      It felt like lightning slammed into her hip, scorching her and tearing at her at the same time. It was a hauntingly familiar sort of feeling, and she pulled just far enough away from Dille to look down at her body.

      Oh.

      There was an arrow buried in her hip, so close to being just a grazing wound, but it had caught the meat where it transitioned into her backside. Pain bloomed inside of her, all-encompassing and mean, its teeth biting into her like it wanted to take off her entire limb. In a way, it was worse than her shoulder, as she hadn’t had to stand on her arm.

      “…Eist?”

      She felt the soft breath of Dille’s words rather than heard them and looked hazily up to her friend’s face. The normally vibrant woman was ashen, her full lips parted as she panted.

      “Yeah?” Eist asked, swaying slightly as she felt blood begin to slide down her leg.

      That little movement weakened her grip just enough, apparently, because her friend tilted backward, almost toppling right back over the pit. Eist grabbed Dille, her hip screaming in protest and her leg buckling.

      But she had enough wherewithal to throw them back, and Athar’s strong arms wrapped around her as the three of them went toppling backward. Eist laid there a moment, her head rushing, wondering why Dille wasn’t getting off her.

      “Dille!”

      Ain’s cracked cry sounded from somewhere beside them, and suddenly he was pulling her off. Eist’s eyes tried to track their movement, and it wasn’t until he had both of his arms around the witch that she even understood what happened.

      “No, no, no. You’re gonna be fine, okay? You’re gonna be fine.”

      Eist blinked once. Twice. But the image in front of her didn’t change. Ain sank to his knees, holding her friend who had three arrows sticking out of her back.

      No!

      “Oh, come now, she’s still breathing. Maybe you shouldn’t have sent so many arrows at me in the first place. It was awfully rude.”

      Eist blearily looked to Yacrist, who was floating in front of them, looking completely back to normal.

      He… He had been faking being hurt? But why?

      “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll just finish things up here.”

      He reached out, and Eist couldn’t describe the sound that erupted from her throat. It was somewhere between a scream and a declaration of war, anger and fear and vengeance all pouring out at once.

      Ripping the arrow out of her hip, she lurched to her feet. Although she was so, so empty, she put all of the residual magic that she could feel into the arrow and whipped it right at her friend and enemy.

      It cut through the air like lightning, so bright that the humans had to shield their eyes. It flew true and almost too fast to see, before erupting in a magnificent explosion.

      Eist threw her arms up, trying to call up that shielding trick yet again, but nothing happened. She was tapped out. Cut off. Empty.

      That was alright. She could vanish if it meant the Blight was gone too.

      But just before the bright, searing light could reach her, it was pulled back in the blink of an eye. And at the center of it, Yacrist was still floating, holding the arrow in one of his hands.

      He caught it!?

      “Oh, Eist,” he said with a happy sigh. “I knew I could count on you.”

      He gently pressed the arrow to his chest, and Eist was aware of many things happening all at once, shifting around and above her with a very particular sense of dread.

      He floated down toward her, his hand coming to cup her chin. It was a scene posed so similar to paintings she had seen of holy messengers greeting a human maiden, but it couldn’t be more different. Her skin crawled where he touched her, and although she could feel Athar moving to pull her away, he never quite reached her. Ain was still holding Dille in his lap, rocking her gently.

      “Summoning spells are so tricky, you know,” Yacrist breathed, smiling gently at her with sparkling eyes. “And summoning invasive gods is certainly no different.” Bit by bit, that spinning dais rose from the bottomless pit below them, piece by glowing piece. Eist could feel the power vibrating from them. Pulling. Demanding.

      “I needed something to represent each of them. True representations. And that was the hardest part. Where was I going to find the pure love of the All-Mother? The comfort of the Grandfather? The fury of the Storm? I’ll admit, I thought it hopeless for the longest time. But then…then I was united with my vessel, and I realized exactly where I could find what I needed.”

      He closed in on her, looking serene and pleased, and all happy—Yacrist-like things despite the terrible meaning behind his words.

      “It was in you. Always in you. Do you see?”

      Eist closed her eyes against his words, but they poured in so bitterly. Playing back the last few moments in her weary mind, she pieced together what he meant.

      When he had been nearly killing Athar, the giant had refused to save himself and instead continued to pull Eist and Dille to safety. If that wasn’t the All-Mother, the protector, warrior and guardian of children, Eist didn’t know what was.

      And Ain, letting his walls drop as he assured Dille she was fine, that the arrows weren’t too deep. Refusing to let his tears fall, refusing to give into the despair. That was the Grandfather, the gentle guardian of the wounded and the fallen, clear as day.

      And finally, the Storm.

      That had been her, rising from her wounds and ripping the arrow from her own body and using her blood to commute her power.

      It really had all been her.

      “No, hold on, my darling. I want you to see all of this.”

      He still held onto her as the dais finished building itself. Eist found herself being pulled onto it with him, forced to look up at the ceiling that had once again completely crumbled to reveal the too-blue sky above.

      “This is it!” Yacrist cried, nearly beside himself with joy and laughter. Eist could barely feel anything, her entire body cold and sluggish.

      She could faintly hear Athar calling for her, sounding like he was struggling against something, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the sky.

      She had seen many terrifying, unexplainable things since she had become a dragon rider, but none of that prepared her for what was happening above her head. Eist watched, mouth open, as the sky seemed to crack in two like the ground itself. Thunder crackled, with lightning arching horizontally across the sky instead of straight down. Clouds rolled along the horizon, only to be swept up and drawn into the growing, dark crevasse.

      But in the darkness, in that inky, decrepit blackness, something red and shining came roiling out. Eist hardly had the words for the churning, swirling mass that revealed itself. It seemed to be every color at once, but still burning a violent crimson. There was power there, incredible, ancient power. Stars and cosmos swirled in the miasma, and there was still so much more. Eist felt like she could see people, hundreds of them, thousands of them, flashing across the slick surface like a shadow before disappearing entirely.

      “My gods…” Eist breathed, feeling the overwhelming magic swirling above her. It was like the sun, burning her and filling her with life all at the same time. “Is that…”

      “Their own version of the veil, yes,” Yacrist breathed, raising his arms in either triumph or supplication. “You can feel it, can’t you? All that power they hoarded? Robbed from the world, taken up by their greedy maws until now. Your entire realm is teetering on collapse. Your beautiful dragons, which I know you love so much, diminish in number and power. Your old spirits are gone to dust, giving you just a bit more time.”

      He looked back to her, grin so wide that it could crack his face in two, eyes shining. “I’m going to give your world back to you, Eist. All of this, for you.”

      So many emotions flowed through her, all building up on top of each other in a violent tumult. He was telling the truth. And in a way she knew that, she had known it ever since her dream with the All-Mother, but what she hadn’t expected was to see the manifestation of his truth appearing right in the same sky that she had been born under. The same sky that she had been living under all her life.

      But if that was true… Was everything else also true then? Was he really some sort of savior come to purge her realm of invaders? Were all the tales of him devouring entire worlds false?

      ...no. He had killed so many. She had foiled one of his plans to kill half of Baeldred. It was clear that there were lies and there was truth to both sides, and Eist had to quickly decide which were which, for her entire people.

      But that thought quickly fell from her mind as the sky cracked open further and a rumble sounded from below them. Eist looked down, not even realizing that they had elevated above the temple entirely and were floating higher and higher in the sky. The dragon riders below were trying to rise to meet them, but some sort of barrier stopped them from leaving the temple.

      The rumbling increased three-fold, and suddenly a pillar of darkness shot up all around them. For a moment, it was just like when Yacrist had been pulled back by the tentacle, and Eist let out a startled cry.

      She was surrounded, nothing but the swirling miasma of dark all around her as they finally stopped rising. She looked to Yacrist, unsure of what she was hoping to see, but it certainly wasn’t dark, insidious veins seething below his skin, his eyes a complete onyx.

      “This is it, Eist. Behold, the usurpers!”

      He made a dramatic gesture, and then the dark pillar broke right through paradise.

      Eist must have screamed. In fact, she was sure she did. But her mind didn’t register the sound over the thunderous and malevolent boom that seemed to ripple through the entire world. Her heart in her throat, Eist watched as the glowing, vibrant orb shattered and the entire sky became a blinding flash of light.

      She couldn’t close her eyes, couldn’t look away. The entire heat of the cosmos was burned into her vision, brilliant and massive and too beautiful and terrible all at the same time. It was overwhelming, colors and scenes washing over her that she couldn’t even comprehend.

      But then she felt it.

      One moment, she was standing there, terrified and enraptured and caught up in all of it, and the next, she was absolutely drowning in magic.

      It struck her, heavy and thick, like that mead she had drunk with Ale’a and her friends but so much more. It coated every bit of her, steeper and more vibrant than anything that she had ever experienced in the past.

      “Yes! You feel it, don’t you?! Your world is righting itself! I have brought deliverance!”

      He tipped his head back and laughed, and laughed, and laughed, but Eist could barely pay him any mind. She was caught up in everything around her. The light. The magic. The sinking feeling as she watched the veil fall to pieces above her.

      But then, just as suddenly as it happened, the light ended, and the world was plunged into darkness.
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      Eist stood frozen for a moment, wondering if she had suddenly gone blind, but then the darkness all blinked away, and it was as if the world had just disappeared for a moment in order to right itself. Eyes watering, she looked to the sky to see that it was its normal, pleasant blue. As if paradise itself hadn’t suddenly broken through and been obliterated by a pillar of evil.

      “What… What is this?”

      A strange voice took her gaze away from the heavens, and she looked to the still-floating dais to see three humans trying to get up from where they laid across the ground. Two women, and one young man who looked no older than an academy acolyte.

      “This,” Yacrist breathed, and Eist could feel as his power flooded the air all around them, foreboding and evil and threatening, “is retribution.”

      He began to grow, his skin stretching as it transitioned from human to the purple-black of the blight. Eist watched in horror as he slowly took on the form of some sort of eldritch horror, massive with a snapping maw.

      It was a grotesque show of warping and buckling, which Eist watched in a strange sort of shock as his limbs came to encircle the trio, who were still struggling to stand and looking around themselves like they had never seen the world before.

      And maybe they hadn’t, at least not in the form they were now, because Eist realized exactly who the three were just as the creature—no, Yacrist—wrapped his arms around them.

      Your day has come, little runaways. His voice was terrible and grating without making a sound at all. It echoed in Eist’s head like a whirlwind, making her skin crawl and sweat break out along her bruised brow. It is time to join all the rest of your kin.

      His mouth opened wide, teeth growing from his inky gums, thick saliva trailing between the impossibly large spikes. He drew the moment out significantly, and Eist knew that if she didn’t do something quickly, the Blight was going to devour the Three right in front of her.

      She couldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t let him win. Not after everything they had gone through.

      Because even if he wasn’t lying about them being usurpers, even if they had accidentally caused her realm to spin toward destruction and chaos, even if they had stolen magic and life and energy that didn’t belong to them, Eist knew that letting the Blight take them as he wished would be make everything so much worse.

      She had to stop him.

      She had to.

      But what else could she do? She was exhausted and beaten, her hip was still bleeding, and she could feel her limbs growing cold. She was tapped out of magic and emotionally raw.

      “Yacrist!” she cried, for the lack of any other plans or tricks. No clever back doors or loopholes. “Yacrist, you don’t have to do this!”

      But he paid her no mind, and she realized that she only had mere moments before her entire world ended.

      The eldest of the three humans managed to get to her feet, and she half-turned to see Eist. Her eyes went wide, and it seemed they recognized each other instantly.

      “W’allenhaus,” the woman breathed.

      “All-Mother,” Eist answered back, her chest squeezing. She was talking to a goddess. A goddess made flesh!

      “Save us!”

      “How!?”

      The woman didn’t answer. Yacrist’s massive, clawed hand wrapped around her and his tongue licking a long, saliva-covered stripe over her head. Eist stared in unchecked horror, her body screaming at her to do something but her mind coming up short.

      For a moment, she was so sure she was about to watch the destruction of her kind, but then a shadow crossed over her and a familiar bellow burst through the air.

      Fior!

      Eist let out a happy, shocked, delirious cry as her boy positioned himself above her, roaring right into Yacrist’s open mouth. The Blight clearly hadn’t been expecting that, and his dozen or so yellow eyes flashed to the brindle.

      Stop that!

      It was clear that Fior was causing him pain, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. It wasn’t enough to slow him down even. It was just enough to tick him off. If only they had—

      There was another blinding flash of light and this time, the Blight did wince, dropping the three humans to the ground. Eist barely covered her eyes in time, and when she dared to look again, she saw a portal open above their heads, swirling with blue and green.

      Why are you doing this, little Eist? This is your deliverance! Don’t you tire of this endless battle?

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Eist shouted with wide eyes. “But that’s not me.”

      Wha—

      He never finished his sentence. A dozen dark, glittering shapes burst out of the portal and encircled the dais. It wasn’t until the silhouettes completely surrounded them that two final ones burst from the portal, each with a human on their shining backs.

      “Looks like we got here right on time!” a semi-familiar voice cried. “Let ‘em have it and get me the hell home!”

      By the time Eist recognized it as the dragon keeper her grandfather had sent her to on her little trip through time, the brindled dragons around them all opened their mouths and let out truly magnificent roars. For the first time since Fior had first saved her in the woods, she could actually hear the beautiful timbre of it as it bounced around her head, driving her to her knees with its sheer power.

      But the pain only lasted a few moments until her hearing adjusted to a dull roar. The humanized Three and Yacrist were not so lucky, however, with the dragons’ cries seeming to rip through his dark, inky flesh.

      Bit by bit, the dark was ripped away while Yacrist screamed and thrashed. The monster slowly broke apart, until only her once-friend remained.

      “Eist!” he groaned, his words barely able to get to her over the tumult happening all around them. “Eist, stop this, please!”

      He fell to his knees, screaming and shaking as more darkness bled from him. Even his shadow dissolved, try as it might to roll up and protect him. Bit by bit, Eist could see more of him revealed in her vision, glowing gold instead of the dark, slimy cast that she had come to recognize as his possession.

      “Eist, stop it! It hurts, oh gods, they’re killing me, Eist!” He looked at her pleadingly, tears tracking down his cheeks, and it took all of Eist’s willpower not to run to him. “What happened? Why are they doing this!? Eist! Eist! Tell me what’s happening!”

      It was a trick. She knew that much, she did, and yet his words were like a brand into her soul. What if this was her Yacrist talking to her, one who didn’t know what had happened? One that had been asleep ever since he was ripped from her grip.

      No.

      No, it didn’t work like that. He had been awake this whole time, just perverted by the twisted magic of the Blight. If he hadn’t been Yacrist, then the Blight would have just killed her and been done with it. No, he was a vessel, intertwined intrinsically with whatever the Blight was doing.

      So it was a trick.

      She had to let him—

      “You insolent little quim!” he snarled, lips pulled back from his teeth. As he screamed, a black cloud billowed out from his open mouth, startling Eist a step backward. “You think this will stop me? Your gods are nothing! Nothing compared to my power!”

      Ah.

      Very much a trick.

      Eist pressed a shaking hand to her mouth, feeling dizzier by the moment. The magic drenching the air all around her was intoxicating, and the roaring surrounding her made her feel as if her whole body might vibrate into a thousand different pieces. It was all too much, assaulting her every sense and overwhelming her with everything that was happening all at once.

      But Yacrist screamed again, clutching his hands to his head. Eist stumbled forward without thinking, her heart aching as his body bucked and writhed, trying to right itself.

      “Eist, don’t!” someone called to her. The All-Mother perhaps? She didn’t know. She didn’t care. She fell to her knees before Yacrist, her hands resting on top of his.

      He looked up at her with bloodshot eyes, black leaking out of his mouth and nose. He gave her the slightest bit of a grin, his teeth stained with the inky gunk. “I knew you wouldn’t let me suffer.”

      Eist looked at him for a long breath, studying every part of his face. Putting a little more pressure on his hands, she brought his visage close to hers.

      “Get. Out. Of. My. Friend!” she cried before pulling the magic rushing through everything into her body and letting it out of her palms.

      His eyes went wide and then light was shining through him, blasting the darkness further out of his body. He shook, he wailed, he tried to fight out of her grip, but Eist held firm.

      She was going to get the Blight out of him. She had to.

      Eist was faintly aware of her body being buffeted violently by the roars of the brindles, but it hardly bothered her. It seemed strange that her lack of hearing could make her so impervious to what was nearly killing the Blight, but she didn’t question it. She could only concentrate on breaking every hold the Blight had on her friend.

      “Eist… Eist, you have to stop,” he panted, light continuing to pour out of his mouth and eyes. “We’re destined to be together. I’ve freed you from the usurpers.”

      “Let Yacrist go!”

      “I can’t! We were destined to be one. I needed him to free all of you. I had to be a part of this realm.”

      “You’re not a part of this realm. He is! And you will give him back to me!”

      “There is no him!” He wretched and more black liquid poured out of his mouth through the bright light she was pressing into him. “It’s just me! Us! We’re one in the same, Eist, and you’re killing me!”

      Eist knew that the Blight was bluffing, he had to be, so she leaned as close as she dared and bared her teeth at him. “Then die,” she hissed, wanting the Blight to know that she wasn’t going to let it go. She had it in her hands and was going to drive it out of her friend so she could figure out if she actually loved Yacrist as a friend or more. They would have time.

      Everything was building up all around them, threatening to consume the two of them whole. But Eist held on, truly believing that she could save her friend. That she could stop all of it.

      Just when she felt like they were reaching the point of no return, when Yacrist would finally be freed and everyone would get to move on and live their lives, a blast of power from Yacrist’s core sent her flying backward. She caught onto the edge of the floating dais and pulled herself up on her elbows just in time to see Yacrist stagger to his feet.

      There was something incredibly alien about him as he stood shakily, dark veins surging under his shifting skin and black liquid all down his front. He gave her one hateful look. “I told you, Eist. This is me now. You either accept me, or you die with the rest of them.”

      She didn’t reply, instead struggling to pull herself all the way back up. Her arms were screaming, her neck was aching, and her spine was almost giving out. But she had to keep going. Yacrist was so close… If she just—

      The brindles resumed their roar, she could feel it, and Yacrist looked from her to the brindles before taking a running leap off the edge.

      “No!” Eist reached for him, forgetting her precarious position for a moment. She slid back quickly, almost falling over the edge herself, only to get snapped up by Fior’s familiar foot.

      She watched, shocked, as Yacrist continued to fall, approaching the ground rapidly. He went down, below the roof of the temple, through the open hole in the ground, then out of sight into the darkness. It swallowed him up like he was no more than a speck of dust, but Eist wasn’t foolish enough to think he was gone.

      She… She’d had him right in her grasp, pouring all the magic that she could feel into him, and then she’d lost him. Just like she always did.  Everything had been handed to her, and yet she still managed to botch freeing her friend.

      There was a rumble from above her, and she looked up to see that the dais was falling quickly after Yacrist, the three gods-turned-humans struggling to grip the stone. Thankfully, the other brindles swooped in, catching them up in their claws not too differently than how Eist was being held.

      It should have been a moment of triumph, seeing the dragon babies that she had saved fully grown and saving humans, but all Eist could think of was how they had the Blight completely surrounded and trapped, yet he still managed to break free.

      Abruptly, it all caught up with her, and she felt her body start to give out. She was faintly aware that one of her legs was soaked with her own blood and her body was begging for some rest.

      So, with failure thick on her tongue, Eist let herself fall into the peace of unconsciousness.
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      Eist woke up in terrible pain, her tongue thick in her mouth and her stomach growling terribly. For a moment, she couldn’t recall even getting into bed and wondered why she felt so uncomfortable.

      But then her eyes fluttered open, and she was greeted by the now-familiar sight of Elspeth’s room.

      “W…wait…” she muttered to herself, trying to sit up, but a searing pain in her side stopped her. Things were rushing to her in flashes and bursts, and she couldn’t decipher them all at once.

      There had been a fight, hadn’t there? A long one that started at the academy and continued to that same stupid ancient temple where Yacrist had been taken from her.

      Yacrist!

      At that, she did sit up, growing nauseous from another insistent spike of pain. She’d almost had her friend back! She’d been so close! If only she—

      “You are awake.”

      The voice that said it was calm, understated, but with a streak of iron. Eist focused through the pain and saw a woman sitting by her side.

      For a moment, she had no idea who the person was, but then a breath passed, and she realized it was one of the humans that had appeared on the circular dais.

      The All-Mother.

      She looked nothing like how she had in Eist’s last dream. Her hair was long and dark, flowing down her back. She was muscled, but still very feminine in her form, with bright eyes that were far too keen. She wore a plain dress, simple spun cotton in an off-white, and her tanned skin was smattered with freckles.

      “You,” Eist breathed before a hand slid into her own.

      She jerked away on instinct, wincing at the sudden movement, and she heard soothing words beside her.

      “Hey, hey, it’s me, Dille. You’re okay, Eist. You’re okay.”

      She turned her head, and sure enough, her witchy friend was beside her, dark eyes full of concern.

      “You’re alive,” Eist breathed, tears welling up. “You’re alive.” Maybe it was all a dream. Some terrible nightmare that she had only barely managed to awaken from.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty crazy, right? Turns out having all this magic in the world has kind of made healing spells go a bit next level.”

      “You know healing spells that complicated?” Eist breathed hazily. Sure, while Dille had done some impressive stuff in the past, it was mostly stuff to patch people up and keep them fighting. Nothing that would erase arrows piercing through her back in multiple spots.

      It was in the middle of her musing that Eist realized they weren’t alone. Looking around the room at everyone gathered, she saw far more faces than she expected.

      The large space was actually quite crowded, with the All-Mother, Dille, and Athar by her bedside. Ain and Elspeth stood just a bit away from them with the two other once-deities sitting at the table Athar had once broken a chair by.

      Beyond them stood her grandfather, the two witches from the past, Ale’a, and Fjorin. If another person joined, Eist feared that the room might burst at the seams.

      “I do,” the youngest of the Three said, a small man with dark, dark skin and thick hair twisted into complicated braids. “And I tried to heal you as you slept, but you…resisted me.”

      “And you are?” Eist asked sharply.

      He drew himself up, breathing in deeply as if that would expand his chest, however he was a grand total of four heads maybe and it didn’t do much. “I am one of the Three, who until—”

      “He’s the Grandfather,” the last woman said with disinterest. She was slender, almost to the point of being frail, with bone-white skin and flaming red hair. Her eyes were a watery gray and seemed utterly unimpressed with her surroundings. “Or at least he once was. What are any of us now?”

      “We’re humans,” the All-Mother said, and the entire thing was completely uncanny. “Or at least something similar to them.” For some reason, her face flushed and if Eist didn’t know any better, she would have thought the woman was blushing. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry.”

      Eist sent a confused look to Dille, who shrugged while readying her a tankard of water. “For what?”

      “We… We didn’t know. When we made our paradise, we just were trying to recreate what we had in our home. If we had known—”

      Dille held up a hand. “You know, I realize that you probably want to abate your conscious or something, but I’ve lived half a life where I was connected to those spirits, and they said they did plenty to warn you.”

      “In hindsight, yes, they did give us many warnings that we did not heed. But you must understand, we never meant to harm your world. We wanted to take care of you, to have you flourish as our world once did, before that evil creature swept them all up in its maw.”

      “Is that so?” Eist asked. She was suspicious, she couldn’t help it. Her entire life she had been raised with the assumption that the Three were their one true religion. Their gracious gods meant to protect them. Learning that they had been part of what was killing her world was a hard pill to swallow. “Did you stop then, the moment that you found out you were making things worse?”

      To her credit, the goddess held Eist’s gaze as she answered. “We were prideful, and we thought we knew better. We tried to fight him on our own, and for a while, it seemed we succeeded, but before we knew it, he had managed to subvert us and then our connection to our subjects was tenuous at best.”

      “And how exactly did it do that?” Ain asked bitterly. Eist glanced to his face and was surprised by what she saw there. Instead of being his normal aloof self, his entire expression was one of anger and irritation. It was like looking at the old Ain when she had been able to rile him up, except there were dark circles under his eyes. She didn’t think that she had seen him so angry in years.

      The All-Mother didn’t answer right away, a pained look on her face. It was strange to see so much guilt on the face of someone she considered a high deity, but at least they seemed to understand where they went wrong.

      “It was when witches and magic was banned, wasn’t it?” Eist asked, putting the pieces together herself.

      The All-Mother nodded slowly. “Its machinations were…subtle. And when it finally made a move, we threw our everything into countering it. We didn’t even realize it was a distraction until it was too late, and it had already gotten your kind to turn against each other.”

      “Of course you didn’t. Because you assumed you knew better.” Eist was surprised at how heated Ain was getting. Sure, it was awful to learn that the gods that he had worshipped since he was a child had actually helped lead to the near destruction of everything, but normally he was much more…flippant about everything.

      She guessed that Dille being hurt had sobered him. Interesting.

      “You came to this realm and tricked us all. You don’t belong here. I say we go ahead and feed them to the Blight and let it devour them like it should have.”

      “You can’t,” the slender woman retorted with boredom. By process of elimination, Eist guessed that she was the Storm. Curious, she didn’t look anything like how Eist had imagined the god of nature and retribution. Then again, the Storm had always been the most abstract of the Three, the being responsible for a bountiful harvest or famine. The one who could be called on as a savior or for destruction.

      “Like hel—”

      “Oh, calm down. I don’t mean you physically can’t. I’m just saying that, if that creature does manage to swallow us, all of you will be next. We’re the only things stopping him from devouring all your world right now.”

      “How?” Dille asked calmly. “You’re human now. I can feel that you don’t have any magic. In fact, compared to the world all around you, the three of you are practically a void of magic.”

      “Because, as long as we live, part of the Blight is still tied to our old, destroyed realm. A place of ash and torment, devoid of all life. Should it absorb us and take the seal buried within each of us, it would finally be able to summon itself in its entirety to this realm and destroy you within moments.”

      “One moment,” Elspeth said, standing up from where she had been lingering. “What do you mean, ‘its entirety’? Are you saying the thing that has been tormenting us for millennia is only a piece of the creature?”

      “It is a majority, but not an entirety, yes,” the All-Mother answered. “And I do assume that its unification with one of yours has allowed him now to tap in all the magic that is overflowing in your world now. It will be stronger than it has ever been, so it would be in your best interest not to let us die.”

      “A convenient enough story,” Fjorin said, his face certainly quite angry. Eist wondered at the blatant fury but then reminded herself that while she had been aware that there was something…off about the Three for a long time, it was coming as a jolt to most of the people around her. Their whole lives had been built on the thought that their gods were perfect and benevolent. Not interlopers from another world that had already fallen to the enemy.

      “No,” Eist said calmly. “She’s telling the truth.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” Ale’a asked, her tone sharp but curious.

      “I just do. Besides, she already confessed most of this to me before.”

      “I what?”

      Eist looked to the All-Mother with surprise. “In my dream. You came to me and you were all glowy. You confessed that the three of you royally screwed us over by creating the veil and trying to get subjects to be more powerful and fight the Blight.”

      “I… Oh.” She frowned, and Eist found herself studiously staring at the woman’s face. “Perhaps things have gotten scrambled in the fall. It will come back to me in time, I am sure. Your minds perceive things so…limitedly.”

      “Hey, you don’t get to insult us while also contributing to the destruction of our home.”

      “So, you’re why the dragons have been getting smaller, with fewer types being born?” It was the first time her grandfather had spoken, and Eist nearly jumped at the sound of his wise voice. She had forgotten he was there for a moment.

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re saying you somehow didn’t notice that?”

      “We noticed, but we thought it an effect of the Blight, not ourselves.” She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “We know that we have made grave miscalculations, and we know that you owe us nothing, but please believe us when I say we never intended to hurt any of you. We love you, all of you. You’ve been our new home, our new people, for thousands and thousands of your years. We wanted to protect you from the Blight, not make you more susceptible to its clutch.”

      “Well, that didn’t quite work out,” Ain muttered. Eist would have missed it entirely if she hadn’t been looking in his direction.

      “No, it did not.”

      “Are we done with all the lamentations now?” the Grandfather asked, although it seemed strange to think of the little boy as that. “Now that she’s up, I want to take a try at that wound again.”

      “Why would me being awake affect that or not?” Eist asked, still trying to wrap her mind around the entire situation. She was sitting in the bed of the leader of the dragon riders, and the Three were scattered around her in human form. None of them were as painfully or ethereally beautiful as that glowing woman that she had seen in her dream. Just normal, everyday people.

      “Well, I think I needed your permission.”

      “Permission?” Dille echoed. “Since when does magic need permission?”

      “I don’t know, maybe since the destined one over there has more dragon’s blood in her than anybody else alive in this realm,” the grey-eyed woman muttered.

      “O’Kaino, enough,” the All-Mother hissed at the Storm. O’Kaino? A curious name for a god. Goddess? Was the Storm technically a man or a woman? It was all so complicated.

      “What?” the woman asked dryly, grabbing the pitcher in front of her and looking down it dispassionately. “Is there mead in this? Thousands of years watching your kind get drunk makes me want to try it now.”

      “One of the th-three wants to be d-drunk,” Athar muttered. “What is happening?”

      “I can fix that for you, you know.”

      Athar looked to the Grandfather. “The what?”

      “That stutter. I can fix it. Make it go away.”

      A long moment passed before Athar answered, shifting a bit in his seat. “You tend to Eist first.”

      “Right, good point. The matter at hand.” The young boy turned to Eist, coming close to the bedside. She searched his face, looking for some sort of hint that what used to be a deity was right beside her. But all she saw was a dark-skinned young man with deep, deep black freckles scattered across his soft, serene features. “Will you let me heal you?”

      “Sure,” Eist said with a sort of lazy gesture. “Have at it.”

      He placed a hand on her middle, his other hovering above her hip. Eist laid back, uncomfortable with his touch but understanding that it was necessary. Now that she was somewhat over the shock of yet again suddenly waking up after battle, she could feel the magic swirling all around them again.

      It seemed impossible, but the energy was even thicker than before, like someone had suddenly dumped too much water into a garden and the soil was struggling to absorb it all. It seemed to sit in little pools on top of everything, dripping down the sides and settling in the pit of her stomach like a weight.

      A good weight. Warm and comfortable in her belly. She felt like she could slip under the presence of it all and sink deep, deep down into its pocket. Was this what their world once felt like? Before the invaders? How did they ever get anything done?

      And yet, with all that swirling, churning, powerful stuff, there wasn’t a drop of it coming from the boy next to her.

      “I don’t think it’s working,” she said with a sigh.

      “I don’t understand it,” the Grandfather said, his hand going to his chin and rubbing thoughtfully. “I would think it something with me, but I was able to heal your friend just fine.”

      “Huh.” Eist looked him over, trying to ponder, and before she really thought about it, she reached out for his hand. “Here, let me try—”

      She never finished her words, a lance of golden light shooting out from where they connected for just a moment. But that moment left an impression, because that heady, syrupy feeling quadrupled in power and she found herself absolutely inundated with the rush of it all.

      “My gods…” she whispered, gasping as every bit of her body was awash in power, pleasure, and pure, undiluted magic.

      Her fingers bit into his skin, holding onto him, wanting to drink up everything she could from the deity made flesh. She loved it. It poured over her like a soothing, fizzing, intoxicating rush of water and she didn’t ever want it to stop.

      “Let go!”

      Eist startled, the reverberating call breaking through the drunken stupor of her mind, and the Grandfather wrested his arm from her grip. It took her several moments to come down, her thoughts dripping like tree sap, and it took several breaths before she could comprehend what she was seeing around her.

      The young boy was leaning heavily against Dille, who looked completely unsure what to do. His face was a pale gray and sweat dappled his forehead. The All-Mother was on her feet, stool having fallen over behind her, while the Storm seemed to be trying to badger Ale’a to get her some of that mead she had heard so much about. Everyone else was watching her with expressions that ranged from shocked to horrified. Which was great, really.

      “What just happened?” Eist asked, looking at her hand. Her vision was practically overwhelmed with everything going on around her, tinting the whole world gold. But now her limb was practically a beacon in her eyes, glittering like a star.

      “You were absorbing him,” the All-Mother said, sounding like she was trying to restrain her tone.

      “Oh, that’s something I can do?”

      “No, it’s not supposed to be. I don’t understand. The only creature that ever has been able to do that to one of our kind is the Blight.”

      Eist’s insides went a little cold at that. “That may be…because…the Blight planted some of itself inside of me.”

      Now all of the eyes in the room were definitely on her, and every single pair held terror inside of them.

      “It what now?” Dille asked, setting the Grandfather back on his feet since color seemed to be returning to his face.

      “Yacrist told me this when he…when he had me in that cell. He said he could tell that my parents were sending pieces of their gifts to me, so he sent some of himself too. Or itself…because he wasn’t Yacrist then. But you know what I mean.”

      “What do you mean he sent some of himself?”

      Eist shrugged. “Just a piece of him. It was supposed to kill me, and that’s why both my grandfather and I got that terrible fever. It’s what took my hearing. But instead of killing me, apparently, I just…made it my own? He said that was why we were destined to be together, like our paths were predetermined to get all wound up in each other.”

      The All-Mother sighed and slowly picked up her chair before settling back down on it. Even in her human form, she had a regal and powerful sort of grace that spoke of a warrior. “You took what it was and made it your own,” she repeated, as if she was turning over the phrase so she could understand it better. “You took a piece of the creature that has destroyed eleven realms, devouring them piece by piece until there’s nothing left, and you made it your own.”

      “Apparently?” Eist answered. “It certainly wasn’t intentional. I was eleven.”

      “You were…eleven.”

      “I told you: destined,” the Storm said, halting her pestering of Ale’a. “I also told you the moment that her parents first looked at each other that their offspring were going to be connected to the old magic of this world. Something to fix everything we messed up.”

      “I’m not a thing,” Eist contested hotly.

      “Ugh, don’t be oversensitive. I haven’t been alive long enough to deal with it. She’s clearly our sign that we’ve done more harm than good, and this place is trying to figure out how to purge us.”

      “Yes, thank you, O’Kaino. I’ve only had four hundred years to listen to your whining about her parents’ romance.”

      “It wasn’t whining,” the woman countered. “I was just warning you that you were meddling in things that were bigger than even us.”

      “Yes, I am very aware, thank you. I led them as best I could. How could I have known that they would have—”

      Eist was yet again surprised when her own grandfather cut in, sounding angrier than she had heard him in years. “My daughter believed in you, worshipped you, until the day she died. And you’re telling me that you didn’t actually understand the path you were leading her down? The one that took her, and my son-in-law, to their death!?”

      The All-Mother stiffened and for once, she didn’t look very repentant. “I did what I thought I must. It is not easy fighting—”

      “I don’t want any more excuses!” the older man snapped. “You are responsible for all of this now! It’s you three that were arrogant enough to—”

      Eist held up her hand, and it actually worked. “You know, I realize that this all might be cathartic, but I’m actually pretty hungry. Please tell me that someone, somewhere, went to the cafeteria to get me food.”

      “Are you really thinking about food right now?” Ain asked, finally at least sounding a little amused.

      “She wouldn’t be my granddaughter if she wasn’t,” her grandfather remarked, finally coming over to kiss her forehead. “I’ll go get you something. All your favorites.”

      “Young W’allenhaus,” the All-Mother said curiously. “I find that I have a pain in my stomach that is most discomforting. Is this the hunger that you are speaking of?”

      “You’re kidding me.” That was Ale’a. “You’ve never been hungry or eaten before?”

      “Well, of course we have. As deities, we require energy the same as any living thing. We just require it…differently.”

      “You mean worship,” Athar pointed out astutely, to which the All-Mother and the Grandfather nodded solemnly. Meanwhile, the Storm was running her fingers over a marble bust in the corner like it was absolutely fascinating.

      “Well, don’t you worry,” Eist tried to say with some sort of levity. “Braddock’s biscuits practically are a form of worship.”
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      “Huh, your hip is healed.”

      “Huh?”

      Eist looked down as Dille finished pulling away her bandages to see that the wound had indeed closed. That explained why it had stopped hurting to the point that she had forgotten about it.

      “When do you think that happened?”

      Eist closed her eyes for a moment, thinking back. A lot of events had occurred in the two days since she had awoken, and some of it seemed more real than other parts.

      For example, the Storm, which was supposed to be the embodiment of nature, power and retribution, had found out that she loved mead. And not in the same pleasant way that Eist had enjoyed being light and bubbly for a few hours, but in a…very messy way.

      And the Grandfather had learned that he really liked food. So much so that he also learned if he ate too much, he would profusely vomit. That had not been a particularly pleasant lesson for all of the people around him, either.

      And the All-Mother? Well, the All-Mother wanted to know everything and anything all the time. From drinking, to sleeping, to handshakes, to decorum. One would think that being a goddess that watched over humans for centuries upon centuries would have taught her more about culture, but Eist guessed there were certain things she had never paid much attention to.

      Like modesty.

      “I was down in your archives, quaint little things, aren’t they?” the All-Mother said, walking right in the door with cobwebs in her hair and dust streaked across one of her cheeks.

      “Do you mind?” Eist snapped.

      The All-Mother looked up from the book she was holding, confused. “What?”

      “I’m getting dressed.”

      The woman raised her eyebrows. “I don’t understand.”

      “I just—” Eist let out a sigh as Dille threw a blanket over her. Ever since she had been in Yacrist’s custody, especially with the whole bath…thing, she found herself more concerned than ever about who saw her body and how. She wanted it to be on her terms and only then. She’d had plenty of feeling powerless and like she didn’t own herself and didn’t need to feel that ever again. “Just turn around, okay?”

      “Of course, whatever you say.”

      She did as Eist asked but continued to talk as the young woman got out of bed and threw a casual housedress over herself.

      “What are you up to, as it were?” the All-Mother continued. “I know that your leader said you needed quite a lot of rest after the battle. Apparently, you performed more than your fair share of spells and maneuvers.”

      “I don’t know exactly what my ‘fair share’ would be, but yes, I was pretty exhausted. And actually, I’m going to go take a bath in the hot springs.”

      “A bath?” the All-Mother repeated curiously. “Wait, yes, I know that. My priestesses used to cleanse their body before entering my inner chamber. You need cleansing?”

      “Yeah, I think it’d feel nice. I know I was kinda washed when my wounds were bandaged, but there’s something to be said for soaking in hot water and rinsing off all of the past few days.”

      “I see. Perhaps I should try this ritual of which you speak?”

      Dille crossed to the goddess and gently took the book from her, her nostrils flaring. “You know, I think that might be a good idea.”

      “Would it?”

      “Yeah, you, uh… You kind of smell.”

      “I do? How curious.” The woman lifted her dress and sniffed at the collar before frowning. “Huh, I would say it’s almost…sour? Like fear?”

      “It’s sweat. Something that bodies do naturally on their own, but since you’re technically brand new to your body, I’m assuming that you’re probably doing more than a standard person would.”

      “I see. In that case, lead me to this bath.”

      “Actually,” Eist cut in, pausing to gulp down some water. “Dille, can you go get Athar to round up the other two? Considering that one is a young boy who may or may not be on the fringe of becoming a man and the other has been glued to the rider’s bar since she found it, and both have a penchant for vomiting, they probably could use their own washes.”

      “That’s a very good point,” Dille said, tucking the book under her arm before heading out the door. Before she was out of sight, she looked back and mouthed to Eist, ‘Bathing the Three. Who would have thought?’

      Eist just nodded in agreement, finding the whole thing surreal enough already.

      “Well, while she’s doing that, we might as well start walking,” Eist said, turning to the All-Mother. “I’m sure you’ll have lots of questions along the way.”
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      Why had no one ever taught Eist that gods were so annoying?

      Sure enough, the All-Mother had asked approximately two dozen questions on the trek to the bath, with few of them having simple explanations. Somehow, they made it a bit before Athar, who showed up with the Storm slung over his shoulder and the Grandfather tottering along beside him, a pheasant leg in one hand and a roll in the other.

      The Storm was singing happily, seemingly completely unaware of how much she stunk of stale mead and bile, while the Grandfather was just…covered in food scraps. It actually managed to roll Eist’s stomach, and she couldn’t help but mutter her disbelief to herself.

      “We worshipped these guys?”

      How embarrassing.

      “Huh, I see what you mean now,” the All-Mother said calmly. “They are quite off-putting.”

      “Th-that is one way to put it,” Athar agreed. “I th-think now perhaps I need a b-bath as well.”

      “Good, then you will be able to show Kapunaka how to do things properly.”

      “Wait, do you not kn-now how to b-bathe?”

      The All-Mother shrugged. “It is not something any of us have ever had to do. I think it would do us all well to have more experienced folks with us.”

      Athar sent Eist an uncertain look, but she just shrugged. Who knew that turning deities into regular ol’ humans was going to be so darn awkward?

      “I’ll handle these two,” she said, offering up her hands to help steady the Storm once Athar set the drunken woman down.

      “H-hey! It’s the d-destined one,” she slurred, her eyelids fluttering. “What are you saving today? Hmmm?”

      “My sense of smell,” Eist retorted, draping the woman’s arm over her shoulders. “Come on.”

      The woman followed her easily enough, her frame so light and slender that she was hardly even the same weight as equipment that Eist sometimes had to carry. Thankfully, the All-Mother had plenty of her wits about her and was able to follow along without any trouble.

      A bit of time and two very awkward conversations about consent and modesty later, the three of them managed to get into the female part of the hot springs. There were only a few of the last-year dragon initiates in the place, and a trio of riders, who all gave them plenty of room to find a corner and wash off.

      “Ah, I see. This is nice,” the All-Mother remarked after several long moments spent in the heated water. “It soothes some of the pain.”

      “Wait, you’re in pain?” Eist asked in concern, wondering if the woman had somehow fallen down the stairs or ran into something without telling anyone else.

      “Yes, of course. It seems human existence is pain.”

      “Uh, I don’t know about that…” Eist murmured. Were gods known to be overly dramatic? In a way, it made sense.

      “No, she’s right,” the Storm slurred, her bright, bright red hair almost amber when it was soaked. “Everything about you guys is pain. I duneven get how you guys live. It sucks.” She lifted one of her slender legs from the water. “My feet hurt just from walking. How doessat happen? You need to walk. It’s not like you can fly. And my butt hurts too. From sitting on it. What it was designed for… It hurts.” She giggled to herself like she had told the funniest joke. “And I’ve learned, if I stop with your warm and yummy drink stuff, my head hurts too.”

      “Yeah, that’s the part you have to go through to become sober.”

      “Sounds like I’ll just never be sober then. Besides, it’s only a matter of time until your Blight-boy comes and kills us, right? Then millennia after millennia of living and learning will be – poof – gone.”

      “O’Kaino!”

      “Whaaaat? Come off it, Makua. We’ve been alive for so long, we’ve outlived everyone in our home by thousands and thousands of years. Would it be so bad to join them in the beyond?”

      “If the Blight devours us, there will be no beyond. We’ll be trapped in its web of power, only to be used to kill more and more realms.”

      “Ugh, well, that sucks. Guess you better figure out a way to beat it, oh most magical girl over there.”

      “Why me?” Eist countered. “Aren’t you gods? You’re telling me you don’t have any secrets or ancient spells?”

      “To be honest, you found every clue we tried to give you, and even still, he thrives. I am worried…” The All-Mother let out a weary breath, and Eist had never understood a sound so viscerally. “What if there is no way to beat it? What if there is an inevitability to this…this thing. A way to make sure all things come to an end? That we beings who grow powerful, who ascend and make ourselves gods, spirits and leaders, are always kept in check?”

      Eist frowned, her stomach twisting at those words. “You’re not supposed to say things like that.”

      “Why?” the Storm said, her hand flopping about on the ledge of the pool for a tankard that wasn’t there. “Because it’s the truth?”

      “Because the three of you are supposed to give us hope. You’re supposed to know all the answers. You can’t just give up.”

      “Why not? Haven’t you?”

      Eist eyes went wide. “What? No, I haven’t!”

      “Yes, you have,” the Storm countered. “Have you even thought of the Blight or your possessis-possiti…possessed friend since you awoke? Or are you purposefully shoving them to the corner of your mind, like some dirty little inevitability that you don’t want to face?”

      “You can’t know that,” Eist snapped.

      “Oh, I can’t?” She leaned forward and smiled wolfishly. “You don’t think I’m doing the same thing?” She leaned back so hard, Eist wondered if the rocky edge of the spring would hurt her. “Why do you think we’ve been drinking, and eating? And generally trying to do everything that we can? Because maybe, if we bury ourselves in all of these details that are so easy to get lost in, we can forget that our own deaths are looming over our heads.

      “Deaths that we’ve been fighting longer than most of your family lines.”

      “I…” Eist took a deep breath. She wasn’t about to let a drunken ex-deity get into her head. “I forgot my water canteen and I’m thirsty. You two stay here. All-Mother, make sure she doesn’t drown.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a way t’go?” the Storm asked, laughing again. “The mighty god of nature, who one prays to for food, and peace, or vengeance, struck down by drinking too much water all at once.”

      “That’s not really how it wo—” Eist paused and shook her head. “Never mind. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      “Of course,” the All-Mother said, looking most displeased at the entire conversation. “Take whatever time you need.”

      Eist nodded and waded over to the opposite side of the stream, where the gentle steps were that led out to the dressing area. She dried herself half-heartedly with a towel and then tromped out to the hall.

      She wasn’t surprised to see Athar standing there either, dressed in only his breeches. She had never seen him so bare, and it was something else entirely to see his muscled, broad frame glistening with water.

      “By the Three,” she hissed to herself rather ironically.

      But either Athar must have heard her or sensed her presence, because he turned to her with a rueful smile.

      “Uh, you didn’t leave the Grandfather alone, did you?” she asked quickly to cover her wandering eyes. She certainly didn’t mean to ogle Athar at all, but was it possible that…he had gotten…bigger? He was massive enough as it was, but she felt like she had to tilt her head back further and that his muscles were even more ridiculous than before. Seriously, she saw him eat and it wasn’t that much more than everyone else, so what gave?

      She didn’t know, but it seemed rude to ask, so she just stuck with the Grandfather question. After all, it would probably be pretty bad if an ex-god drowned in the academy hot spring.

      “I left him with a couple of reputable r-riders who happened to be in th-there. He’s fine.”

      “Ah. I see. What brings you out here then?” Why was she being so weird?

      She supposed that they hadn’t really talked since the whole battle two days ago, when he was nearly strangled trying to save her life. Was he tired of all the danger and drama that came from knowing her? She supposed she wouldn’t be able to blame him, even if the idea made her heart hurt.

      “S-s-sometimes, th-these deities can be a little…m-much.”

      Eist let out a relieved sigh. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

      “I’m s-sure. The St-storm seems to be a handful on her own.”

      “I mean, you would know, you’re the one who had to carry her here.”

      He chuckled at that, leaning against the wall. Eist came over to stand beside him, and there was a moment of tension between them before he gently set one of his giant hands on her shoulder.

      Eist relaxed at the touch, letting herself just be for a moment. The silence was nice, but eventually words came bubbling out of her. “What are we going to do?”

      Athar didn’t answer right away, because he was rarely the type to do so, but his large hand gently squeezed her shoulder. “M-most likely, we will have to go b-back into the baths and round up what used to be our entire t-trinity before they turn into holy prunes.”

      Eist allowed herself the tiniest of laughs. “I more meant beyond that. I thought we threw everything we could at the Blight. When I had him on that dais, that was probably the most vulnerable and worn down that we will ever have him. Even with all of the brindles, who were supposed to be the answer to defeating him, he managed to get away.”

      “We’ll find a way. I kn-now it.”

      “I’m glad one of us has faith.”

      His hand slid down so that his arm was draped around her, and he gently pressed her into his side. It was almost a hug, but with just enough room to allow her not to feel claustrophobic. “How c-could I not? Anyt-t-time I th-think I know something, you’ll go and p-prove me wrong. And I’m happy to b-be wrong, because if I wa-wa—if I was right, then we all would have been dead a long time ago.”

      “Well, when you put it like that…”

      Finally, Eist turned into his side, letting her face press against his muscled ribs. He was so strong, and so warm. His scent curled through her nose, fresh and masculine and wonderful, putting her at ease for a few moments. It was strange to have so much comfort from just a simple touch, but it helped that it was on her terms and she knew she could reject it at any time.

      “Why didn’t you want the Grandfather to fix your stutter?”

      “Th-that question is a b-bit out of nowhere.”

      Eist shrugged, stepping around his front and leaning against him so she could crane her head up to look at him. Still, he was so tall, she still could only make out the bottom of his chiseled chin. “I’m curious. I know you don’t talk much because of it. I know you’re, what’s the word…self-conscious. He could fix it. Why don’t you let him?”

      Athar was quiet again, and she waited. She would wait as long as he needed. When he finally did speak, she was surprised by his answer. “Why haven’t you asked him to fix your hearing?”

      “Why haven’t I…” Eist trailed off, her mind catching up with his question. “I… I hadn’t even thought of that. I mean, the last time we touched, I absorbed his power without his consent, so I’m not sure I’m up for a round two.”

      “But if he could. If he came out r-r-r— If he c-came out now and t-told you that he could, would you take him up on it?”

      Eist opened her mouth to tell him of course but caught herself at the last moment. Would she? A couple of years ago, she would have said yes without hesitation. But a couple of years ago, she wasn’t where she was now. She wasn’t so solidly…herself, even though everything she thought she knew seemed to be flying away from her. And if she could hear just like everyone else around her, she couldn’t really fly with Fior then? Not like she did now. Sure, those two other witches had managed, but in their trip to the past, Eist had learned about the things they had to put in their ears and the special helmets they had to wear, and how having it knocked off could be the death of them.

      No, being hard of hearing was who she was and made her perfect for Fior. It was strange to think that, after so many years wasted resenting her disability, but in one cool rush of realization, she realized that she wouldn’t give it up at all.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “Th-then you understand.”

      Eist smiled, ever-so-slightly, and let her head rest against him. Funny, her crown just barely reached under his chest. She was sure she looked like a child compared to him, but he never treated her as such. She was always respected in his eyes. Always someone admired, even if he was frustrated with her.

      “One day, when all of this is over, I think I’d maybe like to court you,” she admitted, cheeks burning.

      He allowed his massive arm to come up and squeeze her gently in another almost-hug. “I th-think maybe I’d like th-that.”

      “Only maybe?” she teased.

      He let out a laugh that was more of a rumble, but it made her whole body flush. “Let’s s-see how you feel when th-the end of our world isn’t knocking at th-the door and our outlook isn’t s-so grim.”

      “You know, for someone who’s supposedly had feelings for me since he first laid eyes on my little gremlin self, you certainly are having a measured reaction.”

      “You were n-never a gremlin.”

      “Don’t try to change the subject. I can’t help but feel there should be a little more excitement at me admitting I can see myself feeling the same way once all of this is over.”

      “Don’t worry, th-the excitement is th-there.”

      “But?”

      “I did not s-say but.”

      “No, but it was implied.” Eist leaned back enough to look at him truly. “What is it that you’re not saying?”

      Another pause before he answered, and when he did speak, he sounded so weary. “What I am not s-saying is th-that th-there are many th-things that can change how you feel or do not feel, and I won’t h-hold you to anything until you have the ch-chance to ch-choose.”

      Despite his meandering way of saying it, she knew exactly what he was trying to allude to. “You mean how I feel if we save Yacrist or not.”

      She could feel him frown. “P-perhaps. I know he holds a place in your heart, and I do not res-sent him that. I know th-that he confessed to you and circumstances s-stole your ch-chance to answer. If we manage to free him, I would un-under-un-un—” A deep breath. “I would get it if your heart led you away f-from me.”

      Eist’s heart ached at the thought of a life without Athar. Certainly she was close to Yacrist, and yes, she still wondered if something could have worked between her and the young lord, but as more time passed, the more she knew the difference between the camaraderie and attraction she felt for both of the men. But getting those words out of her mouth so she could explain it properly to Athar was a completely different matter.

      Thankfully, he seemed to be just as patient for her responses as she was for his. “He does have a place in my heart. In my memories. But after everything that’s happened since the Blight possessed him, I don’t know if I can ever… If I can…can…”

      Eist took a deep breath through her nose, but it still didn’t quell the panic rising in her. “Sometimes, when I close my eyes and try to think of the good memories we had together, I only see him choking me, or trying to kill one of you, or chaining me back up again. Even if we were to save him, even though I think I could have loved him once, I don’t think that can ever happen now.”

      Eist could feel the mountain of a man trembling slightly under her, and she looked into his face again. “What’s wrong?”

      “Noth-thing,” he replied quietly. “Just wishing I could rip the B-blight apart with my b-bare hands. Feeling guilty that I’ve f-failed you so already.”

      Eist stiffened at that. “What? You haven’t failed anybody.”

      “Th-that is not how it feels. I can’t help b-but th-think if I had done s-something different, been s-smarter, or st-stronger, you never would have b-been put into that situation at all. That maybe if I was a b-better asset to you, that we could have d-defeated everything already.”

      Eist stared at him for several moments, digesting each word that fell from his lips. “That’s an awful lot of responsibility to take on for things that were completely out of your control.”

      “Well, I g-guess I learn from the b-best.”

      “Oh really? What do you mean by that?”

      “You kn-know ex-ex-exactly what I mean. Have you ever st-stopped blaming yourself for Yacrist b-being taken?”

      “No. But that’s different.”

      “Different how?”

      She wanted to have a quick retort, to say that she was the daughter of two legendary dragon riders and that she had destiny sewn into her bones. But all of that seemed far too arrogant and false. She blamed herself for Yacrist because she just should have been better and that was that. But even after all that she had done, she still didn’t quite measure up.

      “I understand,” Athar said after she was quiet for far too long, his other arm coming up to embrace her fully. “Th-these th-things we th-think don’t like to listen to reason.” He stroked her hair, soft and undemanding. Only what she welcomed and never more. “Like I s-said, we will see. To me, the only th-thing I care about is making sure all of us live to s-see another day.”

      Eist nodded, letting herself rest further against his broad, solid frame. “I can get behind that.”
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      “So, what you’re telling me is, we don’t have a plan.” Elspeth’s voice cut through the council room, where surely every dragon rider in good health had to be gathered. Every seat was filled, and every small bit of standing room was taken, even with dozens of riders perched up on the scalloped roof arches with their mounts.

      Even after all the heavy losses they had taken, there were still at least over a thousand warriors living and ready to fight. Then again, when Eist remembered that dragons could grant riders centuries upon centuries of longevity, perhaps almost two thousand was a paltry number after all.

      When she thought about it, students graduated every five years in classes anywhere from seventy to one hundred and fifty. Considering that close to a thousand could be potentially graduated in just fifty years… Huh. Yeah, their death rate was even higher than she had thought.

      “And not only do we not have a plan,” Elspeth continued, drawing Eist back to the conversation. “But we don’t even have an idea where to get a plan. We literally have three gods to draw from, and yet we have nothing, absolutely nothing, that we know could help us defeat the Blight?”

      “Ex-gods, technically,” the All-Mother said, completely unflinching when basically the whole host glared at her. While Elspeth and Fjorin and maybe even Ale’a had gotten over the shock of learning that the Three had helped aid in their destruction, even if it was inadvertent, the rest of the riders were not so forgiving. In fact, the Three had to constantly stick with Eist and her friends in order to make sure no one tried to gain some ill-gotten revenge. Because while the core of the riders followed the code and lived quite strictly, some of the riders had definitely gone rogue and done their own thing, as Eist had learned when they had wanted to burn her alive for having magic.

      And by own thing, she mostly meant exploiting, pillaging, and profiting from their status in a way that wasn’t in line with the code at all.

      “I don’t care about semantics,” Elspeth snapped. “I care about answers. Results. Rituals and spells. The answer seems to lie in magic, which is now flooding our world after being released from the veil you were building it up behind, but we hardly know how to use it because of the purge of witches that was done under your names.”

      “We are sorry, but if we knew some grand way to destroy the Blight, we would have done it. We were sure that Eist’s plan to save the brindled eggs and bring them to this world was the answer. We’re not certain why it didn’t work.”

      “It didn’t work,” Eist said with a heavy sigh, “because of Yacrist.”

      She glanced up to the two witches who were sitting with the brindles on the highest balcony, seeing them lean forward with interest. When they had been asked how they knew to show up at the exact right time, they both said that they only did what the All-Mother had told them. But the All-Mother still didn’t have any recollection of that or talking to Eist. It seemed some things might be lost forever.

      “What do you… Ooooh,” Dille cut herself off, understanding seeming to dawn on her mid-sentence. “Because when the magic returned, the Blight got the boost from Yacrist it wouldn’t have otherwise.”

      Eist nodded. “Exactly. If it had just been the blight, we could have beaten it that day. But because it had fused with Yacrist and I couldn’t separate the two, it was able to use his physical form to survive everything we threw at him.”

      “That… That was unforeseen,” the All-Mother remarked calmly.

      “Really? You were the one who told me how having a form from our world was going to change all the rules for him.”

      “Did I?”

      Eist sighed. No reason arguing with someone who didn’t remember. “Moving on. I don’t think you’re going to find an answer based in an old ritual, or any spells really. We’re going to have to come up with something different.”

      “Actually,” one of the witches interjected from above. Eyes went up to her as she stood on the narrow ledge she was on. “I think the ritual we were using way back when we almost beat him the first time would work out alright.”

      “What ritual? I didn’t think that we were using any specific spell to—”

      “No, I’m not talking about how we popped out from where we were hiding and saved the whole lot of you. I’m talking about back before you first plucked us from time, back when M’baya was part of our coven. We tried to do it when we came out of the portal this time, but the conditions weren’t exactly right.”

      “Weren’t exactly right how?”

      “Well, the sudden deluge of magic surprisingly didn’t help things. The brindles have to tap into the energy of the earth, and that’s hard to do when it’s whipping about, hot as lava and four times as quick. It was distracting, and then there was the fact that our brood didn’t know your guy at all, really, but he had the most powerful roar.” She wrinkled her nose ever-so-slightly. “He is really big for a brindled, you know.”

      Several people looked to Fior beside her, who was smaller than even most metallic dragons, the tiniest of breeds.

      “That’s big?” someone asked.

      The witch made a gesture to all her brindles, who admittedly were a bit more diminutive than Fior. “They’re meant to be glass ramparts. They’re quick, their endurance is extreme, and their ability to disrupt spells and other magic with their roars is paramount, but they’re not the hulking brutes that your reds or greens are. So yeah, your chunky guy there is big.”

      “Alright,” Eist said, standing up. “Then teach us the ritual.”

      “Is that it?” Elspeth said. “After a full week of running around like panicked chickens, we may kind of have a plan?”

      “Well, we have a ritual,” Ain said. “One that’s never been successfully completed before despite people trying twice. That’s not really a whole plan.”

      “He actually has a point,” Fjorin pointed out. “We need to figure out how to find the slimy cad and incapacitate him long enough for these folks to…do whatever it is they’re supposed to do.”

      “And while you’re at it, it wouldn’t hurt you to let us flash-recruit some acolytes. You know, people with a propensity for magic that managed to survive your harebrained genocide of our kind.”

      “You know, none of us had anything to do with that law coming to pass.” Was that Dryss? Sounded like it.

      “No, but you enabled it.” The witch settled back down and gave them all a hard look. “You could have stopped it at any time, the same way you kind of stopped it when you found out your little golden child down there had the magic to save you. You all chose to go with the status quo because…” She made a vague sort of gesture, as if asking someone to give her a solid answer, but of course none came.

      There were several beats of silence as the room felt like it shifted uncomfortably. It seemed that there was a myriad of reactions, ranging from guilty, to irritated, to just plain confused, but Eist just let them wash over her. It felt like she had the tiniest sliver of hope, something she had been lacking ever since she’d woken up.

      But it was only a sliver, and there was still so, so much more to be done in order for her to feel safe. She didn’t even know if she could feel safe with Yacrist out there, doing…something.

      The last time he had gotten away during a battle, he’d come back only to have a battle right in front of the academy. Eist hoped that it never got that bad again, but there was no telling what would happen.

      “Alright,” Elspeth slowly, as if she wasn’t sure if she should slap the witch or grovel at her feet for forgiveness. “We’ll take you to some of the refugee and rebuilding centers in the city. I’m sure you’ll be able to find some magic-inclined there, considering how our world is regulating its enchantment levels.

      “Eist, I want you and your crew all learning the ritual just in case something happens. And no one travels alone. We don’t know if there are still followers of his lurking in our periphery, and I don’t want to lose any of you to a knife or some newfangled spell that we don’t know how to defend against.”

      Eist nodded slowly. That made sense to her. After Persinnia, she hoped that there were no more plants in the academy, but it was unlikely. Especially considering all the followers she had met during her imprisonment. There were far too many people willing to believe the Blight, and now that he had actually managed to successfully return magic to the world, she was sure that there were going to be even more acolytes.

      The thought made her shudder, but no one seemed to notice.

      “And everyone else, I want full armor made for all of the brindles. I want the old runes we found in the archives branded into our weapons and shields. I want all of you to study everything you can, because if that thing brings the fight to us again, we’re going to be facing things we never dreamed of. Do you all understand?”

      “And what of us?” the All-Mother asked, her chin held high and her voice firm. It was easy to forget that the somewhat plain-looking avatar once was the representation of all warriors and battle, but Eist was reminded by her expression.

      But Elspeth didn’t seem impressed. “I don’t know. Is there anything useful that the three of you can do, or is not actively contributing to the destruction of our planet the brunt of it?”

      The Storm snorted outright, the sound only halfway swallowed by her tankard, but the All-Mother took the comment with grace.

      “Perhaps we could help in your smithy. Tell you what blessings will be worthwhile, and which are ineffectual.”

      “Ineffectual because you’re mortal now and our realm is basically godless?”

      “Yes. Because of that.”

      “Fine,” Elspeth said with a curt nod. “And someone get the deities a guarded room. I’d like to have my quarters back.” Their leader looked to Eist and her expression softened ever-so-slightly. “I’d like to talk with you and your friends afterward. For now, you all have your orders. Disperse.”

      There was a murmur of affirmative response and people began to filter out, their dragons slipping away to no doubt be reunited outside. Eist was grateful that Fior was still small enough to stand beside her, and that no one seemed to have the desire to tell her he needed to stay out.

      Several moments later, it was just Eist, her friends, the once-gods, and Elspeth. The white dragon’s head dipped all the way down now that the room was clear, her lavender eyes soft and warm.

      “Hello there,” Eist said, crossing over to her. “It’s nice to see you outside of battle. I think you and Fior make a pretty good team.”

      She let out a melodic warble, and Eist was surprised when the creature pressed her more pointed snout into the young woman’s middle. It was sweetly affectionate, and Eist gently patted the top of her head.

      “She’s decided she likes you,” Elspeth said, coming up along beside Eist. “You should be pretty proud. She finds most people boring. She’s been a grumpy old woman since she hatched.”

      The white dragon let out a trill that sounded intensely snarky, then her long, slender tongue came out to wave at Elspeth’s front.

      “Yeah, yeah, you’ve proved your point,” Elspeth said, laughing gently. It was the most at ease that Eist had ever seen the woman, and she’d been staying in her bed for the past month almost. “You’re embarrassing me in front of my followers.”

      “Yeah, we wouldn’t want you to appear human,” Ain said, coming up alongside her and going to pat the queen as well. But the white dragon cocked her head to the side, blowing hard out of her nose and sending a sticky mess of snot slamming right into Ain’s chest.

      “Funny, she only does that to people she thinks are a bit too arrogant and need to be taken down a peg.” Elspeth gave Ain a blithe expression. “Who would have ever thought she’d feel that way about you.”

      “Well, I am feeling very attacked right now,” Ain muttered, pulling his now very sticky tunic away from the skin of his chest. “I think I’ll go take a shower, unless that’s too arrogant of me or something.”

      “Well, don’t you want to see your new rooms first?”

      Eist perked up at that. “New rooms?”

      “Of course. You didn’t think that you were going to be able to stay in my bed permanently, did you?”

      “Actually, I’m pretty sure that some would pay real coin to see—” The queen flared her nostrils again, her eyes snapping to Ain, and he raised his hands. “I’m kidding! Just kidding. Ask Eist. She gets my humor.”

      He looked hopefully to her, but she let her face split into a slow, slow grin. “You remember once how you slapped me?” she said, sweet as could be. “All those years ago?”

      “Aw, come on, you’re not gonna hold that against me now, are you?”

      Eist really let him sit in it for a moment. “No, I’m not. But I could, so remember that.” She gave him a wink as he stood there, looking completely surprised by the turn of events, then followed Elspeth as she led them out.

      “Normally, we would never move you to the dragon rider wing unless you were graduated and given a job at the academy, or if you’re inducted into the council, but we thought these were fairly special circumstances. So, for the first time in academy history, we’re giving you three rooms. One for you and Dille, one for the men, and one for the…deities, for the lack of a better word to use in polite company.”

      “Not that I’m not appreciative,” Eist said with a long breath. “But why are you doing this? I mean, the Three, I understand, but we would survive in our old rooms.”

      “You would, but I want you close to both them and me in case something happens. Also, all of your rooms open right into the dragon caves behind the academy, so you’ll have more access to your dragons now that they’re growing more than ever. Especially since one of you has two of the biggest red dragons I’ve ever seen.”

      “What can I say?” Dille said with a pleased shrug. “I’m just lucky.”

      “What about the witches?” Eist asked, her head spinning with all the possibilities. She hadn’t had a real, actual room since…well, ever. Her bed was behind a curtain in the sitting room of her grandfather’s cabin, and she’d only ever had a dorm at the academy—which had been plenty of room in and of itself.

      “Those two have made it quite clear that they have no interest staying in our buildings. Apparently, they prefer the caves themselves.”

      “Huh, I really should ask them where they’ve been since we saw them last.”

      “You mean you haven’t already?” Elspeth murmured.

      “We actually haven’t talked much at all. I’ve been…busy.”

      “Busy?”

      “Yes. Busy. Taking care of three gods, or once-gods, isn’t exactly a cut and dried process.”

      “No, I imagine not. But I suggest you do speak to them as soon as you can. There’s only so much time before things go bottom-up again. “

      “I’m sure.” They reached a door and the woman opened it, revealing a slightly smaller and less splendidly furnished version of her own room.

      “These are your quarters. Just so you know, while you were incapacitated, the council decided to award each of you a stipend for your time served in Margaid and all the time since. You’ll find a scroll waiting for you inside where you can order certain furnishings and amenities.”

      “Wait, what? We’ve been getting paid?” Ain asked. “Forget furniture, where do we get the coin? Or can we write in that scroll how much we want to send to our families? Or can we pay to have our families moved here?”

      Elspeth raised one of her white eyebrows, as if surprised by Ain’s concern for his family, but Eist wasn’t at all. Ain was a secretive mama’s boy, but he was one nonetheless. And considering what he had gone through with his father, it was no surprise.

      “Normally, we would allow families to be joined here in time of war, but I am not so certain that this is a place of refuge.” She let out a long sigh. “Several of our academy workers are still filling in the deep crevasses left from the last battle, so I fear your loved ones would be in more danger here than anywhere else.”

      “So what you’re saying,” Eist muttered slowly, “is it’s not safe here.”

      “No. It’s not. There are some things even our walls can’t protect us from.”
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      Life became a strange mix of comfort and discomfort, all tightly wound up in each other until it was impossible to tell where one started and the other began. Often if felt like one would even beget its opposite, until Eist was nothing but constantly on edge.

      One day would pass, and then another, and then another, all of them in relative peace, which honestly made everything so much worse. Eist kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the Blight to rain down on them with fire and fury and everything awful.

      But instead, it was just…quiet.

      And it would have been nice if Eist could find peace in the quiet, but she couldn’t. Every shadow was Yacrist waiting to strike, every beat of nothing was another moment where he was able to plot and plan and amass power.

      She had no doubt that he wasn’t spending his time idly, twiddling his thumbs and waiting for her to find a way to defeat him. No, she knew he was connecting to the deepest magics of her world, figuring out the best way to use the sudden wellspring of energy to his own benefit.

      Lately, it seemed the only respite she could find was either with her friends or studying magic with the Three or the two witches. But mostly the Three. While the witches seemed more than willing to teach the same ritual they had been snatched out of all those years ago, they seemed to resent Eist more than ever. The young girl felt a bit guilty about that, but she still wasn’t sure that they were right about her being able to just snatch them from time like a leaf from the wind. Sure, she’d physically portalled the male around after their fight, but that certainly was nowhere near just yanking them out of reality in the middle of battle and giving them orders to wait for her.

      “No, you need to concentrate. You’re letting your mind wander.”

      “I’m not trying to let my mind wander,” Eist countered. “I’m trying to empty it out, but you keep talking.”

      The All-Mother smiled crookedly, seemingly amused by Eist’s words. “Yes, I’m sure that it is my words that were causing your thoughts to become crowded. Come, try again. Breathe after me.”

      Eist did as the woman said, trying to empty her mind and feel the connection to the earth that she was talking about. Dille was beside her, but only in body. Eist could tell that the witch’s presence was already far, far away, lingering in places that she herself just didn’t seem able to reach. It was frustrating. The only thing that Eist recalled ever having as much trouble with was the bow.

      But she had Ain for that, so it wasn’t nearly as much of a concern as the fact that she couldn’t reach that center that was supposed to let her tap into a new threshold of abilities.

      “Just breathe in, hold it, then out. Hold it. Then in, hold it.”

      Eist uncurled her fists and repeated everything the woman did, allowing her mind to sink down into the luxurious feeling that was so thick across the ground and in the earth. She had to partially admit to herself that she was a bit afraid of the sensation, considering how intoxicating and mind-numbing it had been when it had first washed over her during the battle. But she let go, allowing herself to slip under.

      Goodness, it was nice. Eist felt herself relax, heaving a sigh as her whole body became heavy and contented. Warmth filled her, from her nose to her toes, and she felt the magic rush through every part of her.

      Although her eyes were closed, she could still see everything around her. She supposed that it wasn’t actually seeing, but the golden imprint of everything was sitting there in front of her, radiant like the sun.

      It was such a difference. Everything that had been cold and dead and gray in her sight before was now illuminated with an uncanny brilliance. It was insane to think that the Three had been holding so much magic hostage behind their veil. Was this how their world was supposed to be? She couldn’t imagine what the next generation of dragons would be like if that was the case.

      Eist tried to concentrate on all the gold, to let her mind spill out on it and spread out like a blanket, but three points kept catching at her attention. They weren’t gold, they weren’t a warm and welcoming piece of enchantment, but they drew her mind nonetheless.

      They were a deep, blue cobalt. Not sparkling, not shining, but still beautiful. Eist felt her conscious swirl around them, feeling, investigating. It was like they were drawing her in, some sort of irresistible trap that she couldn’t turn away from. All of her senses longed to touch the deep blue, to absorb every bit of them and get drunk on the feeling of satiation that it would no doubt fill her with.

      She felt her mind surround one, tendrils of herself reaching out not unlike the Blight itself, seeking those tempting spots just in front of he—

      Something else caught in the corner of her vision. Something that didn’t belong enough to wrest herself away from her impending meal. It was a quickly moving blot of deepest black. Something cloying that didn’t belong.

      Eist was on her feet and lunging for the Grandfather before she even knew that she had snapped out of her meditation. She grabbed the boy and the cushion that he had been sitting on, using it as a shield just in time for a dagger to bury itself in the feathered pillow.

      “Eist! What the—”

      But there was no time to think. She rolled to the side, shoving the Grandfather away, just in time for two more daggers to slam into the wall. She barely managed to roll onto her feet before a dark, cloaked figure was leaping through the window, crossbow already aimed toward the All-Mother.

      But this time, Eist didn’t have to interfere. Suddenly, the weapon was warping and melting, so that when the assassin hit the ground, there was nothing but a mess in their hands. A quick glance beside her saw that Dille was holding her hand out, muttering ancient words as she carefully stepped forward.

      But the attacker didn’t seem to be all that perturbed and reached into the cloak. Eist tensed as if she was going to tackle them, but she didn’t move at all. Instead, the assassin did, their feet lifting from the floor as they scrambled to grab onto something.

      But they couldn’t, and a moment later, they hit the ceiling, their back pinned against it hard enough to make the roof creak.

      “Who sent you?” Eist heard herself snarl. She almost felt as if she wasn’t really in her body, just standing somewhere behind it and to the side.

      The assassin laughed, still cloaked and shrouded in their black clothing. That made Eist far more irritated than it should have, and with just a simple turn of her head, the robes disappeared in a roll of fire.

      “Careful, Eist,” she heard Dille warn. “Are you in control?”

      “Yeah, are you in control, Eist?” the assassin asked in a mocking tone. Eist’s gaze flew back to the erstwhile killer and saw the familiar dark eyes that had been in that healer from long ago. Her whole body flushed cold, and she stumbled back a step.

      “Y-y-you can’t possess people anymore,” she sputtered. “You’re in Yacrist.”

      “You idiot, I’m not the Blight itself. I’m just a follower that has been blessed with the—”

      The man didn’t get to finish his phrase. Eist recoiled, wanting nothing more than to get away from that dark eyes gaze that reminded her of a time that she had been so powerless, and the next thing she knew, the man was thrown right back out the window from whence he came.

      “Wait, Eist! We could have interrogated him.”

      “I obviously didn’t mean to!” the young woman snapped, running over to the open portal. If they were in their normal rooms, they might have been able to find and surround him wherever he landed, but instead, they were in one of the towers, hoping the proximity to the heavens and wide-open spaces would give Eist the edge she needed to center herself.

      In an eerie mirror of what had happened all those years ago, Eist could only watch as the man toppled down, down, and down further still until he slammed into the ground.

      She winced and looked away. Breathing hard. “Well,” she managed to breathe after a moment. “It seems that the Blight is on the move again.”

      “Come on,” Dille said, holding her hand out to Eist. “Let’s get to Elspeth and tell her what’s going on. She’s probably handling the equipment inventory down in the armory.”

      Eist nodded then looked to the three deities, who were clustered together and discussing something urgently. Their backs were to her and they were speaking too quietly for her to hear, so Eist decided she didn’t like that much.

      “Hey, what’s going on over there?” They just kept talking for a couple more moments so Eist let out a sharp whistle. “Hey, ancient deities. What are you gossiping about?”

      The All-Mother turned to her sharply, the woman’s face flashing with authority and determination.

      “Nothing you need worry yourself over yet. We are just…theorizing.”

      “Yeah, well, theorize on the move. We’ve obviously been compromised up here, so we need to tell the council.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      They all shared a look that Eist didn’t like at all but acquiesced, moving past her to go down the stairs. She couldn’t be certain, but the Storm looked like she might be sober for the first time in days, which didn’t bode well.

      She kept her thoughts to herself, however, her apprehension rising with every step. Something was wrong. Yacrist wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t send a single assassin to try to kill the Three and just leave it at that. No, he was a theatrical one. So, if he had done something, it was definitely for some sort of greater purpose. But what could—

      Her foot hit the last stair just as the entire world turned upside-down.

      A thundering boom shook everything, and the next thing Eist knew, she was thrown off her feet. Cracking, rending, and screeching filled the air as dirt, dust, and small debris fell down onto her.

      “What in the cad’s pocket is happening?” she cried, trying to fight to her feet as the floor rippled and bucked below her.

      “I-I don’t know!” Dille yelled back, grabbing onto a windowsill and pulling herself upright. “Oh my gods… Eist!”

      Somehow, she managed to crawl over to the window and haul herself up too, and what she saw was from the deepest, darkest nightmares that she would never admit to having.

      The wall—the thick, ancient, powerful wall that had been guarding the academy since it was first built—was a long pile of smoking rubble, not too different from the palace. Large chunks of the debris were flying through the air, while other flaming chunks had already buried themselves in the combat fields.

      “He brought down the wall…” Eist whispered, her stomach dropping right out of her.

      The alarm bell sounded once, twice, but then another massive ball of flaming material flew through the air, crashing straight through the tower and sending it toppling down to crush part of the academy below it.

      “He’s come for us,” the All-Mother said, sounding absolutely breathless. “He will find us.”

      Yes, he would. This was what he had been hoping to do. To have an assassin find them and distract them so he could get close enough to make his grand entrance. It would only be moments until—

      “We need to get to the council room,” Eist said, helping the Grandfather and the Storm to their feet. “We have to get with the witches.”

      “And they will know to meet us there?” the Storm asked, throwing her tankard to the side and kind-sorta running forward.

      “You were there when we all agreed to meet there if there was an attack.”

      “Oh, did I? Must have been distracted. Come on!”

      Eist quickly followed her, heart in her throat. They were all relatively quiet as they ran across the campus, students rushing for safety—but where was safe?—and riders rushing to their dragons.

      Where was Elspeth? Where was Fjorin? She could still hear the ringing of the falling bell tower in her ears, which was an entirely alien sensation.

      They burst through the large doors of the council room only to find the witches there, busy armoring up their brindled dragons. Eist let out a whistle, and of course Fior came bounding down from the ceiling, screeching his relief at seeing her. Someone had already partially armored him, and she could see the gold-glittering runes of ancient power branded into the material.

      “There wasn’t enough for every dragon, so we were doing the best we could,” the woman said, looking like she had just come out of the baths herself with her wet hair sticking to her cheeks and neck. “He’s here, isn’t he?”

      “Unless you know of someone else who would blow up the entire wall.”

      As if in response, there was a mighty roar from above, and then Veralda and Dille’s other red dragon burst through two of the archways in the ceiling, roaring mightily.

      “There’s my girls,” Dille said, holding out her hand.

      Veralda caught her up gently, tossing her to land atop the other’s back. They started to swoop upward, and Eist rushed over Fior to scramble up his side as well.

      “Wait!” the All-Mother said, gripping Eist’s arm. “Let us come with you.”

      “What?” Eist asked. “No. You need to stay here, where you’re safe.”

      “No,” she said firmly. “We have to come with you. Alright? Please, trust me on this.”

      Eist looked from her to the witches to the Storm and the Grandfather. While the Three looked certain and determined, the two witches just looked annoyed.

      “Are we really going to let the dead weight join us in battle?” the man asked, using that same tone he had when he first met her. He’d also thrown a spear at her then though, so at least this was an improvement.

      Eist hesitated for one more moment, her practical side telling her to say no but something in her whispering to say yes.

      “I… Sure. Fine. Whatever.” She got up onto Fior’s back and held her hand down to the All-Mother, hoisting her up. The Storm and Grandfather went to the two witches, and soon they were spiraling upward.

      Eist had the vague sense of history repeating itself as they spiraled into the sky. But this time, instead of an entire army waiting for them with Yacrist standing dramatically in the center of it, there was just all out war.

      It was a hell-ground below them, monsters pouring up from the earth, fire spreading everywhere, people screaming and dragons roaring as they summoned their secondary abilities. The bright sun above glinted off the armor of all the beasts around them, but Eist’s gaze was quickly drawn away from them as she saw none other than Yacrist at the center of it all.

      And he was actually the center, floating there, laughing like a maniac while a dark cloud of energy whipped all around him. Tentacles burst from the heart of the mass, whipping this way and that, slamming into some dragons here, spearing riders there, but when someone went to take a weapon to them, they would turn into mist before re-solidifying.

      “We have to surround him!” the witch cried, shooting forward.

      “Yeah, I remember that much,” Eist snapped. “Easier said than done.”

      “We’ll distract him,” Dille said, lagging a bit behind. “You guys fly the perimeter. Try to take down as many of those winged beasts before closing in.”

      “Dille, what kind of distraction do you think is going to work on the actual harbinger of doom?” Eist called after her. She could still see the woman’s body pierced by arrows, bleeding between her fingers.

      But the witch just winked and rode off, arm raised above her with weapon in hand. Where she had gotten a weapon, Eist wasn’t sure, but that didn’t seem to stop anything.

      “Alright, keep an eye on the center,” she told the other witches. “We’re not letting anybody die today if I can help it.”

      “Please, child,” the witch said with about as much venom as someone could put into a single phrase. “People have been dying from the Blight for centuries. Today more will. The difference is this will be the last day that people die by his hand.”

      “And we can finally return home,” the man added behind her. “You’ll send us home, right?”

      “Yeah. We’ll find a way to make a portal and get you back. I promise. Just make sure to protect the Three. We can’t have the Blight taking them.”

      “Which is exactly why we should have left them behind,” the witch growled before shooting off, letting out a battle cry as several of the brindles followed.

      The man gave Eist one more unimpressed glance before spinning off in the opposite direction, the rest of the brindles following him. It was actually pretty impressive to see the small dragons cut through the swaths of winged beasts and dodge the whipping tentacles. They seemed to aim their roars in sync with each other, disrupting the Blight’s magic left and right, leaving ash and errant flesh raining onto the ground below.

      But she didn’t have much time to watch and marvel, because she felt something rapidly approaching them from below. Tilting forward, Fior did what he was trained to do and tucked into a roll. And Eist could only hope the All-Mother held on.

      His wings flared as he came out of the move, bringing him face to face with the large abomination that had been barreling for them. But instead of just being a monster with a penchant for death and destruction, Eist saw that there was a fully-armored rider strapped to its spiny back.

      Oh no.

      Eist scrambled for her scabbard, which normally sat right by her hips, but remembered that they had been attacked so suddenly that she was just in her regular dress.

      The rider brought their broadsword down in a wide sweep, something that she had no way of blocking, and yet she threw her arm up anyway. She was sure that she was about to lose her limb, but instead of hitting flesh, her attacker’s blade clattered against something else entirely.

      She opened her eyes, not realizing that she had closed them, only to see a shield of shining light sitting right where the blade would have struck her skin.

      “Well, that’s handy,” she murmured before shoving the blade off.

      Fior wasn’t flying idle either. While the rider was distracted trying to wrest its blade from Eist, he reached up with his two front legs and grabbed the top and bottom of the abomination’s jaw, prying it apart before releasing a short, sharp blast of a roar into its open mouth.

      Needless to say, the creature didn’t have a head after that, flopping backward before exploding into a cloud of ash, sending its rider tumbling to the ground far, far below.

      “Good job,” Eist said before patting his side. “Now, let’s see what I can do about my own weapon.”

      Looking to her other hand, she concentrated and tapped into that same magic that she had called on before in times of great need. The responding rush to answer her almost made her dizzy, but she managed to clear her mind before she fell off her mount.

      When she glanced back to her hand, there was a shining version of her halberd there to match the shield on her other arm. Good. With that, she could do some real damage.

      “Come on, Fior. Let’s cut a path.”

      She bent low to his back, rushing forward and up, Eist brandishing her weapons.

      It was like there was a line of energy between the two instruments, connecting her to the rest of the world. She felt more connected to the swirling magic around her than she ever had before, and she let all of that power rush through her, fueling her further, harder.

      She cut across two abominations as they rushed past, and Fior buried his teeth into another. Their antics definitely caught the attention of several of the beasts, and a reasonable sized horde started to swoop in.

      “There we go,” Eist murmured. “Take them to the edge, Fior.”

      He let out a happy warble, ducking between two tentacles as they passed, and shot toward the outer rim of battle. A few of the monsters were caught in the pass, slamming into the limbs and spiraling to the ground.

      Eist allowed herself a small laugh, then looked to the center of the battle, where she half-expected him to be staring right at her with malevolent glee. But instead, he seemed entirely occupied by several figures in front of him.

      It was hard to pick all of them out, but she saw Dille, sending white-hot beams of light from her palms while her two dragons were breathing literal whirlwinds of fire. Ain and Athar were there too, one of them firing unlit fire arrows through the clouds of flames while the other seemed to be running in tight circles, keeping the monster at bay.

      Fjorin, Dryss, Ale’a, and Elspeth were there too, along with a couple of others that Eist didn’t know. But she couldn’t pay them much mind, as her eyes were already searching for the rest of the brindles.

      She couldn’t see either of the witches, but she saw that at least five of the dragons had gotten to the edge of the field and were firing off mighty roars. Her friends were doing a good job, because Yacrist didn’t seem to realize that a single one of the saved dragons were on the field.

      But they weren’t all in formation yet.

      Eist and Fior circled back down before spiraling up. She tried to keep her magic contained to the two weapons she had, worried that if she leaked too much that she would draw Yacrist’s attention. And it was too soon. They just needed another moment…

      “I believe they are in position,” the All-Mother said, startling Eist. She’d been so focused on the fight that she’d almost forgotten the ex-deity was even there.

      “Hold on,” Eist said, looking to her right and left, making sure that the brindles were indeed spread evenly around the field.

      “Yes, that is what I have been doing this whole time.”

      Eist bit back a reply, if only because she suddenly very much felt the last of the brindles slide into place, connecting them through a ring of power that she had never felt.

      Oh…

      Oh dear.

      It was like honey had been poured directly over her brain, warm and syrupy and oh-so-nice. It made her feel like she could float away, carried on a gentle, warm breeze that never had a single problem or trouble.

      “Eist, you can’t let it pull you away. You have to control it.”

      “Hmm?” she answered, tilting her head up.

      She couldn’t remember a time that she had ever felt so good. It was like every ache was gone from her body and every worry from her mind. There was nothing bad that could touch her, and she could just move all the magic around her through her body without a hitch.

      “You’re letting the lure of it pull you under. You have to remember what you’re doing. You’re calling on the old spirits to tie you to the very foundation of your world.”

      “Yeah, the foundation…”

      “Eist! You must concentrate!”

      Something about the sharpness of her words brought Eist back from the edge that she had been mentally traipsing across, and she let out a gasp. Blinking rapidly, she saw the brindles looking to her, waiting for her signal.

      “Thanks,” she gasped, shaking her head.

      “You have nothing to thank me for. If it weren’t for us, you wouldn’t even be in this mess.”

      “True,” Eist agreed, catching her breath and finally coming back to herself. “But that’s why you wanted to come, isn’t it? So you could fix it?”

      “Yes,” the All-Mother said with a steely sort of determination that Eist didn’t quite understand. “Today, we make up for our sins.”

      Instead of trying to understand or asking, the young woman just nodded, then raised her hand. Focusing the energy that she felt rushing through her so vibrantly, she shot a short bit of light right into the sky.

      The results were instantaneous, with all of the brindles moving forward at once. They surged toward Yacrist, who was slamming two of his tentacles on top of what looked like it had once been the mess hall, sending the roof crashing down.

      “Come now, Dille, there’s no need to draw this out,” Eist heard Yacrist bellow, sounding more annoyed than his earlier laughter might have let on.

      “What? You want to draw this out?” Dille shouted back. “I can do that for you!”

      She lifted both of her hands, throwing her head back as she shouted some ancient words. Eist watched, utterly rapt at the spectacle, as blue light shot down from the sky and straight into Dille’s mouth. It lasted just enough for the brindles to finally close ranks…

      And that was right when Yacrist finally noticed them.

      “Trying this again?” he asked, still floating in the middle of that darkness. His tentacles all suddenly withdrew, almost making a popping noise as they cut through the air, and for a moment, all the bridles had to scatter slightly.

      But before Eist could even be concerned about their movement, Dille righted herself and clapped her hands.

      Blue light flashed out from her, spinning in an overcomplicated pattern. It seemed that even the wind around them echoed its shape, twisting and looping until seven symbols of shining blue appeared around Yacrist. He let out a singular snarl before they all slammed into him, covering his body with hard crystal.

      “Now!” Dille cried, falling back with both of her dragons.

      They didn’t need to be told twice.

      Eist started speaking the words that the witches had taught her, clinging to every syllable and focusing every breath. She felt her connection to the entire world, the natural flow of things, how life was supposed to build then ebb then build again. She felt the cycle of life and death and rebirth. She felt the old scars that the old spirits had once occupied, and how the earth cried out for them to be filled again.

      And it was with all of those connections flooding her mind, blanketing every part of her, that she finally released everything that it built up inside of her.

      “Release!”

      There was no feeling that compared to the rush of those few moments. Fior reared back, his chest expanding and expanding before he let out a truly intense roar. The others all did as well, and in less than a breath, they were all hitting Yacrist at once.

      The dark magic around him reacted instantly, trying to coil protectively around the crystal encasing him, but the more the roars of the brindles hit it, the more it retreated inward on itself, vanishing like smoke dispersed from a flame.

      Eist kept chanting, making sure she never dropped a single word. She could hear the All-Mother doing the same behind her, even if the woman no longer had a drop of magic to her name.

      The whole world seemed to be responding to them, the energy of it gathering around them and building up like an explosion. She didn’t want to be on the receiving end of that when it blew and focused instead on picturing the Blight being torn apart piece by piece.

      It took her several moments to realize that there was a cracking sound trying to fight its way past the roars of the brindles, barely audible over the maelstrom. When Eist did finally catch the noise, her eyes went to the crystal containing Yacrist.

      It had dozens of vein-like fissures running through it, thinner than a finger and all interconnecting. She knew then that it would only be a breath or two before—

      The cracking sound turned into a boom, and the entire thing shattered, sending shards everywhere. Eist could see the sharp pieces in her mind’s eye flying out and burying themselves in everyone nearby, so she waved her other hand as if that would do something.

      But it did. It caught all of the sharp missiles and sent them straight upward where they then burst into a fine mist. Eist hadn’t even been planning that particular reaction, and it took all her concentration to not lose her place in her chant.

      “You really are this world’s way of resetting itself, aren’t you?” the All-Mother breathed behind her. “Fixing everything that we so inadvertently ruined.”

      Eist couldn’t answer, because now that Yacrist was freed from his binding, he seemed more enraged than ever.

      “Really, Eist!” he screamed, whipping toward her with eyes now entirely red. “Must we really go through this again!?”

      “You could give up,” she countered, taking the risk to stop chanting long enough to answer him. Because if she was answering him, that meant he wasn’t fighting, and if he wasn’t fighting, it would make the spell that much more likely to succeed. “You could stop this all now!”

      “When I’m so close?” He lifted his hand as if he was going to lash out with a spell, but a brindle’s cry hit him and made the limb jerk back. Eist saw the darkness roll up his arm and into his chest, leaving his limb the regular, slightly gold color it should be. “Eist, surely you grow tired of this pointless fight. We’re destined for each other. Destined to right all the wrongs of the very usurpers who sit behind you!”

      “You know, I’m getting sick of that word,” Eist countered before setting her hands against Fior’s spine and pouring everything she had inside of her through him.

      Light burst through his scales, sending gold rushing up his body before the light coalesced right in his jaw. It stayed there for a moment, building and building, until it finally released in a blinding flash of power.

      It hit Yacrist right in the chest, driving him back only for him to be buffeted forward by the roars of the dragons. She could see more dark smoke rising from his body, dispelling into nothing, and a pained yell ripped out of his throat.

      “I’m going to get my friend back,” she cried, feeling hope and victory bubble up inside of her. “And I’m going to banish you from all existence!”

      “You think so?” Yacrist shouted back, his voice cracking. Once more, she could see bits of him being revealed to her, washed clean of the possession that had taken him from her.

      “I know so.”

      “Poor Eist,” he wheezed, black liquid starting to trickle from his nose and eyes. “Didn’t anyone tell you that pride comes before a fall?”
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      Eist had maybe one moment for dread and curiosity to well up inside of her before Yacrist let out a deafening scream and jerked backward. She winced against the sound, only to barely see the wave of power shooting out from his center like an explosion of green dragon gas and silver venom.

      She brought her hands up without thinking, that same instinct rising again. Thankfully, just like before, a shield raised in front of her.

      The rest of the brindles weren’t so lucky.

      The power hit them like a storm, sending them all spiraling away. The torrent of magic tried to shove Eist back as well, but she held fast, gritting her teeth and crying out.

      It beat against her, hot and violent and slick with so much of that slimy unbelonging. It tried to wiggle through cracks in her barrier, to lick at her and invite her into its perversion. She could almost hear it whispering to her, beckoning her to give up.

      To give in.

      But she held fast, refusing to listen. She screamed, as loud as she could, and pushed her shield outward until finally the assault ended.

      She nearly toppled forward, the All-Mother’s arms around her waist the only thing that kept her upright. When her vision cleared, she was breathing hard, and she surveyed the damage.

      The other brindles were gone, either knocked back to the edge of battle where they were now being swarmed by the abominations or falling to the ground, unable to withstand what they had been hit with. The only two that remained were the ones with the witches on them, and Eist guessed it was because they had used the same shield spell that she had.

      “That… That should have worked!” the woman cried, her face the perfect picture of dread.

      “It was never going to work,” Yacrist said, his body quickly healing in front of them as he laughed again. All around him, his power grew greater and broader, and that was when Eist truly realized that they were all going to die. “No matter how much of this world’s power you throw at me, I’ll have Yacrist to circumvent it. There is no surmounting me, no reaching my limit. As your planet returns to its former glory, I do too. There is no escape.”

      “This… This can’t be,” Eist whispered, squeezing her eyes shut.

      “Give over the Three and let us end this peacefully. I have so, so much I want to show my betrothed before we fulfill our purpose.” He smiled, teeth wolfish and sharp. “That is why you brought them, isn’t it, my dear? Deep inside, you’ve always known that this is how it must go.”

      “No,” Eist groaned, trying to reach down inside of herself and find something, but once more, she was out of options. “No, no, no!” She wished she had other words, some sort of daring and defiant final lines before she gave her last hurrah, but all there was inside of her was despair.

      “He’s right, you know,” the All-Mother murmured behind her, surprising Eist again. “There’s no way to defeat him with your world’s magic.”

      “You sound like you already knew that.”

      “I may have had an idea.”

      A spike of anger shot through the anguish. “You might have said something earlier!”

      “We could have, but we have another theory.” She took a quick breath and then leaned close to Eist’s good ear, whispering as quietly as she could while still having the hard-of-hearing girl hear her. “Power from your world will not defeat him, but it is only us that keeps him from taking over your world.”

      “Yes, I’m familiar. It’s why you said we shouldn’t kill you. That you were the last thing stopping him from completely taking over our world. Something about him needing to absorb you to finish his destruction of your world?”

      “Yes, exactly. He has to devour us before he can move on to you.”

      “Why are you bringing that up now?”

      “Because, what if he can’t absorb us?”

      “And how do you suppose we do that? We can’t do anything!”

      As if he heard them, dark thread shot out of Yacrist, sharp and spiked as if he was trying to spear through Fior. Thankfully, the dragon rolled, and the whips retracted.

      “Someone could absorb us first.”

      “What!?”

      “We saw what happened when you found your center during training. We could feel that you were surrounding us, sizing us up as prey.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “It’s fine. We know that the Blight gave you a part of itself and you absorbed it as your own. It makes sense that you would be able to devour us just like him. That you would want to.”

      “But I would neve—”

      “Eist, the three of us discussed it. We’ve been alive for thousands and thousands of years after the destruction of our world. Maybe it is time we laid down to rest and joined our brothers and sisters.”

      “But—”

      “You are the one sent to save this world, Eist. I am asking you, please, to absorb us. Before he can.”

      “You’re asking me to, to…devour three gods!” Eist snapped. “How can I possibly do that?”

      “Well, that’s the easy part,” the All-Mother whispered, and Eist could almost hear the smile in her voice. “You just close your eyes and breathe.”

      Another sharp whip, then a tentacle slamming downward. Fior did his best to dodge, barking his concern.

      “I can’t do this.” It was another thing to fight something, to have to kill in the heat of battle, but it was another thing entirely to consume another living entity. Especially one that she had known and had once worshiped.

      “You have to, Eist. It’s time. Consider this our recompense for everything we’ve done. We never meant to bring your world to the brink.”

      “…I know.”

      “Come now, Eist! Give in. I’ll make their ends so short and sweet! It will almost be a relief!” Yacrist’s bold words cut through her and from the corner of her eye, she saw one of the witches ripped from their mount and thrown to the ground. Thankfully, another dragon swooped by to save him, but then they were both swarmed by abominations.

      This was it. This was the brink. She had to make a choice, either to go quietly into the night and let the Blight win or do exactly what her goddess was asking of her.

      She… She couldn’t let everything die. They had fought so long and so hard, she couldn’t fail them now.

      So, letting out a shaking breath, she leaned back into the All-Mother and let herself go.

      Breath in. Hold it. Breathe out. Hold it. Feel the connection of everything. Breathe in. Hold it. Breathe out.

      It was easier to slip under this time, the warmth of it covering her in a smooth blanket. Within moments, she could feel the world flash into existence before her closed eyes, a giant inky mass in front of her, but three delicious points of shimmering cobalt around her.

      “That’s it,” she faintly heard the All-Mother urge. “We’re right here.”

      Eist felt her mind spread out, ignoring the maelstrom that was the Blight and all of its destruction. She let herself stretch, and stretch, until she was surrounding each point of brilliant blue.

      They really were so beautiful, tantalizing and sparkling in her mind. They beckoned her closer, speaking of magic, knowledge, and life that wasn’t like anything else she had ever known. She could feel her mouth water, and her body cried out for her to just…touch them. Just the tiniest touch. She would go mad if she didn’t.

      She hesitated for one more moment, part of her wondering if this was something that she could ever come back from, but then she felt the All-Mother bury her face in Eist’s thick blonde tresses.

      “It’s okay,” she urged, her voice sounding very strange in whatever state the young dragon rider was is. “We’re ready. And thank you, Eist, for giving us the chance to make this right.”

      The All-Mother pressed her lips in a gentle, motherly kiss onto the top of Eist’s head and that was the last straw. Everything that was Eist surged forward, enveloping the three cobalt spots and yanking them into herself.

      “NO!”

      But the cry didn’t matter to her. Nothing did. The moment she pulled those masses into her, it was as if the rest of the world was ripped away and she was flung into the cosmos. Pleasure, undiluted and raw, rushed through every part of her being, forcing anything else out. It bubbled up inside of her, pressure too great for her to contain, and she felt her body burst across the stars.

      She was moving, too fast to be alive, too fast to comprehend, as everything that made her human was rewritten and bathed in power it was never meant to know. Her vision dropped out, replaced with something else entirely as she flew against lands and stars and life and death itself.

      She couldn’t say how long she spun, tumbling through the ether like a breath or an idea, but bit by bit, that giddy pleasure began to settle, leaving the incredible power for her to drown in.

      Except she wasn’t drowning. She was floating, surrounded by everything that had been and ever would be. She could see her entire realm stretching out in front of her, and behind her, with time running like a curving river through it. In the distance, she could see other faintly glowing places. Places she knew that didn’t belong to her. Places that held things that she couldn’t imagine.

      Slowly, she looked over her land. She felt a strange sort of responsibility for the expanse, like it was her responsibility, but she could see so many dangerous cracks throughout it.

      Now that wouldn’t do at all.

      She lowered herself to her realm, where everything was held perfectly still around her. Funny, the things that had once mattered so much to her—Dille, the academy, a good meal, Athar. None of them seemed very relevant now. They could just disappear in a puff of smoke and Eist wouldn’t be fazed. She was beyond them now, beyond all—

      A chirp sounded from behind her and she turned, yet didn’t move at all. There was Fior, looking at her with eyes that shone like the sun. Had they always been that way, or could she only see them now?

      It didn’t matter, she supposed, because he wasn’t alone. There was a woman standing behind him, with long, long dark hair and a small smile. But perhaps what was most familiar was her utter lack of eyes, replaced only with blue glowing light.

      “Hello, my daughter. It’s good to see you again.”

      “Your…daughter?” Eist murmured questioningly, but then just as if she had been there, she saw it in her mind’s eye.

      Arwyllen, dirty and battered, unable to defeat the Blight fully—only to beat it back for a century or two, offering her soul and power, her blood itself to the old spirits to return them to their former glory. Much like the All-Mother, she gave herself up, only withholding a small bit of her soul that she sent out much like the Blight had.

      Eist watched the memory that wasn’t hers replay as a piece ended up in her mother, and then her father. She watched as she was born, and the magic glowed brightly from her core. She watched as she died on that fever-bed when she was a child, but the magic forcibly dragged her back to life.

      She watched it all, and suddenly, she understood exactly how much she had truly been destined for.

      “You’ve been waiting an awfully long time for all of this to work out,” Eist answered, her mind encompassing so much that it was hard to keep a hold of who she was and what she wanted.

      “But it will all be worth it if it works, would it not?” The woman pressed a kiss to Fior’s side then beckoned him to go to Eist. He did so happily, and Eist felt more of herself come back as she touched his smooth, scaled side. “Do you know what you have to do?”

      Eist nodded, the woman’s plan blooming in her eyes as if it were her own. And who knew? Perhaps it was. She was the beginning and the end of all things, time stretching below her in waves and eddies.

      “Come on, Fior,” she said, clambering on top of her dragon. “Let’s finally put an end to this story.”

      He let out a bellow unlike any that she had ever heard, then dove deep into the water. Eist let herself rush through it, time flowing over and around her.

      They burst out in what seemed like less than the blink of an eye, in a battle not too different from her own, but Eist could tell from their equipment and clothing exactly where she was.

      Her gaze scanned everything all at once, and she saw exactly what she expected. A circle of brindles led by none other than Arwyllen herself. She spotted the witches she was looking for and reaching for them with arms that were suddenly bigger than entire buildings, she snatched them and their dragons right from time itself.

      She held them in her palms, willing all the directions she knew they needed into them, then flung them back into the water of time. She watched as they were taken away, sure that they would end up exactly where she needed to meet them later.

      And then she was back in the water herself, appearing before her mother. She watched as her parents kissed her good-bye and promised they would be back after a couple of days of research at the academy. She saw their entire day stretch ahead of them all at once, until she was visiting her mother in her dreams.

      The woman looked so fragile, so exhausted and frayed at the edges. How had Eist never seen that during her childhood?

      She didn’t know, and she couldn’t say, so instead she gave herself the All-Mother’s form as she whispered ideas and rituals that would eventually lead to her parents’ deaths. She was the end. She was the beginning. She would create her own path, and follow the path laid out for her all at once.

      Her mother nodded, taking the All-Mother’s words to heart, and Eist let herself slip into time again.

      This time, she traveled for centuries, and yet no time at all, passing civilizations and battles and the rise and fall of politicians. She wasn’t sure what direction she was going, forward or backward, because those concepts didn’t exist. It was all just an ocean, surrounding her with tides and waves, rising, falling, and splashing this way and that.

      But Fior flew through it like it was the sky itself, and she happened across a tiny witch, one that was still connected to the old spirits, one who held the mark of Arwyllen deep in her heart. And as that baby drew her first breath, Eist split her soul in two, carrying it back down into the water with her.

      This time, as they traveled, she told the little spirit all of the great things that she would do. That she was going to be the best friend someone could ask for, and too clever for her own good. That she was kind, and quick, and braver than anybody else she knew.

      When she reached the right time, she summoned a body out of clay and dragon ash, forming a vessel for the half-soul she held in her arms. It was easy enough to deposit her and bring the creation to life. Giving herself a human form for only a moment, Eist cupped the tiny thing’s cheeks.

      “Your name is Dille,” she murmured, stroking hair back from her face. “And your life will be very, very hard, but just know that you are meant to be one of the greatest dragon riders ever known.”

      With that, she pressed a kiss to the young avatar’s forehead, then let Fior whisk them into the flow of time again.

      Back and forth she went, weaving like a tapestry, until the entire image was perfect and shining in the water. She was the creator, the mastermind who made sure that every step she tread was exactly what she was supposed to.

      Only two things left to do.

      Reaching out, she found herself and the moment she was looking for. Directing Fior forward, she slipped into a very familiar dream, bidding her dragon to stay in the shadows.

      She took on the form of the All-Mother once more, or at least the form that she remembered being in. And in a strange instance of time repeating itself, but not exactly as it should, Eist spoke to her past self about the Blight and everything she must remember.

      “Rise, my child.”

      Had those lines always been on her face? Had she always looked so haunted? So hunted? Eist felt a surge of pity roll through her for her old self. She had no idea what was going to become of her? The power that would flow through her veins. “Why are you—”

      “We do not have much time.”

      “You know, people like you always say that in these, but I don’t think time correlates one to one in…wherever we are.”

      Ah, there it was. Eist remembered being impatient. But she didn’t understand yet. She couldn’t. She didn’t know that while they had all the time in the world, there was also none of it. They had a mission to complete.

      “You talk too much and listen too little. There is not much time because time is ephemeral, slipping through our fingers with every moment.”

      “Our fingers? I’m pretty sure I’m not holding anything… Is what Yacrist said true?”

      There it was. She remembered wishing the great and powerful All-Mother would tell her that it was false. That their enemy had been lying. But this was the time where all of those little lies would be stripped away.

      But perhaps more gently than the Blight would have.

      “Yes, his words are mostly true.”

      “Mostly true?”

      “There are things that even one such as the great darkness doesn’t know. Part of the picture it cannot see. Although it likes to posture as if it is outside of time, or as if it knows all, it experiences the passing of days the same as any of your kind. It is just very, very old.”

      “Oh. I suppose that’s good to know then. Not omniscient. But he’s right about you coming from another dimension and upsetting the balance here?”

      “He is right about the Truth of the Three. They fled from a world he devoured, one that they were tied to the life of. And when they came here, they thought they might find friendship with the spirits that lived in earth and stream, in sky and tree.

      “But when they planted their seeds of faith, and their teachings, they found they couldn’t grow. Something was lacking, the energy, the worship that they needed to thrive.

      “And that was when they realized that they could not benefit from the worship and gift of love because, in your world, souls returned to the wellspring of life to be made anew, an endless cycle of birth and death and birth again. With such a complete circle, the Three would starve and wither, nothing to sustain them.”

      It was strange to tell the story word for word that had been told to her, but she understood that she had to complete the circle. Everything had to be perfect to lead her exactly to the point where she was now.

      “Why do you keep saying they?” Eist—young, human Eist—asked. “You’re the All-Mother. You’re not just one of them, you’re the figurehead.”

      Ah, right. Eist had been suspicious at her wording, wondering why she hadn’t used ‘I’ or ‘we.’ All of that suddenly made sense now, and Eist continued to move through all of the lines that she had already spoken.

      Time warbled around her, unhappy that she was spending so much time with her own past. It didn’t like warping in on itself in such an incestuous way and wanted her to return to the waters.

      Standing slowly, she finished speaking the words she had to, planting the ideas and the seeds that would one day save her people.

      “I am the All-Mother,” she said, realizing now exactly what those words meant. She had absorbed three deities and in doing so, she had become one. She was the guardian of children, the shepherd to death. She was all the fury of nature and also its warm embrace. She was the end. She was the beginning. And she was going to finish the fight. “I am the Grandfather. I am the Storm. I am all that once might have been, and all that might be. I am all, but I am also none.”

      “...that doesn't actually mean anything.”

      Oh sweet, darling Eist who thought she knew everything there was to know. “To you, it might not. But all in time.” She chuckled ever-so-lightly at that. “Yes. Time. All of it.”

      “I… I don’t understand.”

      Eist reached out, touching her own shoulder and willing all the strength she could into her small body. There was so much fear and hurt to come, but there was a light at the end of it, if only she could see it. “You will. Just remember Yacrist’s words. The answers lie therein.”

      “I don’t understand why you can’t just tell me them if you already know!”

      “Because that is not the way of things. There are details we can change, but details that must always remain the same. The Three have bound themselves so much in this world that the Blight cannot destroy the world as long as they hide beyond their veil. It may own all of the darkness, but it cannot penetrate the light. Not like you can. You are the light, in more ways than you know, and you must never forget that.”

      Sighing, Eist looked up to the sky, knowing her time with herself was at an end, at least this time around. Had she missed anything? She felt if she missed a single syllable, everything might fall apart around her.

      “I think we’ve done it all.”

      “Who have done it all? And what do you mean by all?”

      She didn’t answer, Fior whisking her away into the deep, dark ocean of time itself.
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      Suddenly, Eist was in the middle of a battle. She blinked several times, watching as everything moved in slow motion. She was still atop Fior, and the circle of brindles was still roaring at Yacrist.

      Ah.

      Having a physical form was confusing, considering that her mind encompassed everything around her. She could feel a rider’s fear and worry for his wife. She could feel another one panickily thinking about the unborn child in her stomach. Every bit of pain, every action, every frantic thought, she knew and felt all of them all at once.

      But she couldn’t let herself become distracted from the maelstrom or the desire to slip back into the abstract view that the Three had no doubt been hiding behind for millennia. Instead, she looked to Yacrist, who was arched like he was about to send that fateful blast of power from his core that he had before.

      No. That wouldn’t do.

      She blinked and suddenly was in front of him, snatching his face with her hands. She held his jaw tight, jerking his head toward her, and he stared at her with wide eyes.

      “H-how?”

      “Recognize me?” Eist asked, letting all her power surge around her.

      He did. She could see it flare in his eyes, tinged by fear and shock. “N-no! You can’t! You’re just a human!”

      “No, my very, very old enemy. I’m so much more than that.”

      “But you can’t send me away. As long as the Three remain undevoured by me, I will linger, rebuilding myself.”

      “I know,” Eist said with a condescending pat to the top of his head. “Now, it’s time for you to leave. All of you.”

      She reached out with her mind, encompassing everything that she was and had ever been. She seized up every last drop of the Three, every bit of delicious, burning blue, until there was nothing left. And as the Blight tried to rip itself from her grip, she let the entirety of all that power blast through her.

      “I banish you from life now, Blight, never to return. You will haunt no doors and darken no dreams. I banish you along with every scrap of the old worlds that never belong in mine. This is your death, written in the stars and scattered magic of the cosmos. Revel in that fear inside of you now, because this is the last thing you will ever feel.” She spoke with all the power of every god that had once been in the Three’s world. She could feel them, rushing from the Blight and joining her, gleeful in their revenge.

      “But, Eist, you can’t! We’re in love, aren’t we? You wouldn’t kill me, would you?”

      Eist brought him closer so that their faces were only a breath away. Looking into his eyes, she allowed him to see everything that she had done. His face went gray at that, and the mass of magic behind him burst like a cloud that had been blown away by a buffet of wind.

      “You don’t know what love is,” Eist snapped before finalizing her grip on every bit of them that she could. “So, be it.”

      Thunder clapped above and the entire earth shook. It was like paradise falling all over again, but that much more violent.

      The Blight shrieked in her grip, burning, churning, bucking, but Eist held tight. It wasn’t as if she could unlock her muscles anyway, pure agony tearing its way through her as every single bit of godhood ripped from her.

      For all that she had been drunk on that power, so full of certainty and strength that nothing could ever hurt her, having it ripped away was like death itself. She screamed, and screamed, wishing for death as it felt like everything was scooped out of her, violently ripped away by thousands of claws.

      She couldn’t say how long it lasted. How long light and dark spilled from their bodies, sucked up through the sky and expunged from the world like it never belonged. Because it didn’t. Bit by bit, every single bit of the usurpers and the Blight was ejected from the world, until finally, all of it was gone.

      The pain stopped, leaving Eist floating there, completely numb. And yet a sliver of relief was there, because she had done it.

      The Blight was gone.

      The world was reborn, set to recover in all the magic it was always supposed to have.

      With a single sigh, Eist fell.

      Wind whipped past her, a pleasant lullaby for the end of her journey. But just as her eyes were fluttering shut, she was caught in a clawed foot and gently carried to the ground.

      More of her mind came back as they lowered, pain rolling through every bit of her. When she was finally released, she could only flop weakly to her side.

      A gentle, worried chirp sounded, and Eist opened her eyes to see Fior nosing at her middle.

      “Hey there, not-so-little guy,” she whispered, voice completely raw.

      “Eist?”

      That voice made her gasp, and she found the strength to roll over, finding Yacrist laying there. For a moment, joy swept through her, but then she saw the ashen gray of his skin, the cracks and burns around his mouth and eyes.

      “Eist, is that you?”

      She scrambled to him, taking his hand in hers. His skin was like paper held too long over a fire, cracking and splitting in her grip.

      “Hey there, Yacrist. It’s me. Just me.”

      “Oh gods.” His voice cracked, and his chest hitched as if he was bursting into tears, but no liquid fell from the black eyes he still had. “I did such horrible things to you, Eist. I was a monster!”

      “It’s alright.” Eist could feel tears rising up inside of her. All that godlike power, and she had never thought to look at what would happen once she finally expunged the Blight from her world. “I’ll heal you. I can heal you.”

      She furrowed her brow, trying to call all the magic that was so thick around them into her, but it didn’t respond. Just kept curling around her like she wasn’t even there.

      “No, no, you can’t,” Yacrist coughed. “Even I know that much. Every single bit of the Blight has to go. What’s in me, and that little bit that’s in you.”

      “No!” Eist argued, as if words would change it. “I didn’t go through all of this just to lose you!”

      He smiled crookedly at that, once more every bit of the charming man that she could have loved. “Hey, it wouldn’t be a great story if I didn’t make a dramatic exit, would it?”

      “You can’t,” Eist sobbed, her chest heaving as everything that had happened finally caught up with her. “Please, after everything, don’t do this.”

      “Hey, it’s gonna be okay, alright?” He coughed, and both ash and black liquid flew from his mouth. His skin fissured further, threatening to crumble at any moment. “Eist, can you do me one favor?”

      “Yes! Anything!”

      He looked at her with such feeling that she couldn’t breathe. “When you tell my story, can you lie and say that you were madly in love with me?”

      “Oh, Yacrist. I a—”

      He held one gray finger weakly to her mouth, and she could feel ash smear across the seam of her lips. “Didn’t anybody ever tell you it’s wrong to lie to a dying man?”

      “I… I’m sorry.”

      “Ain’t nothing to be sorry for.” He coughed again, and the cracks covered every visible part of his skin. “I got a little off track, but at least I got the hero’s end of dying in his love’s arms.” He let out the tiniest of laughs and then crumbled entirely, blowing out of Eist’s hands in a cloud of dust.

      Sobs wracked her frame as she fell forward, face-first into the earth. But even as she cried out all of the hurt, all of the ache, she knew that it was finally over.

      The Blight was gone.
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      “Here. Let me b-braid your hair for you.”

      Eist smiled and sat on a stool, allowing Athar to fuss with her long, gray strands. After all the magic had been forcibly ripped from her, she’d been shocked to find that her blonde tresses had lost all their color, leaving her with hair like a woman many, many, many more years older. But after five long years of rebuilding, she had learned to love her long, long gray hair.

      “You know, we’re married. You don’t have to think of excuses to touch me.”

      Athar chuckled behind her, his thick fingers making quick work of her loose hair. “I just w-want you to have every advantage you c-can in this tournament.”

      “Like I need it,” she countered, tilting her head back so he could give her a kiss. And he did, quick and gentle, but it still made her heart leap just as it always did. “I’m surprised we even have anyone to go against me.”

      “I s-suppose it is a bit intimidating to have to go against the dragon rider who b-brought down the Blight when thousands of years of warriors before her never c-could.”

      “I was also a goddess for a very short while.”

      His big thumbs stroked the sides of her face lovingly. “You’re s-s-still a goddess, in every m-meaning of the word.”

      “Eww, you romantic sap,” she teased, standing and gently shoving his shoulder.

      He just let out that rumbling laugh that she loved and gave her one last hug before placing her helmet on her head. “Go win this t-tournament so we c-can go celebrate. Ain and Dille are waiting on th-that as well. C-can’t let them down.”

      “You’re right about that. When I win, they can buy our first round.” Eist straightened and crossed to the door, picking her halberd off the weapon’s rack where it was resting. “And then you and I can celebrate without them later.” She sent her beloved one last look over her shoulder, giving him a nod and a smile, then headed out into the reconstructed amphitheater.

      The crowd was all standing, letting out cheers as Fior leaped from the parapet high above, gliding down in a practiced move so that Eist could jump up and grab his foot, using it to swing herself up onto his back flawlessly.

      The citizens went wild, shouting loudly at the acrobatic move. And despite her lack of magic, Eist knew that somewhere out there, another girl was dreaming of soaring with the dragons, and it was only a matter of time until she would be called upon to fulfill a destiny she couldn’t possibly imagine yet.
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading the Brindle Dragon Boxed Set, which includes the entire Brindle Dragon series. The Blight has been defeated and our heroes have set to the task of rebuilding their kingdom. But while they enjoy the much deserved reprieve, the return of magic has led to unintended consequences they couldn’t have imagined.

      Eist, her friends, and some new heroes will be back in a new and exciting adventure to save Rothaiche M’or. The next series is called Rise of the Black Dragon and the first book is called Escape. You can get it now on Amazon.

      
        
        Download Escape here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07YP315VJ

      

      

      

      And if you enjoy urban fantasy stories, you should check out the Dragon Oracle series. The first book is called Oracle and features a normal girl trying to live a normal life. The only problem is that she has visions of the future and finds herself mixed up with shape-shifting dragons.

      
        
        Get Oracle here:

        amazon.com/dp/B079KXS1SR/

      

      

      

      I really enjoy hearing what readers think so if you could leave a review for me on Amazon, that would be really cool.

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Fantasy Reads Newsletter. We have a lot of fantastic stories planned and can’t wait to share those with you. All the information is on the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fantasy Reads Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign up for our Fantasy Reads Newsletter and be the first to find out about new releases and special offers.
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        Sign up here:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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